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By seven-fifteen, Turtle Island was already awake.

It never rushed into the morning the way mainland towns did. Instead, the island stirred gradually, as a porch swing nudged into motion—slow, steady, unconcerned with urgency. The tide exhaled against the marsh grasses. Egrets picked their careful way through shallow water. A ferry horn sounded faintly in the distance, promising the day’s first wave of visitors and their rolling suitcases, wide-brimmed hats, and expectations.

Grace Appleton unlocked the glass door of A Breath of Fresh Hair and stepped inside like she was entering a church.

The air still held the faint sweetness of coconut shampoo and the sharper, chemical whisper of hair color. The salon was quiet in a way it never was after nine o’clock, when dryers roared, voices layered, and secrets floated as freely as hairspray mist. Sunlight filtered through the front windows in pale ribbons, catching the chrome arms of the styling chairs and turning them into soft glints of morning.

Grace flipped on the lights, set her oversized handbag behind the front desk, and smoothed an invisible wrinkle from the white marble counter.

She believed in first impressions, even when no one was there to witness them.

Her reflection caught in the mirror opposite the styling stations: blonde hair swept into a low, deliberate twist; pearl studs; flawless makeup applied with the kind of precision that suggested ritual rather than vanity. Her sleeveless powder-blue sheath dress skimmed her figure with tailored ease, and though she wore flats for now, a pair of nude patent heels waited beneath the desk.

Grace never greeted the day unprepared.

She crossed the room, fingertips trailing lightly across each station. Tools aligned. Brushes clean. Towels folded with crisp edges. The salon wasn’t simply her livelihood; it was her domain, her observatory, and, if one wanted to be honest about it, her information exchange.

People said things in hair salons they never said anywhere else.

Grace didn’t pry.

She simply listened.

The bell over the door jingled before she’d even finished starting the coffee.

“You’re early,” came a voice both breathless and delighted.

Grace turned, already smiling. “Good morning, Mrs. Honeycutt.”

Mrs. Honeycutt swept inside in a cloud of floral perfume and chiffon scarves; her silver hair arranged in a helmet of curls that defied gravity and modern sensibilities alike. At seventy-three, she dressed like a woman who refused to fade politely into beige, and Grace admired her for it.

“I had to come tell you,” Mrs. Honeycutt announced, placing her enormous handbag on the counter as if delivering official documents. “You will never believe what I heard at the post office.”

Grace handed her a mug. “Coffee first. Scandal second.”

Mrs. Honeycutt accepted it with reverence. “Bless you.”

Grace leaned one hip against the counter, posture relaxed but attentive. To an untrained eye, she appeared casual. In truth, she catalogued tone, expression, and timing. Years of practice had honed her instincts into something nearly professional.

Mrs. Honeycutt lowered her voice. “The bookstore is hosting a famous author this afternoon.”

Grace blinked. “On a Thursday?”

“I know,” Mrs. Honeycutt whispered, scandalized by scheduling alone. “Vivian Crowley. Murder mysteries.”

Grace’s interest sharpened instantly. “I’ve read her.”

“Everyone has,” Mrs. Honeycutt said. “Apparently, she’s researching her next book.”

Grace lifted her mug, concealing a flicker of curiosity. Turtle Island was not the sort of place where famous authors arrived without reason.

Outside, a golf cart hummed past, its passengers waving at no one in particular. The island ran on recognition; everyone waved, whether they knew you or not. It was less a greeting than an affirmation that you belong here.

Grace’s gaze drifted toward the window. Across Main Street, The Reading Nook’s blue-and-white awning fluttered in the morning breeze. A chalkboard sign leaned near the door, still blank.

“Maybe it’ll be good for business,” Mrs. Honeycutt said. “Tourists love anything literary.”

Grace smiled faintly. “Tourists love anything they can photograph.”

Mrs. Honeycutt laughed, then leaned forward, eyes bright. “You don’t think she’s here because of... last summer?”

Grace’s expression remained composed, but something in her chest tightened.

