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To my grandma, Abu. Love you. 

	


Prologue

	1943

	 

	Dilandro picked up toys that had been left on the floor in his four-year-old daughter’s room. To take his mind off his dreadful day, he had joined Caroline at the tea party she was having with her stuffed animals.

	Soon after joining, she had rushed off to get snacks and got distracted by her mother. He could hear them working together in the kitchen, rolling out dough to make bread for dinner. His little girl had forgotten all about him.

	Once the floor was clear of all toys, the smell of bread baking in the oven filled the house, making his mouth water.

	He looked at the window, spotting some handprints from his daughter low on the glass. He made a mental note to clean it later. His eyes moved toward the front yard. A cold winter had just ended, and spring was among them. Most of the trees held buds, promising colorful flowers. The sun shined down on the lush, green grass. His eyes then shifted toward the woods that stood a few hundred feet away from the house. Just as he was about to turn to leave the room, a shadow stood out against the trees like a sore thumb, making him freeze. He squinted, trying to make out what he was seeing.

	A man dressed in all black stood with half his body hidden by a tree. As if he didn’t want to be seen. A black mask covered his face.

	Dilandro stumbled back with a dry mouth as he realized who stood in the woods. Swallowing, he wondered how long it had taken him to finally find him. With a chill, he thought, how long has he been watching? Had the masked man seen him with his daughter? Like a fool, he had never believed the legend of the masked man. Of the man who had caused his family so much pain. Dilandro had been only a baby when they had lost their parents to the masked man. He had grown up in hiding with his three older brothers but never held the fear for the masked man that they held. They had explained who he was and what he could do, but Dilandro had brushed it off as a work of fiction.

	Once he was old enough to live on his own, he left and started a family—the masked man nothing but a distant memory from his childhood. But now, as he stared at the mysterious man standing on his property, he wished he had stayed hidden and listened to his brothers.

	He pushed that thought aside. “Lucy!” he called, not taking his eyes off the man. “He’s here!”

	In a matter of seconds, the house’s mood changed from blissful to tense.

	Heading toward the kitchen, he ignored the painful way his heart beat. Lucy rushed out of the kitchen and met him in the hallway. Her pale skin was dusted in baking flour, along with her green dress.

	Her voice shook. “Are you sure?”

	He took hold of her arms. “He’s here.”

	Caroline stood in the kitchen doorway and looked up at her parents, her eyebrows together in thought. Her blue dress that stopped above her knees was covered in baking flour. Her black Mary Janes were also dotted with it. One sock was rolled down at her ankle.

	“Hide her.” Without another word, he moved to shut the curtains.

	As Lucy picked up Caroline, he moved to ensure the front door was locked. He then peeked out the window, moving the curtain slightly out of the way. The masked man was walking toward their house, making his way across the bright yard. His fists were down by his side.

	“Lucy, hurry!” Dilandro roared.

	Caroline needed to stay out of sight. The masked man could not know he had a child. He looked back as Lucy opened the coat closet by the stairs. Caroline held a curious expression in Lucy’s arms.

	“Stay here, love,” Lucy said as she placed her down with the coats. Her green eyes were bright with worry.

	“What about bread?” Caroline asked in a small voice.

	“We’re going to play hide-and-seek, sweetie,” Dilandro said as he moved to her. “Don’t come out, all right?” He lowered himself to her level and kissed her forehead. “I love you.”

	She smiled as he stood. “You count. I hide here.”

	He closed the closet door, moved over to his desk in the living room, and pulled his wand out from one of the drawers. As he picked it up, hope and fear engulfed him.

	“I want to help,” Lucy said.

	I can’t lose Lucy. He turned toward the front door as she grabbed his wrist. Before she could add anything, he turned to face her. Their lips locked with desperation. Please let me see her again.

	He pulled away. “You have to stay here and keep her safe.” He pointed at where their child, who was pure enough to think they were still playing, hid.

	Lucy glanced at the closed door. Her eyes watered as she pushed a lock of her light brown hair from her face.

	“Do not come out for anything. Do you understand?” he asked with tears in his brown eyes.

	He worried—with all his heart—that the man standing outside would hurt his girls if something went wrong. He wouldn’t know what to do with himself if something happened to either of them.

	“Be careful,” she whispered as her arms wrapped around him.

