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 Praise for the Novels of Karen White

On Folly Beach

 

“Heartwarmingly tender, with a bit of mystery and intrigue, and the feel of the Carolina ocean breezes, On Folly Beach makes the perfect summertime reading choice.”

—The Wichita Falls Times Record News

 

“If you crave a tale that will have you burning the midnight oil in order to get to the next chapter, then make On Folly Beach one of your must reads this summer.”

—Jackie K. Cooper, The Huffington Post

 

“Known for her exquisite prose, which delves into the inner core of her characters’ emotions, [White] delivers a superb story.... She has proven her prowess as a storyteller by demonstrating her unique combination of history with intrigue and love in order to create an unforgettable novel. Without a doubt, On Folly Beach is White’s crowning achievement.”

—Fresh Fiction

 

“On Folly Beach is a terrific book with a thoughtful plot, a dash of history, and the promise of future happiness. It’s the perfect story for an escape from the heat or to stick in your suitcase as you head off for vacation.”

—The Conroe Courier (TX)

 

“On Folly Beach is a perfect summer read—heck, a perfect read for any time of the year. Karen White knows how to spin a perfectly crafted story and/or mystery, and readers are sure to love this soon-to-be bestseller.”

—The Best Reviews

 

“Karen White weaves history (some little known), daily living, love, deceit, sorrow, and survival together in On Folly Beach. She bombards the senses with vivid imagery, poignant metaphors, and analogies.... Emmy’s and Heath’s personal battles entwined with the historical characters’ battles mak[e] On Folly Beach compelling. It is a KEEPER!”

—Long and Short Reviews
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“White has a clear, sweet voice, and the ability to mark occasions from multiple viewpoints. Her characters are rich and captivating.”

—RT Book Reviews

 

The Lost Hours

 

“Reads as an intricately plotted mystery.... White makes a good case for why new generations should sustain ties with the old—and why certain stories have to be told, no matter how long it takes.”

—The Atlanta Journal-Constitution

 

“Wonderful phrasing . . . leav[es] readers with a slice of history too haunting to be forgotten.”

—Charleston magazine

 

“An interesting look at family.... Readers will enjoy this deep Savannah River family drama.”

—The Best Reviews

 

“Through vivid details and emotionally charged characters, White creates this year’s must-read novel. Without a doubt, The Lost Hours is most definitely a labor of love.”

—Fresh Fiction

 

The House on Tradd Street

 

“Engaging. . . . The supernatural elements are not played for scares, but instead refine and reveal Melanie’s true character.... A fun and satisfying read, this series kickoff should hook a wide audience.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“The House on Tradd Street has it all, mystery, romance, and the paranormal including ghosts with quirky personalities.”

—BookLoons

 

“Brilliant and engrossing . . . a rare gem . . . exquisitely told, rich in descriptions, and filled with multifaceted characters.”

—The Book Connection

 

“Has all the elements that have made Karen White’s books fan favorites: a Southern setting, a deeply emotional tale, and engaging characters.”

—A Romance Review

 

“Karen White is an extremely talented and colorful writer with tons of imagination. If you are not a believer of paranormal, you will be after reading this novel.”

—Fresh Fiction 

 

“Beautifully written and as lyrical as the tides... speaks directly to the heart and will linger in yours long after you’ve read the final page.”

—Susan Crandall, author of A Kiss in Winter

 

“Karen White delivers a powerfully emotional blend of family secrets, Lowcountry lore, and love in The Memory of Water—who could ask for more?”

—Barbara Bretton, author of Girls of Summer

 

Learning to Breathe

 

“White creates a heartfelt story full of vibrant characters and emotion that leaves the reader satisfied yet hungry for more from this talented author.”

—Booklist

 

“Karen White has gifted readers with another masterpiece, touching every emotion in her novel Learning to Breathe! White captures the essence of smalltown living and the nuances of family life, making all her characters leap from the pages.... White adds another wonderful story to her fans’ keeper shelves!”

—Reader to Reader Reviews

 

More Praise for the Novels 
of Karen White

 

“The fresh voice of Karen White intrigues and delights.”

—Sandra Chastain, contributor to At Home in Mossy Creek

 

“Warmly Southern and deeply moving.”

—New York Times bestselling author Deborah Smith

 

“[A] sweet book . . . highly recommended.”

—Booklist

 

“Karen White is one author you won’t forget.... This is a masterpiece in the study of relationships. Brava!”

—Reader to Reader Reviews

 

“This is not only romance at its best—this is a fully realized view of life at its fullest.”

—Readers & Writers Ink Reviews

 

“After the Rain is an elegantly enchanting Southern novel.... Fans will recognize the beauty of White’s evocative prose.”

—WordWeaving.com
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When I have seen by Time’s fell hand defaced
 The rich proud cost of outworn buried age;
 When sometime lofty towers I see down-razed,
 And brass eternal slave to mortal rage;
 When I have seen the hungry ocean gain
 Advantage on the kingdom of the shore,
 And the firm soil win of the watery main,
 Increasing store with loss, and loss with store;
 When I have seen such interchange of state,
 Or state itself confounded to decay;
 Ruin hath taught me thus to ruminate,
 That Time will come and take my love away.
 This thought is as a death, which cannot choose
 But weep to have that which it fears to lose.

—William Shakespeare, Sonnet 64
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 CHAPTER 1

The little reed, bending to the force of the wind, soon stood upright again when the storm had passed over.

—AESOP




Julie 

SEPTEMBER 2010

 

Death and loss, they plague you. So do memories. Like the Mississippi’s incessant slap against the levees, they creep up with deceptive sweetness before grabbing your heart and pulling it under. At least, that’s what Monica told me. Monica had been the one with the memories of the great muddy river that cradled the Crescent City, and of the sparkling water of the gulf and the bright white house that sat before it.

My own family settled in Massachusetts about one hundred years after the Pilgrims, and my sturdy New England upbringing left me unprepared and a little in awe of Monica, with her strange accent that curled some words and mispronounced others, that was neither Southern or Northern but a strange combination of both. Her stories of her childhood were seasoned with the dips and waves of her accent, almost making me forget that Monica had abruptly turned her back on these places that existed so vividly in her memories, and never gone back. Like me, Monica was a self-imposed orphan living and working in  New York City, both of us trying very hard to pretend that we belonged there.