Last summer had left its mark. The island had absorbed it, smoothed it over, but not erased it. Turtle Island rarely forgot; it simply layered new memories over old ones until the past felt buried rather than gone.

“I think,” Grace said evenly, “people come to Turtle Island for sunshine and sea air.”

Mrs. Honeycutt studied her for a moment, as if weighing the truthfulness of that answer. Then she sighed. “Well. If she comes in here, you tell me everything.”

Grace’s mouth curved. “I always do.”

Mrs. Honeycutt left in a rustle of fabric and enthusiasm, the bell chiming cheerfully behind her.

Grace stood alone again, coffee warm in her hands, the salon quiet around her.

The stillness felt temporary.

It always did.

At eight-thirty, the bell chimed again. Not the brisk, fluttery jangle of Mrs. Honeycutt, nor the covert, near-silent push of the delivery folks, but a sound that landed with the weight of inevitability. Grace didn’t have to look up to know who it was. She recognized the cadence of his steps: steady, unselfconscious, a little flat-footed from years of working the island’s uneven terrain. The faint scuff of work boots on her salon’s just-mopped tile—it was a sound she would have known anywhere, even if someone played twenty years of island footsteps all at once. The way he paused just inside the doorway, giving the room time to acknowledge him, to adjust. As if the space itself needed a moment.

“Morning,” Danny Whitaker said.

Grace looked up. He was backlit by the sun, which gave him the silhouette of someone about to do something heroic, even if the most heroic thing he’d ever done was rescue a three-legged beagle from a drainage ditch in sixth grade. He filled the doorway in a way that had nothing to do with size and everything to do with presence. His skin was the color of sand after a rainstorm, permanent coastal bronze. His dark hair fell carelessly across his forehead despite what she knew were frequent, losing battles with a drugstore trimmer and the side mirror of his truck. He wore a faded gray T-shirt, jeans dusted with sawdust, and the expression of a man already halfway through his day and not particularly sentimental about it. He smelled faintly of cedar and sea air—an honest, local scent in a place sometimes overpowered by manufactured coconut.

Grace lifted an eyebrow. “You’re tracking construction debris into my salon.”

Danny glanced down at his boots. “Adds character,” he said, deadpan.

“You add character,” she shot back. “Your boots add liability.”

His mouth almost twitched, which, for Danny, was the equivalent of a belly laugh.

He leaned against the doorframe instead of stepping farther in, keeping one boot planted firmly on the welcome mat as if that might contain whatever dirt or memories he carried. He’d known her since they were five, and yet never once barged in unannounced, not into her house, not into her space, not into her moods. He treated her domains with a sort of quiet respect, a thing so rare and specific it could only have been forged in childhood and tempered by some kind of shared secret.

She set her coffee cup on the counter and crossed her arms, feigning sternness. “You skipping breakfast again?

He shrugged, a small upward motion. “Had coffee.”

“That’s not breakfast.”

“It’s efficient.”

He regarded her with the patient expression of someone who had fought and lost this argument a hundred times and was already resigned to lose it a hundred more.

Grace softened a little. “I’m serious, Danny. You’ll burn out before lunch.”

“I always make it to lunch,” he said. “You know that.”

She did. He was a creature of habit, even if those habits leaned toward benign self-neglect. She watched him for a moment, wondering—as she often did—if he ever tired of his own predictability.

“You’re working the Cove project today?” she asked, steering the conversation the way a bird might test the direction of the wind.

He nodded. “Yeah.” His gaze flicked toward the window, where a line of palms cut the horizon into uneven strips of blue. “Clearing the site.”

Grace studied him. Danny’s words always came out measured, but his silences were often the real story. He carried information the way he carried lumber: steady, deliberate, without waste. She imagined him on the jobsite, the casual authority with which he’d sling a beam over his shoulder, or the way he’d let silence fill a room before patching drywall or fixing a leaky faucet. He was what her father would call “an island man,” which meant equanimity and a stubborn refusal to complain.