	He kissed her forehead. “Please keep her safe.” His voice was nothing but a shaky whisper. “I love you.”

	“I love you too.”

	Dilandro walked outside. His hands shook as he held his wand out in front of him. Failing to hide his fear. He hoped his powers were still strong like when he was young, but he doubted it. Years ago, like a fool, he had stopped using magic, thinking he would never need it.

	“Well,” the masked man said in a calm voice as his purple eyes locked on Dilandro, “I finally found you.”

	Chills covered Dilandro’s body. I should have stayed in hiding. “It took you long enough,” he said, fear in his voice.

	The masked man laughed under his breath. “You seem scared.”

	Dilandro didn’t want to have small talk with this man. To let him toy with him. The masked man would die here.

	He pointed his wand. “This will end today!” His voice was weaker than he would have liked.

	His enemy laughed. The sound was like a hiss. Clutching a wand of his own, the masked man pointed it at him. “This will end today. Just not the way you think it will.”

	Dilandro flicked his wrist, yelling out the first spell that came to mind. “Gepsic!” Power rushed through his body and out his wand. To his delight, his magic still held the power it had in his youth.

	The spell hit the masked man’s face. With a loud shout, he took a step back, cradling his face. His mask broke in half, one half dropping to his feet while the other stayed on.

	He looked up at Dilandro, full of rage and hate. Slowly, he removed his bloodstained hand from his face. Dilandro swallowed at the sight. A deep cut started in the middle of his forehead and reached across his nose and to his cheek. So much dark red blood ran down his face.

	With great force, the masked man flicked his wand at Dilandro.

	The power came fast, forcing Dilandro to think even faster. He moved his wand in a circle, and the spell disappeared before reaching him. “Gunfoly!”

	With a small step to his left, the masked man avoided the spell.

	Winded, Dilandro flicked his wand once more. “Gepsic!”

	The masked man flicked his wand, sending his own spell back to him. Pain zapped his body. The masked man flicked his wand again, hitting him.

	Dilandro froze. He couldn’t move at all—except for his fearful eyes—even if he tried. His short brown hair stood frozen. A wave of panic ran over him as the masked man walked over.

	“You’ve lost,” he hissed, making direct eye contact with Dilandro.

	Dilandro tried to move with all his might, but it was pointless. His eyes moved frantically. This can’t be it! The masked man lifted his wand to his face with wicked eyes. He could smell the blood from the masked man’s face.

	The masked man’s eyes then glanced over Dilandro’s shoulder. Chills spread through Dilandro’s body as a familiar voice filled his ears.

	“NO!” Lucy screamed from somewhere behind him.

	He tried to yell, but not a sound came out. Lucy, please no! This was his war, not hers. He never wanted her to get involved in this part of his life. No matter how fake he had thought it was.

	He looked at the masked man before him with pleading eyes. Please don’t touch her!

	The masked man walked past him and toward Lucy.

	No!

	“Oh.” The masked man laughed. “I didn’t know you were home, Lucy. If I knew, I would have invited you to say goodbye to your pathetic husband.”

	Dilandro tried to calm himself. She also knew how to use magic and was quite gifted; she could handle this masked man. But his mind still shouted for her to go inside. To go away from this man. A part of him knew she would never go back inside, even if he begged her to. Which made his anxiety grow.

	The masked man’s voice filled his ears. “Let’s let your husband watch while I kill you!” Using his magic, he forced Dilandro’s frozen body to turn toward his wife.

	She stood on the porch, her wand in her hand. She locked eyes with him as a light breeze blew by, making the moment feel frozen in time.

	Please! Go inside!

	She swallowed hard as the masked man pointed his wand toward Dilandro with a wicked smile.

	“Ready to die?” he asked Dilandro.

	She flicked her wand at him. “Freezenone!”

	With the spell removed, Dilandro dropped to the ground. The masked man flicked his wand at her.

	“No!” he roared as he tackled the masked man to the ground.

	Their bodies jolted with the impact. He slammed his fist down over the cut on the masked man’s face. The masked man cried out and dropped his wand from his hold. Lucy was at his side in a second, picking up the wand. Standing, he took the wand from her and snapped it in two.

	The masked man’s eyes widened for a beat before anger twisted his face. “You will regret that!” He seemed to reach toward Dilandro, his fingers stiff. Yellow power emerged from his fingertips and went into Dilandro’s chest.