I leaned forward in the minivan’s driver’s seat and glanced in the rearview mirror at Beau, Monica’s motherless little boy, and the fear and anxiety that had been dogging me took hold again. In the last two months I had gone from being a workaholic at a reputable auction house, with no other responsibilities except for my monthly rent and utilities, to the broke, unemployed guardian of a five-year-old boy, possessor of a dilapidated minivan, and apparently the owner of a beach house in Biloxi, Mississippi, with the improbable name of River Song. Despite almost a lifetime spent collecting things, I was at a loss to explain my recent acquisitions.

Beau stirred, and I found myself hoping that he would remain asleep for at least another hour. Although we’d stopped overnight in Montgomery, Alabama, listening for endless hours to Disney music was more of a strain on my already raw nerves. For nearly twenty hours we’d been traveling south in a van built during the Reagan administration, through towns and scenery that made me think I’d taken a wrong turn and stumbled into a foreign country. After recalling some of the stories Monica had told me about growing up in the South, I realized that I probably had.

“Mama?”

I looked into the rearview mirror and into greenish blue eyes so much like his mother’s, offset by remarkably long and dark eyelashes. Monica said the lashes were from all the Tabasco sauce Louisiana mothers put in their baby’s bottles to get them used to hot food. The memory made me smile until Beau looked back at me, his eyes repeating his question.

“No, sweetheart. Your mama isn’t here. Remember what we talked about? She’s in heaven, watching over you like an angel, and she wants me to take care of you now.”

His face registered acceptance, and I looked away before he could see what a fraud I really was. I knew less about Monica’s Catholic heaven  and angels than I did about raising young children. There was something about this whole experience that was like on-the-job training for a career I’d never wanted.

Beau lifted his left thumb to his mouth, a new habit started shortly after his mother died. In his right hand he held Monica’s red knit hat that he placed against his cheek, and began to softly scratch a hole into the knit. It had become his constant companion, along with the dozens of Matchbox cars and LEGOs he managed to secrete in his pockets, backpack and pillowcase. Although just barely five, he’d seemed to regress to almost three-year-old behavior since his mother’s death, and I didn’t know the first thing about how to fix it. Letting him keep his mother’s hat had simply seemed a necessity.

“ Julie?”

My eyes met his again in the rearview mirror.

“I need to go pee-pee.”

I glanced over at the portable GPS that I’d purchased secondhand on eBay. We were in a place called D’Iberville, Mississippi, only about thirty minutes from our final destination. I could picture the beach house Monica had described so clearly in my mind: the wide porch, the rocking chairs, the columns that had always made me think of welcoming arms. My foot pressed heavier on the gas pedal. “Can you hold it just a little longer, Beau? We’re almost there.”

Scrunching his eyebrows together, he nodded and began to scratch his mother’s hat in earnest.

Focusing again on the road in front of me, I began noticing the signs for the Biloxi casinos: Beau Rivage, Isle of Capri, Treasure Bay. None of Monica’s stories had included mention of the casinos, leaving me to wonder if it were because they’d been built after Monica left, or because they were as alien to the Gulf Coast as their names.

I took the Biloxi exit off of Interstate 10 and onto Interstate 110, and the GPS showed the van on a narrow strip of road and surrounded by water on both sides as we crossed the Back Bay of Biloxi toward the peninsula nestled between the bay and the Mississippi Sound. I felt  hot despite the air-conditioning, my heart pumping a little faster as it suddenly occurred to me the enormity of what I was doing. Heading into the unknown with a five-year-old child no longer seemed like the sanctuary I’d at first imagined as I’d sat in the lawyer’s office on Lexington Avenue as he’d handed me a set of house keys, and the name and address of a woman with the unusual name of Ray Von Williams. From twelve hundred miles away, it had all seemed so much more promising than the bleakness of my current situation. Death and loss, they plague you. I sighed, finally beginning to understand what Monica had meant.

The September sun skipped and danced over the water as the road rumbled under the minivan’s tires, the constant rhythm doing nothing to dissipate my increased heart rate. The chipper voice of the GPS, whom Beau had named Gertie, instructed me to exit onto Beach Boulevard, the Mississippi Sound running parallel to the road.

High-rises and casinos dominated the landscape to the east. Driving west, I passed the hotels and restaurants with empty parking lots, owing, I assumed, to the time of year. A wide apron of sand banded the sound to my left as I continued west, where on the right side of the road empty lots with only stunted trees and steps leading to nowhere sat next door to houses with new roofs and brightly flowered hedges. The garish colors looked defiant against the scrubby grass yards and plywood windows of their neighbors. A tall, white lighthouse sat nestled between the opposing traffic lanes of the highway, leaning slightly inland.

I recalled a photo of Monica, her brother, and assorted cousins gathered in a pyramid in front of the base. A photo that could belong in any family’s album—any family’s except for my own.

Nervously, I watched the flag on the GPS show that I was nearing my destination on the right, my thoughts confirmed by Gertie’s enthusiastic voice. Flipping on my turn signal, I turned blindly into a driveway and stopped. We had arrived.

I blinked through the windshield, trying to comprehend what I  was seeing; trying to understand if the bare boards of wall frames were brand-new, or the hollowed-out guts of a house that had once stood on the site, its porch columns like welcoming arms.

Without looking down, I reached inside my purse for the piece of notepaper where I’d written down the address for the house, to make sure I’d plugged the right one into the GPS: 1100 Beach Boulevard.

Trying to quell my panic, I turned around to face Beau with a forced smile. “I need to check on something. Can you watch the van for me for a minute?”

He hesitated for only a second before nodding. Removing his thumb from his mouth, he said, “I still need to go pee-pee.”

I patted his jeans-clad knee. “I know. I’ll hurry, okay?”

Leaving the van running, I climbed out onto the crushed-shell drive and slammed the door behind me a little too hard. I smelled the water, then: salty and something else, too, that I couldn’t quite identify. Something that reminded me of my own desperation.

Sending Beau a reassuring smile, I walked to the spot where the drive met the road, looking for a mailbox, a painted number—anything that might tell me that this wasn’t where I was supposed to be. Not that I hadn’t had that exact thought about one hundred times since climbing into the van in New York the day before.

There was an empty lot next door, with short cement steps leading up to nothing but air, and a For Sale sign swinging in the barren and sand-swept yard. On the other side of it sat a modest yellow clapboard cottage with new grass and a freshly swept front walk. More important, it had a mailbox at the end of the driveway. Walking quickly, I stuck to the side of the road, squinting until I could read the house number: 1105.

Using my hand to shield my eyes, I counted off the lots to make sure I’d really found number 1100. I stole a glance across the street that ran perpendicular to Beach Boulevard and noticed the For Sale signs on empty rectangles of land nestled alongside midcentury homes with thinning trees and new porches. An empty lot near the corner had brick  pilings sticking out of the sandy soil like grave markers, casting shadows on the landscape.