She looked at the hands resting loosely in his pockets—broad, strong, with nails still clean from last week’s wedding job. He’d done all the construction for the new event space at Waterside Inn and refused to charge for the labor because “I like a good wedding,” though everyone knew it was because he liked the owner’s lemon squares.

“Busy week,” she said lightly.

“Seems like it.”

A comfortable silence settled between them, punctuated only by the faint whir of the ceiling fan and the sound of a large gull cursing at a rival outside. The smell of coffee deepened as the machine finished brewing. Grace let the silence linger, knowing he would break it if he had something urgent.

She reached for a fresh towel, folding it with deliberate care. “You heard about the author signing?”

Danny nodded. “Mom mentioned it.”

“She’s researching.”

He shrugged. “Writers do that.”

Grace wondered if he’d read one of Vivian Crowley’s books. She doubted it. Danny read coastal navigation charts, repair manuals, and, on rare occasions, the local newspaper when his mother clipped out an article for him, but he lived in the world more than he observed it.

She finished folding, set the towel aside, and met his eyes. “You think she’ll find what she’s looking for?”

He considered her for a long, slow moment, head tilted as though listening for a distant sound.

“Turtle Island’s good at keeping what it wants to keep,” he said.

A shiver traced the back of Grace’s neck. She suspected he wasn’t just talking about the island. Not really.

Danny’s eyes were serious, and in that seriousness was a kind of warning: not a threat, but a gentle suggestion to tread carefully. It was the same look he’d given her at seventeen, the night before she left for college, when they both knew she’d never be able to come home unchanged. The look that said, there are things you don’t need to know, even if you think you do.

She tried to meet it with a smile. “You’re getting cryptic in your old age.”

He grinned, the kind that flickered at the edges of his mouth and nowhere else. “I’m thirty-two, not eighty.”

“On Turtle Island, that’s middle-aged.”

“Don’t tell Mrs. Honeycutt that. She’d bury me out of spite.”

Grace laughed, but her mind kept chasing the question he’d raised—and dodged. She wondered if she should push, if she wanted to know what he was holding back. Instead, she let the moment hang, then shifted to practicality.

“You want a trim or just a refill?” she asked, already reaching for the coffee pot.

“Just a refill. My hair’s fine.”

She poured him a mug and handed it over. For a moment, their fingers brushed, and she felt the old, familiar current—some blend of static and memory and the knowledge that there was a before and always would be.

He sipped. “You still make it too strong.”

“You still drink it.”

He held her gaze. “Guess I do.”

The bell chimed again. The day surged forward. Voices layered. Dryers roared to life. The island’s rhythm resumed its steady hum.

But as Grace tied her apron and turned to greet her first client, she felt it—that subtle shift beneath the surface, like tidewater changing direction before anyone notices the current.

Turtle Island was stirring.

And Grace had the unmistakable feeling that before the week was over, it would be speaking again.
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By late morning, Turtle Island had shifted into its public face.

Golf carts lined Main Street like brightly colored seashells abandoned by the tide. Window boxes overflowed with petunias and geraniums. The scent of fresh cinnamon rolls drifted from The Rolling Scone Bakery and mingled with sunscreen, salt air, and the faint diesel whisper from the ferry idling at the dock.

Grace Appleton locked the salon door behind her and slipped on her nude patent heels with practiced ease. The transformation was subtle but unmistakable. Flats were practical. Heels were intentional.

She smoothed her dress, lifted her sunglasses into place, and stepped into the brightness of the day.

Across the street, The Reading Nook’s chalkboard now displayed looping white script:

AUTHOR SIGNING TODAY

VIVIAN CROWLEY

1:00 PM

Someone had drawn a tiny magnifying glass beneath the lettering.

Grace smiled despite herself.

Tourists paused to photograph the sign. A pair of teenage girls posed beside it, laughing. A woman in a wide-brimmed hat asked her husband if they’d packed their copy of The Silent Orchard. He had not.

Grace moved through the scene with the ease of someone who belonged to it. She waved to Mr. Alvarez outside the grocery store, nodded to Nancy from the dance studio, and paused long enough for Mrs. Pickens to compliment her shoes and whisper that the post office line had been “unreasonable.”