	Lucy cried out as Dilandro took a few steps back. A hand went to his chest as desperation grew within him, and the pain intensified. He looked over at his wife with agony. Sorrow in his eyes. He mouthed, “I love you.”

	Then he vanished.

	****

	“NO!” Lucy shouted.

	Time slowed as she stared at where her husband had just been. He was gone. Because of the masked man who stood with a smile. Anger bubbled in her, pushing away the pain of her loss.

	“Where is the girl?” the masked man asked in a calm voice.

	Her body shook with rage. She wanted to fight him. But he can’t find Caroline.

	Flicking her wand, she teleported back into the house. Her eyes fell on the mantel by the sofa. Pictures of the three of them smiled at her, showing the life the man outside had stolen from her. She sobbed and kicked the ottoman. It moved, making a loud scratching sound against the wood floors.

	“Mama?”

	Caroline’s small voice snapped her back to the problem.

	Her daughter seemed so innocent, not knowing what had just happened. A doll was in her hands.

	“Caroline!” Lucy picked her up and noticed tears in her daughter’s brown eyes.

	“What happening?” she asked as Lucy held her tight. Tears soaked her cheeks.

	Lucy needed to move fast. The masked man outside would come in soon. Why he hadn’t yet only made her fear stronger.

	“Where Dada? I heard yelling.” More tears streamed down Caroline’s face as Lucy moved to her bedroom.

	Her heart was broken, but she knew what had to be done. “Caroline, your father will always be with you.” Once in the bedroom she would never share with Dilandro again, she sat Caroline down on the bed.

	Movement sounded from within the house.

	He’s inside! She shut the door.

	When they had Caroline, Dilandro’s oldest brother—George—had made a plan for if the masked man found them. It was simple. She just had to teleport them to her sister’s house. Together.

	But how could she just leave the man who killed Dilandro? How could she not make him pay for everything he’d taken from her?

	“Where Dada?” Caroline asked again.

	Lucy kissed her forehead. Her decision made. “I need you to be brave,” she said as she held her daughter’s arms and looked her in the eyes. She noticed how much she looked like her father. Their brown eyes were identical. Her brown hair held the same soft waves his hair held when it grew too long.

	“Mama!”

	A loud sound echoed through the house.

	“I love you so much,” Lucy said. “I hope one day you can understand what I had to do.” She pushed a lock of her daughter’s hair behind her ear.

	Caroline sobbed. “I’m scared!”

	She pulled her to her chest. Me too. “We’ll be together again someday. I promise!” she whispered as she backed away from her.

	The masked man teleported into the room. Caroline screamed, and Lucy quickly waved her wand.

	“Teleportsheam!”

	Caroline no longer sat in front of her. All that was left was the doll she had been holding.

	She was safe.

	“You fool!” the masked man yelled as he slapped her across the face.

	She gasped as she dropped to the floor.

	“You can’t hide her from me!” he hissed. He grabbed the collar of her dress and yanked her to her feet. His bloody face was inches from hers. “Where’s the child?”

	“She’s safe!”

	“I’ll find her,” he hissed. He raised his free hand up, his fingers stiff like before.

	For a beat, she regretted staying, regretted leaving Caroline. “She’s gone! You’ll never find her. You—”

	She screamed out in pain as yellow power traveled from his hand and into her chest. She glanced at the doll on the bed with tears in her eyes before she was gone, much like Dilandro.

	****

	As Lucy disappeared from his hold, the masked man took in a rage-filled breath. “This was not what I had planned!” he yelled.

	He had come to kill Dilandro and the child, the only two in the house who had Smith blood. He hadn’t come for the mess he had made.

	Why was I not fast enough? There were so many places that Lucy could have sent the girl.

	His eyes fell on the bed, where a Raggedy Ann doll lay abandoned. He picked it up gently.

	It had a small tag on its leg. If lost, please return to Caroline Smith.

	He smiled.

	Now, he had a name.

	 

	


Chapter 1

	1953

	 

	Caroline Smith pulled her knees up to her chest as she tried to find a comfortable position to sit in. She had been sitting in the same hard wooden train seats for the past five days. The seats dug into her back no matter how she moved. It had gotten so bad during one of the days—she didn’t remember which one—that she had tried standing for a while, but it had just made her dizzy.