Staring back across the street to where I’d left the van, I spotted the old oak, the ancient tree of Monica’s stories and paintings. There had once been a tire swing hanging from its thick limbs, leafy branches granting shade on hot Mississippi afternoons. It still stood, but its arms were shorn and stunted, the sparse leaves making the tree look like the balding pate of a man too vain to shave his hair all the way off.

I stumbled back to the car, the enormity of my situation colliding with the pent-up grief and the years spent searching for all I’d lost. I was blinded by it, could barely see the door handle, and fumbled three times before I was finally able to open the door and pull myself into the driver’s seat. I grasped the steering wheel, oddly relieved to find something solid beneath my hands, wondering—and hoping—that I might pass out and wake up anywhere else but here.

“Julie?” the little voice called out from the backseat. “I don’t need to go pee-pee anymore.”

I smelled it then, the sickly tart smell of urine as it saturated the small space inside the van. I sat in shocked silence for a long moment, and then I began to laugh, because it was the only thing I could think of to do.
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 CHAPTER 2

Landfall: The intersection of the surface center of a tropical cyclone with a coastline.

—NATIONAL HURRICANE CENTER

 

 

After using nearly a full box of hand wipes to clean the seat and Beau, and then putting a clean pair of pants on him while apologizing for not taking him to the bathroom when he’d first told me that he needed to go, I had calmed down enough to think. I handed the little boy a juice box and a bag of Goldfish crackers, then scrambled in my purse and found the notepaper again with Ray Von’s name and address on it. I wished there had been a phone number, too, since showing up at a stranger’s front door unannounced with a little boy in tow wasn’t something my New England upbringing had prepared me to do.

As I plugged the address into the GPS, I thought again of how very far from home I really was, and how doing what I’d previously considered unthinkable had become an option only because there was no plan B.

I pulled the van back onto the road and drove east as mapped out on the GPS, Gertie’s chirpy voice making me grit my teeth. There was a lot of new construction on this side, mostly of what looked like highend condos mixed in with the large casinos, and I wondered what had  happened to all the houses that had once sat here by the water before gambling had become legal and before the storm.

I took a left onto Bellman Street and the area became residential again, with as many houses as vacant lots lining both sides of the road. At Gertie’s direction, I found myself in front of a tiny but neat pale pink house, its single front door painted a glowing yellow and covered by a shingled portico held up by wrought-iron posts. A wreath of green, gold, and purple flowers graced the front door, giving the small house a touch of grandeur. Pots of bright blooms I couldn’t name spilled over planters and window boxes. It relaxed me somewhat; I figured that anybody who could do such beautiful things with flowers had to be the kind of person who didn’t mind strangers asking for help.

I helped Beau out of his seat and spent a few minutes wiping orange cracker crumbs off of his face and shirt before combing his hair. I wet my thumb as I’d seen Monica do a thousand times and used it to clean green Magic Marker from his chin. I knew better than to ask him to leave the red hat in the van and instead held out my hand for him to take as I led us to the front door.

I stood still for a long moment, feeling the warm September air that seemed saturated with the scent of salt water and damp vegetation. I couldn’t find a doorbell, so I gave a brief knock on the yellow wood and waited. A loud meow caught my attention, and I turned my head to see a fat black cat perched on one of the flowerpots, staring at us with calculating green eyes.

“Kitty cat,” Beau said around his thumb.

The cat regarded him silently before leaping from his perch, pausing to brush against Beau’s legs before darting off to the side of the house.

“You shouldn’t let a black cat cross your path.”

Beau and I turned at the sound of the clipped voice with perfect diction, spotting an old woman with skin the color of ash standing in the open doorway. From her hunched back and sticklike arms and legs that were more sinew than flesh, she had to be at least ninety years old. I  wasn’t sure what I’d been expecting, but it certainly hadn’t been an old black woman who didn’t seem at all surprised to see me.

I placed my arm around Beau’s narrow shoulders, feeling protective. “I’m sorry to bother you, but I’m looking for Ray Von Williams.”

The old woman didn’t seem to hear me. She was looking at Beau so intently that the little boy pressed his face against my leg, covering his cheek with the hat.

The woman’s eyes sharpened, but her voice was soft when she spoke. “That boy’s a Guidry.” She touched Beau on the shoulder and he shrank back.

Even though he was way too tall and heavy, I bent down and scooped him up. “Are you Ray Von?”

The woman looked steadily at me with eyes that reminded me of clear green marbles. “Yes, I am.” She squinted, leaning forward. “Are you Julie Holt?”

I started as unexpected relief settled on me: relief at knowing that I wasn’t alone in this empty place of leveled lots and real estate signs. Relief at knowing that somebody knew who I was. It didn’t even occur to me to wonder or care how the old woman knew my name. “Yes. Yes, I am. And this is Monica’s son, Beau.”

The woman smiled, white dentures showing between her lips. “I got something for you.” Without another word, she turned into the little house, leaving the door open. Not really having any other options, I squeezed Beau against me and followed Ray Von inside.

I closed the door behind us and we entered a small living room where a soap opera played on the television and a collection of papiermâché masks covered the wall next to the large front window. As I followed the older woman to the back of the house, I paused for a moment, not able to name what was missing.

The next room was the kitchen, with a row of gleaming pots and pans hanging from the ceiling, along with bunches of dried herbs, grasses, and flowers. Something bubbled on the stove, the smell reminding me of Sunday afternoons in Monica’s apartment. My stomach  grumbled, calling to mind that I hadn’t eaten since breakfast and that Beau would need more than crackers and juice.

Ray Von was already stacking telephone books in a sturdy wooden chair at the table, her movements swift and strong, belying her years. “You put Miss Monica’s boy here, and I’ll get you some red beans and rice.”

I placed Beau in the chair after reassuring him that I’d stay next to him, then sat down at the table. Everything seemed so surreal, but I felt myself giving into it as I relaxed against the back of my chair, letting slide the weight of responsibilities and uncertainties, and allowed myself to be taken care of, if only for a short while.

Ray Von stood at the stove using a large ladle to pour red beans over beds of rice she’d already heaped on two plates. When she placed them on the table in front of Beau and me, I noticed that Beau’s plate was an old plastic one showing faded images of Mickey Mouse and Donald Duck, and I suddenly realized what had been missing from the living room: family photos. I stared at the plate for a long moment, the cartoon characters at odds with the rustic kitchen and the old woman with no family photographs.

Ray Von filled two plastic tumblers with water from a watercooler by the door and placed them by our plates. “Blow on it first, you hear? I’ll be right back.”

My stomach rumbling loudly now, I leaned over and stirred Beau’s quickly and blew on it, trying not to smell too deeply the heavily scented steam that rose from the plate, because it would make me even hungrier than I already was. After testing Beau’s to make sure it was okay to eat, I stuck a fork in my own plate and ate quickly, burning my tongue and having to take a gulp of water to cool it off. But it didn’t matter. Nothing seemed to matter anymore.

When Ray Von returned, both of us had nearly empty plates. After leaning a brown-paper-wrapped rectangular package about the size of a place mat against a low cabinet, Ray Von retrieved our plates and scooped second helpings onto them before returning them to the table.

Ray Von sat and folded her hands. “Why are you here with her boy but without Miss Monica?”

My last bite of red beans and rice lodged somewhere in the back of my throat. Slowly, I took a drink from my glass, taking my time to form an answer. It hadn’t occurred to me that I’d have to tell the story again. I glanced over at Beau, who had finished eating and was drifting to sleep in his chair, his finger working a hole into the red hat.

I took a deep breath, letting the air fill the space where grief and loss had taken up residence so long ago, then let it out again. “Monica died almost three months ago.”

Something flickered in Ray Von’s eyes, but she didn’t look away. Finally, she said, “I suspect it was her heart.”

I looked at her in surprise. “How did you know that?”

Her face remained impassive, but her bottom lip trembled. “She was dying from the moment she was born. I suppose we all are, but some of us are scheduled from the start.”

“I don’t understand.”

“She was always delicate that way. They called it ‘congenital heart disease,’ and it’s not the first time that family’s seen it.”

I sat back in my chair, my breath coming so fast that I felt light-headed again. “So she knew she had a weak heart? And didn’t do anything?”

“Oh, I don’t know if she knew, but I did. I was there when she was born, and I could see it even though the doctors couldn’t. Her mama had her tested, too, to be sure, and those doctors still couldn’t see anything.”

Ray Von stood and took their dirty plates to the sink before she continued. “Some, they can tell when they’re born. But others, they don’t find out until they’re older, and then the heart is so damaged that they need a new one. I’m thinking Miss Monica didn’t get her new one in time.”

I thought of the last year of Monica’s life, of how weak and frail she’d become, of the wait for a new heart. Of how she’d gone to sleep  one afternoon and never woke up. But Monica had known long before that, I could see now. She had known and not told me until she couldn’t hide it anymore.

Glancing at the wrapped package, I was struck by a thought. “How did you know my name?”

A thin eyebrow went up. “Miss Monica sent it to me with a note. She said the package was for Julie Holt and asked me to hold on to it until you could come and pick it up.”

Laughter shouted at us from the television in the other room. “When did she send it?”

Ray Von turned to face me, her back against the sink, her head bobbing in her effort to hold it up high despite her hunched shoulders. “This past February. I hadn’t heard one word from that girl for ten years, and then this package arrives with a note that I’m not to open it, and that Julie Holt might come by sometime to pick it up.”

I slid my chair back. “Can I see what it is?”

Without answering, Ray Von moved to Beau’s chair, where his head had fallen back in sleep, his mouth slightly open. Gently, she smoothed the hair from his forehead. “I loved his granddaddy like he was my own, and then his mama and her brother, too. Hardheaded people, but I loved them. Especially Miss Monica, who was more hardheaded than the rest. She had a sense of right and wrong that would have put a saint to shame. She didn’t give a second chance to anybody who didn’t live up to her high moral standards.” She picked up my glass and moved to the watercooler to refill it. “Especially to those she loved the most.”

She kept her back to me for a moment, as if trying to decide whether to tell me anything more, then turned around and placed the tumbler on the table before sitting.

I closed my eyes, trying to corral all the questions that were flitting through my mind, too many to count. “Monica told me stories about her family. About you. They were all happy stories, good memories. They helped me forget. . . .” I shook my head, not wanting to veer  down the old path. “But she never told me why she left and never came back. Or why she broke off contact from everyone.”

Ray Von was silent for a moment, and I waited, hoping for an answer that would at least explain why I’d driven so far to find something that no longer existed. Instead, Ray Von said, “She used to paint. At first it was just the Guidrys’ house here, and the beach and the lighthouse. And then she started painting people—anybody who’d sit still long enough for her. Don’t know what happened to all those paintings.”

I swallowed, remembering all the landscapes and portraits Monica had painted from memory, like illustrations for her stories. “I think she was on the verge of breaking out. She was scheduled for a big show at a major gallery in New York when she got sick. They had to cancel it.” I took a sip of water, needing to wash down the loss that clung to the back of my throat. “We both loved art. That’s how we met, actually, at an exhibit of early-twentieth-century American portraitists. My great-grandfather, Abe Holt, was one of the featured artists, and he was one of Monica’s favorites.” Smiling at the memory, I continued. “I was on an awful blind date, and she came up and spilled her drink on him.” A small laugh burbled in my throat. “She reminded me so much of my little sister, so petite that her clothes hung on her. I sort of adopted her right then, because she looked like somebody needed to take care of her.”

“And the boy? Where is his daddy?”

I paused. “Monica didn’t know. The relationship was... temporary. He wasn’t a part of her life.” I clasped my hands tightly in front of me but managed to meet Ray Von’s eyes. “Why did she leave? She convinced me to drive all the way down here just from the stories she told me about this place. About her family. But she never told me why she left them.”

Ray Von looked away, her eyes shadowed again. “I can’t tell you that, because I don’t know.”

I stared at the older woman, not sure whether I believed her. Finally, I nodded, realizing I wouldn’t get another answer. I felt close to tears  again, having traveled so many miles, yet arriving no closer to my destination than when I’d left.

“Monica left me her house here, in Biloxi, and guardianship of Beau. I’m not really sure why, because I know she has family. And the house . . .” I stopped, not wanting to revisit it even in my mind. “I guess Hurricane Kat—”

Ray Von held her finger to her lips and shook her head. “We don’t say her name out loud around here. Not ever.”

I nodded. Even five years later, the hurricane’s reminders were everywhere. “I thought that I could just move in with Beau, find a job, and live happily ever after.” I pressed my hand over my mouth. The exhaustion of the last months pushed at my head and heart, my isolation suddenly intolerable. Monica had gone to confession every week, and for the first time I could understand why.