	She looked out the window, trying to take her mind off her back pain and the fact the cart smelled like mold.

	A bright red farm sat in the middle of the greenest field she had ever seen. Cows chewed on grass as it dangled from their mouths. A farmer rode a lovely white horse in the distance with his small dog running next to him. She smiled as she watched them before the train window showed endless trees once more.

	The sun flashed through the branches and into the train, adding a headache to the list of her problems.

	She looked back down into her lap, closing her eyes in hopes it would help her head. Around her, faint conversations were held by the other passengers stuck on this hell on rails with her. Someone’s baby laughed far behind her, and the tapping of someone knitting came from a few seats ahead of her.

	“Where are you traveling to?” the young man in the seat behind her asked the young woman beside him.

	Caroline sighed. She didn’t care where the woman was going or where she would get off. She only knew where the train would stop for herself, and that was all she cared about.

	She was moving in with her grandmother, the only one still alive. She lived in North Carolina. A whole 2,991 miles away from where she had lived her whole life.

	Nervs gawked in her stomach. She didn’t know her grandmother. The only memory she had of her was at her parents’ funeral after they had accidently drowned ten years ago. As long as she’s not like Uncle George. A chill brushed up her spine.

	With a shake of her head, she pushed that thought away. She just got out of there; she would not waste a thought more on him.

	“I’m on my way to my best friend’s wedding,” the woman behind her said. Her voice was so happy. Too happy to be sitting in the same uncomfortable chairs as Caroline.

	The man’s smooth voice made Caroline open her eyes to hear his answer. “Do you want a plus one?”

	Caroline bit her lip to keep from laughing. Is it really that easy to get a significant other?

	Reaching down into her only bag, she pulled out a small bag of peanuts. She took a few into her hand as she leaned her back on the window. The dusty green curtains held a strange smell. But it made her back feel a little better.

	A little.

	Caroline poured the handful into her mouth and pulled her bag up to her lap. She took out the wallet she had stolen from her Aunt Mia—George’s bitter wife—and saw she still had enough to get on a bus to the town where her grandma lived. As long as she didn’t buy anything else to eat.

	A weak smile formed as she thought of how angry her aunt would be once she learned what she had done.

	But she was halfway across the country. Too far for Mia to hit her. George now had her full attention, someone else she could yell at. Caroline didn’t feel sorry at all. In fact, she hoped they fought often and wouldn’t know a day of happiness.

	His voice came to her head.

	You’re such a fool. I’ll be surprised if you make it to North Carolina.

	She shook her head as if to get rid of his voice. She was doing just fine. In fact, despite everything, she was happy.

	Glancing over her shoulder and out the window, she was not sure where she was. Trees where the only things zipping passed the window. Wherever she was at, there was only a day left. And despite what her uncle thought of her, she would find her way to her grandma. It had been George and Mia’s idea to send her away anyway, and she had never been so happy to move.

	Pain shot through her back and her neck. With every bump, the train moved her just enough to send pain throughout her body. You got this. One more night.

	She grabbed one more handful of nuts before sliding what was left into her bag and putting her bag under her seat. She needed them to last. With her head pounding, she closed her eyes. She hoped that when she woke, she was at her stop, and nothing hurt.

	North Carolina, here I come.

	 

	


Chapter 2

	 

	As the sun rose over the mountains, it shined into the train. Caroline covered her eyes with her hair to go back to sleep. The train was uncomfortable, but nights made everything worse. Once the sun would go down, only a few flickering lights hung in the dark space, not enough to read or distract oneself with.

	She hadn’t slept well, up against the window just like all the nights that had come before. She couldn’t wait till she was in a good bed again. Soon. She ran her hand down the oversized shorts of her jumper, making them lay flat against her legs. Looking around the cart, she found that most people were still sleeping or doing some light reading now that the sun shined in.

	With today being the last day on the train, she wanted to be ready, to know where she was going the second she got off. She bent over and reached under her seat for her bag. Leaning over it, she dug around for the letter.

	George had sent word to her grandmother, saying that Caroline wanted to move in with her. He had written the letter as if Caroline had sent it, but she wouldn’t have. Even with how much she hated living with him and Mia, she would never have thought of moving so far from where she had grown up. So far away from Uncle Edmund.

	She wanted to look over the address, to know what town she would travel to once she got off the train. With the letter in hand, she leaned back in the seat. Her eyes read over the unfamiliar handwriting.

	Caroline,

	I have never been so happy to read a letter in my life. It’s so nice to hear from you! How are you? I would love to have you come here to Duck, NC! The sooner the better. Most of the summer fun is about to start, so I know you’ll love it here. I already have a room that you are welcome to take. The house has felt so empty since my girls moved out. It would be nice to have someone to share it with.

	I can’t wait to give you a big hug. Sending all my love and praying for a safe trip. See you soon!

	Lots of love,

	Julia (Jewel or Grandma)

	XOXO

	165 Seasons Lane, Duck

	 

	Caroline mouthed the address.

	She had waited night and day for that letter. George and Mia had made it very clear what would happen if her grandma didn’t want her. No one ever talked about Julia, making her a bit surprised when she not only responded but agreed for her to live with her. She had always found it strange that no one talked about her. Almost as if she didn’t exist.

	But maybe her grandmother was just as misunderstood as she was. She seemed nice enough in her letter.

	A small smile came to Caroline at the idea of there being a room picked out for her. A place her grandmother had picked especially for her.

	She sent a silent prayer that she would be happy and that living with her would be like when she had lived with Uncle Edmund—her father’s second oldest brother. Her heart then dropped at the thought of the man she had seen as a father. The man who moved her out of his house after seven years.

	She sighed. She didn’t want to think about him.

	The train raddled, bringing her back to the space she was in. The uncomfortable seats.

	It then slowed for its stop in a few miles. The last stop!

	One of the railroad workers walked into the cart and stood by the door she would be exiting through soon. He was tall and skinny, reminding her of a baby giraffe. “Next stop is Asheville, North Carolina! If you are getting off at this stop, please have your bags ready. Also, have your ticket in hand to show a member once you deboard.”

	Caroline put the letter in her bag and looked for her ticket.

	“We thank you for riding with us.” He smiled, turning on his heels before going to the other carts to repeat the message.

	At last, she would get off this train! Have her feet back on solid ground. With each bump, she was further away from the Smith brothers and closer to her grandma.

	A smile formed on her face.

	****

	As Caroline stepped off the train, she took a deep breath of fresh air. The train had been stuffy, making the air heavy. Her window had only cracked open, not giving her much air throughout her trip. But here, the air was crisp and refreshing.

	The sun was bright, making everything around her seem whiter. The heat welcomed her like an unwanted hug.

	She got in a line of people she had ridden with and held her ticket to show it to the worker at the end of the line.

	“Next!” the worker called out, his face bright red. He looked hot under the summer sun.

	The train’s steam was hot on her legs as she approached him. “Here you go!” Excitement jumped into her voice.

	He looked down at her ticket without saying a word. His face formed a frown.

	She didn’t know what he was looking for, but he took his time. Her mouth grew dry at the thought he would send her back.

	After a while, he wrote something over it with a marker and handed it back to her. “Have a nice day, kid.”

	“You as well!”

	As she stepped out of the line, Caroline held her bag with both hands and looked up at the few signs that indicated when the buses would come and where they were going. Everyone moved around her with purpose, while some hugged family members who had greeted them at the station. Swallowing, she read over the signs and spotted Duck. She smiled, seeing that the bus she needed was written to pick her up in two minutes. I can wait two minutes in this sun.

	A worker walked up and erased the time. Her smile dropped as he wrote down an hour and a half.

	“Great,” she puffed out.

	She sat on the curb at her bus stop. A few buses drove by, but they were all going elsewhere. The sun beat down on her as she waited and waited. Her legs baked in the heat. She feared getting a sunburn before even arriving at the beach. A few other people showed up, waiting with her, but no one spoke. She pulled out her grandma’s letter and fanned herself, but that didn’t help much.

	Two hours later, a bus showed up, making the loudest squeak as it came to a stop.

	Caroline sighed. “Thank goodness.” I’m melting out here. She picked up her bag and waited for the bus door to open.

	“You going to Duck?” the bus driver asked as the door opened. He stood, cracking his back with three loud pops.

	“Yes.”

	“That will be ten cents,” he said, pointing down at a small box filled with money.

	“Oh, right.” She dug for Mia’s wallet as people pushed past her to get in and drop their ten cents into the box. After grabbing the last of her money, she dropped the change into the box and took the ticket the man handed her.