I looked up, recalling the Ray Von of Monica’s stories, the Ray Von who listened without judgment, and I could no longer hold back the need to unburden myself. “I’ve never done anything so unplanned or reckless in my life. And I’ve got this little boy to think of now, and I’ve brought him here to where we don’t even have a bed to sleep in. How could I be so irresponsible? ” I bit my lip, wishing now I’d said nothing.

Ray Von leaned toward me, her accent thickening as her diction dropped. “You ain’t dead yet, so you ain’t done.” She stood and retrieved the brown-paper-wrapped package, struggling slightly from the weight of it. I somehow knew that Ray Von would resist any assistance and remained seated. “Don’t you go opening it here, now. Miss Monica didn’t want me to see it, and I don’t want to stir up spirits.” She indicated Beau, whose eyes were now open but bleary as he looked around the kitchen as if wondering how he’d gotten there. I almost laughed, thinking that I must have the same look.

The old woman placed the package in front of me. “You got family around here?”

I shook my head, unable to find brief words that would explain my family or why I’d been so eager to adopt Monica—a girl as lost as I was.

“Then you need to take this boy to New Orleans to see his greatgrandma Aimee. She’ll know what to do.”

My finger plucked at the edges of the packing tape, and I recognized the delicate handwriting on the front of the package. “But there had to be a reason why Monica didn’t tell them about Beau. What if she didn’t want me to take him there? She sent me here, to Biloxi, not New Orleans.”

Ray Von leaned closer, her eyes darkening. “Are you going to take that boy and go sleep on an empty lot? Monica’s boy needs more than that. You take him home first, then figure out what to do after.”

I sat still, listening to dim voices from the television in the other room, and knew I had run out of choices. “I don’t have an address.”

Her white teeth showed as Ray Von straightened. “Fifteen Twenty First Street. In the Garden District. The pink Victorian with the beautiful garden with the statue.”

I took a deep breath, then stood. “Thank you. For the food. For this.” I indicated the package. “For the advice. Monica always spoke fondly of you, so I figure you wouldn’t tell me wrong.”

Ray Von didn’t smile. “She left me behind just like she did everybody else. I’m thinking about that boy. He doesn’t deserve to be cut off from his family.”

I frowned. “Will it be okay with them that, well, that . . .” I wasn’t sure how to continue.

“That he doesn’t have a daddy? There’s some who might care, but not Miss Aimee. She’ll love him like he was a prince just because Miss Monica was his mama.”

I lifted Beau from the chair, my back feeling the strain. “I’m glad to hear that.” Ray Von leaned over to pick up the package, but I stopped her. “Please don’t. You’ve done enough for me already. Let me go put Beau in the car, and I’ll be right back to get it.”

It looked at first as if the old woman would refuse, but then she jutted out her chin instead and nodded. When I returned, Ray Von was in the living room watching another soap opera, the absence of any type  of photos or family memorabilia oddly unsettling. I walked past her toward the kitchen to retrieve the package, feeling the solid wood of a frame beneath the paper. I hesitated for a moment inside the doorway. “Thanks again, Ray Von. I appreciate all of your help.”

Ray Von didn’t raise her gaze from the television, where a blond woman with heavy lip gloss was starting to cry.

“One last thing,” I said. She didn’t lift her head. “I was wondering if you had the deed to the Biloxi house. If Monica might have sent it to you with the package. She only gave the lawyer the keys.”

“I gave you everything I had.” She lifted a remote control and raised the volume. “You can close the door behind you on your way out.”

Knowing there was nothing else to say, I juggled my load to grab hold of the door handle, then pulled it shut. The black cat that had greeted us on our arrival sat waiting by one of the flowerpots with his tail waving languidly, standing sentry to make sure we left.

Turning my back on the cat, I slid the package into the back of the van, then pulled out of Ray Von’s driveway, eager to get away from the odd little house and even odder woman. Remembering the directions to what remained of the beach house, I returned to the street running along the side of it, unable to bring myself to pull into the drive again. Leaving the car running and the air-conditioning on, I slid into the backseat next to Beau and lifted the package onto my lap.

Carefully, I slid a finger under a flap and gently ripped the tape and unfolded the sealed flap at the top. Peering inside, I could make out the top of a thick gilded frame, but nothing else. Placing it on my lap, I continued gently prying off tape and unfolding paper until it was completely unwrapped. I found myself staring at the back of a framed canvas. The whole thing was no more than fifteen inches by eighteen, but it suddenly felt incredibly heavy in my lap. Gingerly, I grasped the edges of the frame and turned it over.

I stared at the portrait, not comprehending exactly what I was looking at, realizing that I’d been expecting to find a painting of the beach house as Monica had remembered it, instead of the ruin it was now. I  tamped down my disappointment as I stared instead at the portrait of a beautiful woman with black hair and blue eyes, creamy skin, and a Mona Lisa smile. It showed the woman only from the waist up, but it was clear that she wore some type of ball gown, the material shimmery and midnight blue, an incredible necklace at her long, elegant throat, and earrings of sapphires and diamonds at her ears. Even more remarkable was the stunning brooch of what looked like emeralds and dark green enamel in the shape of an alligator, its tail in an exaggerated point and the eyes glittering red jewels.

It was a striking portrait that seemed to capture the essence of the unknown woman, made her seem alive with active thoughts as her half smile, half smirk regarded me from the canvas. There was something else there, too, something familiar to me that I couldn’t quite place. I tried harder, trying to harness the stray thought that wouldn’t stop flinging its way through my head like a fish thrown on dry land. And then my gaze came to rest on the artist’s signature.

Lifting the frame higher to see it better in the light from the window, I squinted at the florid signature in red paint, not to see it better—my eyesight was perfect—but because I was sure there was some mistake.

“Julie, I’m thirsty.”

The voice seemed to come from very far away as I lowered the painting back down to my lap and looked at the little boy sitting next to me, not really seeing him.

Abe Holt. The bright red lines of my great-grandfather’s well-known signature danced in my peripheral vision. Abe Holt.

I knew from my experience at the auction house that the painting, assuming it was an authentic Abe Holt, would be worth a considerable amount of money. But why did Monica have it? Monica was always broke; surely she would have sold it at some point. Like when she and Beau were evicted from their apartment for failure to pay their rent. And why would she have left it to me? Monica knew of my family connection to the artist; surely she would have told me about its existence. Unless there was a reason she couldn’t.

Slowly, I began to wrap the painting again, even more careful now that I understood its monetary value. Why? The one word continued to reverberate through my head. I slid the painting carefully under the front seat, then gave Beau a juice box.

“I want to go home.”

I brushed Beau’s dark blond hair from his forehead. “I know, sweetie. Me, too. But we’re not done with our adventure yet, okay? But soon.”

Not able to stand to see his look of disappointment, I slid up front to the driver’s seat and flipped on the GPS. Very carefully, I input the New Orleans address Ray Von had given me. One and a half hours to my destination. After putting the car in drive, I pulled forward onto the road, heading once more to a place foreign to me and away from a past I was beginning to discover didn’t want to be left behind.
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 CHAPTER 3

Come rain or high water, there’s no place like home.

—KREWE OF MUSES MARDI GRAS FLOAT, 2006

 

 

An old police detective once told me that it wasn’t the mountain ahead that wears you out, but the grain of sand in your shoe. I’d thought at the time that I understood what he meant, but soon came to realize that I hadn’t, not really. Because the grain of sand is different for everybody, and some people can never figure out what it is.

I wasn’t sure if it was the sight of the demolished beach house, or the still-visible signs of Katrina’s passage as I neared New Orleans, and the gleaming roof of the Superdome visible from the highway, that made me remember those words, but I found myself reaching for my cell phone and punching in the familiar numbers.

“Detective Kobylt.”

I could hear the sounds of other phones ringing and people talking in the background, the familiarity of it doing nothing to quell the sick panic I felt every time I heard it. The first time, I’d been twelve years old and I’d walked into the police station to tell somebody that I couldn’t find my little sister.

“Hello, Detective. It’s Julie Holt.”

There was a brief pause. “Hello, Julie. We haven’t heard from you in a while.”

“I know. I’ve had some . . . changes. I’m not in New York anymore, at least not right now. I’m traveling, actually, which is why I called. I wanted to make sure that if you needed to reach me you wouldn’t use my landline, because it’s been disconnected. You still have my cell number, right?”

I heard him breathe out before he answered. “Yes, Julie. I know we do. I’ll make sure that I make a note in the file about your old number.”

“Thank you.” I pressed on the brake as a rusted-out brown sedan, even older than my own vehicle, changed lanes by swerving in front of me without a signal. “I was wondering if you followed up on that article I sent you. The one about the girl abducted in Worcester. It’s not that far from my hometown, and the girl was the same age as Chelsea.”

“I did. The guy in Worcester was in prison when Chelsea was taken, so his alibi’s pretty tight.”

“Oh.” I nodded into the phone. “It’s just, well, I thought you’d call to let me know.”

Detective Kobylt’s voice sounded tired. “Look, Julie, I’ve got other cases I’m working on. That doesn’t mean that I’m not keeping Chelsea’s case active—because I am. It’s just that I don’t have time to call you with every dead end. I know Detective Johnson did before his retirement and my being assigned to your sister’s case. But things are different now. They’ve combined departments and doubled my workload. But I haven’t forgotten you. Or Chelsea. I promise to be in touch if there’s anything new.”

“I know. I’m sorry. It’s just, well, it’s been a while.”

“It’s okay. Look, I’ve got to go.”

“All right. Thanks for talking to me.”

“It’s my job. And, Julie?”

“Yes?”

“Keep sending me information. You never know what I might have missed or what might turn out to be a lead.”

I smiled into the phone. “Thanks, I will. Bye.” I clicked off the phone, then turned off the highway and followed signs to St. Charles Avenue. For a few blocks I drove parallel to a streetcar with open windows and passengers with bored expressions. A tourist leaned out of a window to take a picture, then ducked quickly back inside to avoid getting hit by a light pole.

The houses and businesses here were more intact than what I’d seen from the neighborhoods visible from the highway on my approach to the city, but I found myself swerving to avoid enormous potholes in the road, making Beau giggle from the backseat. I made another exaggerated swerve just to hear him laugh again.

The commercial buildings gave way to grander houses as I traveled into the residential area of the Garden District. I took a left on First Street, crossing the streetcar tracks on the grassy median and the opposing lane of traffic, and nearly missed being clipped by a Jeep Cherokee with New York plates and a Tulane window sticker. Despite the cooler temperature, I found myself sweating. Four years in Manhattan without a car had left me out of practice for the evasive maneuvers required for city driving.

The canopy of large oaks on St. Charles gave way to gated gardens of flowering trees and shrubs, none of which I recognized, decorating the mansions behind them like frilly aprons. I slowed to take it all in, accepting that my knowledge of New Orleans had consisted mostly of what I’d seen of Hurricane Katrina news footage and Monica’s references to Mardi Gras parties and her years spent at Sacred Heart. But none of that had prepared me for the fantasy of it. I couldn’t think of another word that would adequately describe the exotic, historic otherworldliness of what I was seeing.

A car honked behind me, and I realized I’d stopped completely in the middle of the one-way street. I pulled ahead, searching for the house number, then slid into an open spot at the curb as I approached the right block. Iron gates in rose patterns and fleur-de-lis tops separated the gardens from the cracked and uneven sidewalks, roots of nearby  oaks showing their impatience with human encroachment by pressing against the flagstone and brick pavers.

I rolled the window down a few inches and breathed in, smelling air that was green, moist, and fragrant. For the first time in my life, I wished I could paint, or draw, or somehow capture this street with its marred roads and walkways, the pristine houses with their eccentric gardens of overabundant flowers and foliage. Chelsea could have. Chelsea would have known how to translate all of it onto paper or canvas.

Glancing across the street, I spotted the chipped blue tile numbers embedded in the sidewalk: 1520. I should have recognized the house from Ray Von’s description of the pink Victorian with the beautiful garden, but I’d been too busy gawking at its neighbors to notice. Wide front steps led up to a gracious front wraparound porch dotted with wicker rocking chairs and more plants hanging from the porch ceiling. Matching turrets framed the front of the house like parentheses, giving it the dubious impression of a castle. Large double wooden doors sat in the middle, long rectangular windows in each polished door like drooping eyes staring warily at the encroaching garden.

Switching off the ignition, I turned to look at Beau, who’d fallen asleep with his thumb in his mouth and his mother’s hat balled into a pillow for his cheek. Wanting to assess the situation first, I decided to let him sleep for another minute. Carefully, I cracked the windows, then opened the door and locked it quietly, not wanting to wake him. Checking for traffic, I crossed the street to the house and stopped. Monica had never painted this house for me, and for that I was grateful. Because if I’d known what to expect beforehand there was no way I’d have found the courage to park in front of the house and expect to walk up to the door and knock.