	The door slammed shut behind her.

	Only five other people sat on the bus. They all watched her as she walked toward an empty seat. After she sat, she looked out the window, her back pain returning. These seats were harder than the train’s. And held mysterious stains. If the trip could go any faster, she would be happy. All she wanted to do was shower off the week in the train and the heat from waiting for the bus.

	She put her bag under her legs like before and felt someone staring at her. She looked up. A boy—no older than four—watched her as he sat across from her.

	She tried not to look back at him as the bus started moving.

	Not even a minute into the drive, Caroline clutched her chair. The bus driver changed lanes for no reason, cut people off, and drove over the speed limit. She closed her eyes a few times and hoped they didn’t hit anything or drive off the road.

	They stopped twice to use the bathroom throughout the six-hour drive. For most of the ride, no one talked to each other. The only sounds that echoed throughout the bus were the boy coughing and the bus driver cursing.

	A lifetime later, Caroline watched as the forest view from the window opened. The scenery changed to a large body of water as they drove over a tall, thin bridge. White caps danced with the water’s movement as huge seagulls cried out and flew over the water and the bridge.

	The sky added to everything around her. Light pink and orange mixed at the horizon, and an odd shade of blue made the rest of the sky. It seemed as if God had come down and painted the lovely colors. The water mirrored the sunset.

	The bridge itself seemed to last forever, but Caroline didn’t mind. The view was perfect. She could even smell the salty ocean from inside the bus.

	Putting the side of her face against the glass, she saw the long peninsula that her grandma lived on. Where she would live. She noticed a few houses by the water with some dots—people—out fishing. The land that lay far away also seemed so green and inviting. Like the trees hid something amazing behind them.

	Duck was somewhere within the trees, waiting for her.

	A seagull rode the small waves. She felt peace as she looked at the water. It was all so breathtaking that she almost forgot the anxiety of meeting her grandma. That was until the bus driver sharply changed lanes, making another driver honk their horn.

	Her chest went cold as she grabbed her chair once more. Her fingertips found gum under the chair. I’m going to end up in the water! And drown like mom and—

	She pushed that thought away and laughed under her breath. Of course, fate would have her bus crash off a bridge while so close to paradise.

	Once safely over the bridge, the bus stopped dramatically. She looked out the window, not recognizing the town she was now in.

	The bus driver opened the bus door, stood, and stretched his back. Four cracks this time.

	Caroline grabbed her bag and walked off the bus before anyone else moved. After she jumped off, she took a deep breath. She had never been happier to be on solid ground. No more trains and no more buses with drivers who should never have gotten their license.

	“Wow,” she said, looking at the lovely town in front of her.

	Even though the sun was lowering, people filled the small town, walking and laughing. The beach added to the charm. Every building looked different with beautiful colors that matched the sky.

	So many little shops lined the street; she didn’t know where to look first. A donut shop had a strong divine smell coming from it. Her mouth watered. One shop sold beach toys for children. Three young boys stood outside of the shop, showing off their new toys to each other.

	One white building with large columns stood at the end of the main street, the road curving around it. She didn’t know what the building was, but it looked important.

	Young women walked by with their puffy skirts and their hair done in the latest fashion. The poodle hairstyle curled to perfection. Some women walked by with parasols to protect them from the lowering sun. The men wore white shirts and shiny shoes. Some people enjoyed ice cream as they walked. Some cars drove by, mostly Ford convertibles with soft music coming from them. The drivers smiled while they drove with their families.

	Never had she seen such a sight. Something so charming and so captivating.

	Caroline giggled. The people seemed so happy and relaxed here. It was so different from her hometown back in Washington. She closed her eyes and tried to see if she could hear the ocean from where she stood. It was faint, but she could hear the waves breaking on the sand.

	The bus cried out, making her jump as her eyes shot open. Her bag dropped to her feet, and she turned, watching the bus drive out of the town. It almost hit a very good-looking teenager with sandy hair on a bike. He looked a bit fearful as he kept riding. When he passed her, she couldn’t help but linger on him a bit.

	Turning back to her bag, she picked it up. The sun was almost fully set now; it was time to find the street her grandma lived in.

	She mumbled the address, looking for any clues about where it might be. “165 Seasons Lane, Duck.”