It wasn’t just the grandness that I found imposing. It was intimidating, yes—but I had interacted with wealthy investors many times in the art auction business. But the news I carried with me, of the death of an absent granddaughter and the existence of a great-grandson, made me  pause on the sidewalk outside the gate. A fountain tinkled softly in the middle of the brick walkway, soothing my jittery nerves.

A sound brought my attention to the front garden. A man wearing faded overalls and a straw hat squatted in front of a flower bed, pulling out dried and withered flower stems. He wore no gardening gloves, and the skin on his arms and hands was caramel brown.

As if sensing he was being watched, the man turned to face me. The first thing that struck me was that he was a lot older than I’d thought. And then it occurred to me that I was staring, and he was staring back at me—his one good eye a piercing green. The other eye was invisible beneath the scarred and mottled skin of his eyelid that seemed to melt into the disfigured skin of his cheek.

Unsettled, I lifted a hand in greeting, then stepped back off of the sidewalk before turning and jumping back into the van. From the corner of my eye, I watched the man return to his gardening as I rolled the windows up and started the ignition.

I looked in the backseat and found Beau watching me quietly as he sucked softly on his thumb. He was too old to be doing that, but he’d lost so much recently that I wasn’t about to make him stop now.

“I want to go home,” he said around his thumb.

If only I knew where that was. For about the millionth time I wondered how I got here, how the meticulous Julie with all her organized plans had become this woman whose only home seemed to be an old van and whose prospects for upgrading her current position were slim.

“We’re going to a hotel tonight. Won’t that be fun?”

Beau kept sucking his thumb without speaking, his silence incriminating. Moving my gaze back to the GPS, I punched the button for “nearby places” in search of a hotel. There were several bed-andbreakfasts in the Garden District, but I felt the need to be farther away from the house on First Street, and away from the piercing gaze of the man with the ruined face and clear green eye.

After selecting a middle-of-the-road chain hotel with a name I recognized, I headed back the way I’d come on St. Charles Avenue, toward  the downtown area. I navigated around large potholes as I made the loop around Lee Circle and the statue of General Lee. Monica had once told me that the Confederate general’s statue faced perpetually northward because he had once said that he would never turn his back on the North again.

The houses gave way to businesses as I crossed the two main thoroughfares of the central business district, Poydras and Canal Street, then turned onto the famed Bourbon Street and entered the French Quarter. I drove slowly, not wanting to hit pedestrians, who not only seemed to think they could cross the streets anywhere with impunity, but who also seemed to move unhurriedly, their movements soft and liquid and so different from Manhattan pedestrians’. A brass quartet played jazz on the corner of Bourbon and Iberville, a trombone box in front of them with a spattering of coins in the bottom, the music like a sound track to my strange and new adventure.

I turned right onto Royal Street and found the valet parking for my car. As they loaded up a baggage cart, I had Beau hold on to my belt with one hand while I clutched the wrapped painting in my arms. I glanced around, trying to get my bearings and find the T.G.I. Friday’s I’d spotted on the drive in. Beau loved the chicken fingers, and I figured he deserved some kind of treat after being stuck in a van for more than two days with only me and my pathetic attempts at making believe that everything was going to be all right.

My gaze paused on the storefront across the street, a wall of windows with framed art lit with expert spotlighting. Even though I’d never been to New Orleans, I knew of Royal Street, with its array of world-renowned antique stores and art galleries. This particular store, Mayer & Ryan, seemed to be a mixture of both. Feeling the weight of the painting in my arms, I turned my back on the store and entered the hotel.

Our room was small but clean, the room rate reasonable. Still, with my limited finances, I’d have to figure out pretty quickly what to do next. After tucking the portrait under the clothes in my suitcase, I took  a smiling Beau, and his mother’s hat, to T.G.I. Friday’s, where we both had chicken fingers, then returned to the hotel and went to bed early.

Beau fell asleep immediately, but despite my own exhaustion, my eyelids seemed to be held open by springs. I tossed and turned, the glaring numbers on the bedside clock mocking me as they marched forward.

Eventually, I climbed from the bed and moved a chair to the low window. Pulling the curtains aside, I could see into Royal Street, not completely deserted even at this late hour. It was comforting to me, reminding me of my apartment in New York, and the busyness of a city that never slept. It made me feel in solidarity with all those souls down on the pavement, awake like me, avoiding the dark that chased their nighttime dreams.

I pulled the painting from my suitcase and unwrapped it, then returned to the chair near the window. The dim glow of the streetlights cast shadows on the portrait, erasing all of the features of the woman except for the glittering jewels of the alligator brooch and the piercing blue eyes. The woman seemed to be watching me, taunting me about my indecisiveness.

Leaning the portrait against the chair legs, I rested my elbows on the windowsill and pressed my forehead against the cool glass. The windows of Mayer & Ryan were still lit, the gilt-framed paintings and dark wood furniture glowing like a mirage.

I knew I had choices to make, decisions about my future. Beau’s future. About money, and a job, and the ruined River Song. But before I could make any decisions, I had to figure out what I wanted. And that was the real problem. Since the age of twelve there had been only one thing I’d wanted, one thing I’d prayed for daily, one thing I’d ever allowed myself to hope for. I’d been afraid that a different want would make my desire to find Chelsea less powerful, would fling me in the wrong direction entirely.

Everything I’d done or accomplished in the past seventeen years had been accidental and circumstantial. From choosing a college to starting  my career, it had all been happenstance, because I never allowed myself to want.

I looked down at the portrait, toward the lower right-hand corner, where I knew my great-grandfather’s sprawling signature was splashed against the canvas. If I could sell it, the proceeds would mean security, more time to allow the right opportunity to show itself, money to support myself and Beau for a period of time. As I carefully wrapped the painting again, I thought of Monica, dead at the incomprehensible age of twenty-eight, and tried to think of why she’d left me the painting.

If I had been more settled in my life, with a home I owned and someone permanent to share my life, I could imagine that Monica had wanted me to hold on to it: an investment piece and a part of my family’s history rolled into one. Something with which to impress dinner guests.

But I had none of those things. Even Beau’s presence in my life was temporary, I realized now. Despite whatever had driven Monica away from her family and home, her directions for her son’s guardianship and her gift to me of River Song—such as it was—must have been an indication that she wanted Beau here, in the South. And the portrait was perhaps a temporary means of support.

For me, though, there was no such sanctuary. I’d never allowed myself to hope that there was one: a sanctuary from my endless searching for something that seemed to be growing less and less obtainable.

I stood and tucked the painting back in my suitcase, feeling more settled now that I’d made my decision, confident with relative certainty that I’d reached the same conclusion Monica had when she’d decided to leave the painting to me.