	She walked around, trying to see if she could find her grandmother’s neighborhood. But she also knew she would get lost the minute she walked out of town. Her stomach twisted. Maybe George was right. I’m too foolish to do this on my own.

	“Excuse me,” Caroline called to an older lady as she walked by.

	The older lady stopped with a kind smile. She wore a white dress that reached low on her knees. “Yes, dear?”

	“Do you know where this neighborhood is?” She pulled the letter’s envelope from her bag.

	The older lady grabbed her reading glasses from her breast pocket.

	“I’m lost. I have no idea where this is.”

	She laughed once she had her glasses on. Her blue eyes seemed larger with her eyewear. “I live in that neighborhood!”

	Caroline smiled. “Really?! What are the odds.”

	The lady took her glasses off and pointed down the road. “It’s right down that street. It’s the only neighborhood on the left.”

	Caroline looked the way she had pointed. The town seemed to simply end there. Plenty of trees and a few roads led off into the unknown. “Thank you…” She paused, waiting for a name.

	“Patti Clark.”

	“Thank you, Mrs. Clark. I’m Caroline Smith, by the way.”

	Mrs. Clark nodded with a smile. “Oh, you’re the Caroline girl your grandma has been talking about!”

	Caroline felt her cheeks heat. “Really?”

	Her grandma had been talking about her? Something in her lit up with joy.

	“Oh yes, my dear,” Mrs. Clark said with a laugh. “Go find her. She’ll be so happy to know you’ve made it safely.”

	“Thanks again.”

	They both went their own ways, Caroline walking the way Mrs. Clark had sent her. She smiled again, letting herself get excited about the change her life had taken.

	 

	


Chapter 3

	 

	Caroline saw the street Mrs. Clark had pointed to. The old lady had been right. It was the only street on her left. Her grandmother’s neighborhood.

	As she walked, she held her bag with one hand and whispered the address once more. She hoped the colorful sky would give her enough light to see the numbers on the houses, still worried she would get lost.

	A beautiful island filled with different brightly colored flowers sat at the entrance of the neighborhood. There was a path with a roof of trees overhead that led her straight to the neighborhood.

	As she turned to head in, a woman, who was maybe in her fifties, walked past her. They both held eye contact for a moment. The world seemed to slow. The stranger looked at her in a familiar way, like she had known her due to an unknown connection. As she continued to walk, leaving the stranger behind, the woman called out.

	“Are you Caroline?”

	Caroline stopped and turned to look at the woman. Now that she got a better look, the woman looked like someone she had known once.

	“You are Caroline!” the woman said, smiling.

	“So, are you my… Are you…Julia?” she asked, not wanting to call her grandmother. Not yet.

	The woman’s smile stretched from ear to ear. “Yes! I’m

	Julia!”

	The woman took a step closer. Her brown curly hair was pulled out of her face in a loose ponytail. She was dressed in the most refreshing outfit Caroline had ever seen. Her white blouse was sleeveless with two small bows on her shoulders. Her soft pink and white plaid skirt reached her knees. Small white heels put everything together.

	Caroline hoped living here would make her look as breezy as she did. She imagined she looked awful in her blue jumper that she had worn for days on end.

	“You look just like my daughter!” Julia sighed with watery eyes.

	Caroline smiled, enjoying the compliment. She didn’t know what to do or say.

	Julia looked like her mother was well but older. But she didn’t voice the thought.

	“Everyone tells me I look like my dad,” she said instead.

	“You do.” Julia laughed after a beat. “Oh, my goodness! I can’t believe you finally made it!”

	Caroline smiled. “If you saw how bad the bus driver was, you would be even more shocked I lived.” She had said it as a joke, but Julia didn’t laugh.

	“Are you all right?” Julia asked as her smile fell.

	“Oh yeah. I mean, I made it.”

	Her eyes lingered on the ring of faint bruises around her arm. “What happened?” she asked.

	Caroline smiled awkwardly. Mia had happened. The night before she had left, Mia had grabbed her so tightly that her fingers had left dark purple marks. The bruises were mostly yellow now, but she still didn’t want to share how she got them. “I walked into something.”

	Julia nodded, and an awkward silence fell over them. The silence was so heavy that Caroline could in fact hear the ocean.

	Julia looked just like Caroline’s mother. She had her same green eyes, along with a smile that could light the world. A few freckles ran across her nose and cheeks. She also had Lucy’s round face, but her jaw was a bit more noticeable than her mother’s. Or at least from what Caroline had seen in pictures.

	Her sun-kissed skin showed that she lived by the beach. She was not tall but not short either, just like the photos of Caroline’s mother. She was taller than Caroline for sure though. Caroline stood about her shoulder.

	“Can I hug you?” she asked.

	Caroline laughed. “Sure.” She put her bag down and wrapped her arms around her grandma. It was such a strange thought. I am hugging my grandma. Her grandma smelled good, like a candle with a silly name.

	“You can call me Jewel if you want. Everyone does.”

	Caroline pulled away, thankful for the nickname. As she backed away, she opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came to mind. What do I tell someone I haven’t seen in ten years?

	Luckily, Jewel took the wheel. “So, you had a long journey?” She picked up Caroline’s bag for her.

	“Yeah. Very long,” Caroline said.

	“Where is your Aunt Mia? Or George?” She looked around for them as if they would pop up at any moment.

	“I came alone.”

	“What? You did that trip all by yourself?”

	Caroline nodded.

	Jewel put a hand to her chest. “Well, you are a lot braver than I am. I thought they were coming.”

	“Nope. Just me.”

	“If I would’ve known you were coming by yourself, I would’ve gone to get you.”

	Caroline waved her hand, dismissing her worries. “They didn’t even take me to the train station. I had to walk there. It was only a two-mile walk. No problem.”

	Jewel looked mortified. “I don’t know what to say. The rules are not to leave you alone like that.”

	Her eyebrows came together. “Rules?”

	Jewel’s face switched back to her smile. “That doesn’t matter anymore. You’re here, and you’re safe. That is that.”

	Caroline nodded.

	Silence fell over the pair once more. She smiled as she glanced around her. Large trees held a few birds that looked down on her. Her eyes fell on Jewel, who smiled back. It felt like someone should be talking, asking questions. But the silence went on.

	How can this be? We have our whole lives to talk about. She knew nothing about Jewel, and Jewel knew nothing of her. There had to be something to talk about.

	As Caroline opened her mouth to speak, Jewel asked, “Do you want to freshen up?”

	The idea sounded wonderful.

	“And put your things in your new room?”

	Caroline nodded with a sigh. “Yes please!”

	“I’ve picked a room with an ocean view for you. But if you don’t like it, you can pick your own room.”

	She laughed. “Who would say no to a room with such a view?”

	“That’s what I thought. But I wanted to ask.”

	Together, they walked to Jewel’s house without saying a word. As they walked, Caroline stayed close to Jewel. Her eyes scanned each house they passed. The architect was so different from Washington. The huge houses looked new, each painted either a light blue or a bright white. Not one house was missing a wraparound porch or a grand stairway to the front door.

	The air had a happy feeling to it. In a few front yards, families’ laughter echoed as they took their things into their houses.

	“Those are rentals,” Jewel explained. “They come, stay in those houses for a week, and leave. Then the next family comes in and so on. There are only four houses with permanent residents in this neighborhood, and I am one of them.”

	“How did you find this place?” Caroline asked.

	“My late husband Lester.” Jewel looked down at her. “Your grandpa. His grandmother owned the house, and she left it for him. We moved into the house and raised our girls here.”

	They followed the road as it bent, and the ocean came into view. The sound of waves crashing in rhythm filled their ears.

	“How did he pass?” Caroline asked as her eyes danced over the ocean. The sun was almost set, making the sky half pink and half filled with stars.

	“He died when your mom and aunt were still kids. Always had heart problems and never took it as seriously as he should have.”

	I hope that doesn’t run in the family. “I didn’t know you raised my mom alone.”

	Jewel pointed at a house. Her house.

	It took Caroline’s breath away. The large house had many windows. It seemed so peaceful. But it also seemed like a lonely place to live alone. She glanced back at her grandma as she went on.

	“I didn’t really raise them alone. My best friend Dutch—you’ll meet him—helped me. He’d take them to school dances and help with homework. He even walked your mom down the aisle at her wedding.”

	As they got closer to the house, Caroline’s mouth dropped. The house was so tall from where she stood. More than a dozen steps led to the front door and porch with a few rocking chairs.
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