My mind made up, I returned to bed, hoping to find a few hours of sleep before Beau awoke. I lay down in the bed next to his, facing him, and fell asleep listening to the occasional rasp of his finger worrying a hole in his mother’s red hat.
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At ten o’clock the next morning, I took Beau and the painting across the street and an hour and a half later emerged with a written contract to sell the painting on commission. The negotiations with one of the owners, Nancy Mayer, had been straightforward once she realized that I was knowledgeable not only about the painting and its artist, but also about its value. Ms. Mayer had been guarded about offering assurances of when she thought it might sell, citing the economy and the shrinking number of tourists, but I had seen the excitement in her eyes when she told me that she had a number of long-term clients who might be interested in it. She’d also promised to place it in the front window, as the colors were eye-catching, the alligator brooch something that would attract locals and tourists alike.

As we stood on the sidewalk facing our hotel, I considered getting into the van and driving back to the pink Victorian on First Street to confront Aimee Guidry with news she wouldn’t want to hear. But I hesitated, feeling Beau’s soft hand in mine as we stood on the sidewalk waiting to cross the street. For some reason, Monica had made me Beau’s guardian, his protector. The irony of it was hard to escape. And as unprepared for the job as I believed myself to be, I wanted to find out who these Guidrys were before introducing Beau.

I knew the Guidrys from Monica’s stories: their names, their hobbies, their favorite foods, their pasts. But I didn’t know what they’d done to make Monica leave, to force her out on her own at the age of eighteen. Monica had spent the next ten years of her life re-creating the good parts of her past with stories and pictures, but none had ever explained the unforgivable. Despite what Ray Von had told me, that one unexplained reason was reason enough to be cautious where Beau was concerned.

We headed into the hotel and to the business office with the computer for the use of the hotel’s guests. I did a Google search for the name of an hourly day-care chain that Monica had used in emergencies in New York. It wasn’t cheap, but it was safe, and, I was relieved to note, they had one on Magazine Street, not too far from First Street.

After I filled out all the necessary paperwork and got reassurances that he wouldn’t be separated from his hat, Beau made a tearful good-bye. I promised I’d make it up to him. Somehow.

I drove around the Garden District for curiosity’s sake as much as an admitted desire to procrastinate. Grand mansions sat before cracked sidewalks, Greek Revivals posed comfortably next to Italianate villas and Queen Anne Victorians. I lost myself in the grid of one-way streets, ending up on Washington Street by a cemetery with raised tombs that called to mind a city for the dead.

Slowly, I meandered my way back to First Street and slid the van into the same spot on the curb where I’d parked the previous day. I sat inside it for several minutes, the sun through the windows warm on my skin, and stared at the house across the street. After taking a deep breath, I exited the van, smoothing down my blouse and skirt in the hopes I’d be found presentable. Beau had told me that I looked nice, but he was five.

Pausing at the garden gate, I peered inside to the yard, relieved to find it empty except for the fountain and the statue of a little boy. The handle turned easily, the gate swinging open without protest, as if daring me to find another reason not to go farther. After carefully closing the gate behind me, I stood in the quiet garden, marveling again at the riot of color in pots and flower beds, and listened as a car passed by on the street behind me.

Climbing the porch steps, I imagined I could feel the weight of the air, leaden and moist and carrying with it too many memories that weren’t my own. A crescendo of insect sounds shouted out from the short hedge that lined the walk, but I was unable to translate what they were trying to tell me.

I spotted a doorbell set in an ornate brass plate and raised my hand, then paused. What would I say? Hello, I’m your long-lost granddaughter’s friend. She’s dead, but I have her little boy with me because she made me his guardian. I know he belongs with you and not me, but I don’t know what kind of people you are. And I don’t really know if I can part with him.

This last part came as a surprise to me. I loved Beau, but I’d never thought of him as mine. I collected things: teacups, spoons, sewing machines like the one my mother had once used—all now boxed up in a storage unit in New Jersey. But I’d never wanted them enough to be unable to part with them. I imagined that, subconsciously, it had been a deliberate thing. But with Beau I could sense the rending rip, like tearing fabric, that would accompany his leaving.

My hand dropped to my side, and I found myself staring at the polished wood of the door, wondering absently how many times it had to be refinished in this climate to keep it that way. I wasn’t sure how long I stood there, listening to the relentless rhythm of a thousand invisible insect wings, filling my head with so much noise that I couldn’t think straight. Taking a step back, I turned and moved to the bottom of the porch steps before stopping again. I needed more time. Beau needed more time. One more day. One more day of sparing the Guidry family, of fooling myself into believing they were better off not knowing. Because I knew, from my own long years of searching, that I’d give anything to just know.

I’d nearly reached the garden gate when I heard the front door open behind me. I put my hand on the knob and turned it, irrationally hoping that I hadn’t yet been spotted, already envisioning myself running across the street to the van.

“Can I help you?”

The voice was male, startling me. I’d imagined, somehow, that Aimee Guidry lived alone. Slowly I turned and stared at the man in front of me. He was about my age, and he was looking back at me with the same curious expression I imagined was displayed on my own face. He carried a cup of steaming coffee and had a rolled-up newspaper under his arm. He wore a dress shirt tucked into trousers, an undone tie draped over his shoulders, and dark loafers. But his hair was a light sandy brown streaked by the sun, and his eyes were an unusual greenish blue. Like Beau’s. Like Monica’s.

I knew his name was Wesley John Guidry III but that he was called  Trey, that he loved jazz music and had played the trumpet as a teenager but had never been that good at it. He loved fishing and domestic beer, and had gone to Tulane for undergrad. He was a whiz at chess, hated losing, loved to hide insects and small reptiles where they’d be discovered unexpectedly. And he was Monica’s older brother.

I froze, holding back all the things I wanted to say. Did you miss her? Did you ever look for her? And then, Why did you make her leave? Unexpectedly, I said, “No. I’m sorry. I just realized I’m at the wrong house.”

“I know all the neighbors. If you give me a last name, I can tell you which house is theirs.”

I opened the gate, my hand trembling, not at all sure why I’d lost my courage. Maybe because, as I’d stood staring at the door, I’d imagined them taking Beau and my never seeing him again. “Never mind. I’ll find it.” The gate shut loudly behind me as I hurried to the van and got in. Keeping my gaze averted from the pink house, I started the engine and pulled into the street. With a final glance, I noticed that the front door had closed, and that the old man I’d seen the previous day now stood at the corner of the ornate fence, watching me from his ruined face, his single-eyed gaze following me as I drove down the street.
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