Turtle Island ran on ritual acknowledgment. Failing to greet someone was a social misstep of the highest order.

Grace approached the marina just as the ferry horn sounded again long and low, vibrating through the wooden planks beneath her feet. The vessel edged toward the dock with unhurried precision, its wake folding softly into the pilings.

Visitors clustered near the railing, phones already raised. First-timers always looked faintly astonished, as if they had expected something grander and found instead a postcard come to life.

Grace leaned against the weathered railing, the wood warm beneath her hands. Sunlight scattered across the water in fractured silver. Pelicans drifted nearby with prehistoric dignity.

“You’re working,” Danny’s voice said behind her.

Grace didn’t turn. “I’m observing.”

“Observing what?”

“The arrival of literary fame.”

Danny came to stand beside her, close enough that she could feel the heat radiating from his shoulder. Today, he wore a clean navy shirt, sleeves rolled to his forearms, revealing sun-browned skin and faint white scars earned from years of practical work.

Grace noticed everything. She always had.

“You skipped lunch,” he said.

“I had half a scone.”

“That’s not lunch.”

“It’s optimism.”

Danny huffed a quiet laugh.

The ferry ramp lowered with a metallic clank, and the choreography began. Families disembarked in clusters, dragging wheeled suitcases. A golden retriever bounded down the ramp, nearly pulling its owner behind it. A trio of cyclists rolled carefully onto the dock.

She noticed her before she should have. The entire disembarkation was a pageant of pastel polos and tourist straw hats, children in matching visors, a man in a wet suit inexplicably holding a bouquet of gas station sunflowers. But then, drifting through the middle of the scrum, was a presence that didn’t fit the island’s tourist taxonomy at all.

Grace watched the woman descend the ferry ramp with a measured, practiced ease that immediately set her apart—not the brash confidence of a politician or the performative clatter of a minor celebrity, but something quieter, almost feline: the self-possession of someone accustomed to being both observed and underestimated.

The first impression was that she was taller than she should be, somehow both willowy and compact, with shoulders squared to the world as if to neither invite nor repel attention. She wore a tailored linen suit in the unassuming shade of dove gray, the jacket offset by a sleeveless white blouse that caught the sunlight and turned it luminous against her skin. Her hat, of course, was wide-brimmed straw—more functional than stylish, but the way it shadowed her face made her appear both part of and immune to the glare of day.

She paused at the base of the ramp, a moment that could have been insignificant except that every muscle in her body seemed to funnel into the act of removing her sunglasses. The gesture was unhurried but precise, like a conductor waiting for his orchestra to breathe. Her hair, an impossible shade of silver for someone who couldn't be more than sixty, was cut into a blunt bob that accentuated the stark, geometric clarity of her cheekbones. Her eyes were flint blue, set wide and alert, and in that single, brief scan of the marina, she took in more than most people managed in a week.

Grace felt a cold thread of recognition tug through her, but it wasn’t the familiarity of celebrity culture. It was the sense of seeing another predator in the wild, both too polite to acknowledge it.

“That’s her,” Danny murmured. His voice had dropped, not in awe but in the instinctive hush of someone watching a dangerous animal at a safe distance.

“Vivian Crowley,” Grace said, the name fitting into the air like a tooth slipping into its socket.

She watched as the author’s gaze swept the dock—not just the people, but the architecture of the moment: the tension in the shoulders of the inn manager as he hustled forward, the cluster of local kids daring each other to approach, the couple filming a TikTok just out of range of her periphery. Vivian seemed to catalogue each element, not as threats, but as necessary data points in the story she was writing with her body. Her smile, when it came, was angular but not insincere. She accepted the inn manager’s handshake with her left hand, the right never quite leaving her side.

Up close, she was even more improbable. The tailored suit wasn’t just expensive; it was cut to accommodate motion, the kind of motion that suggested she might break into a sprint at any moment. The shoes—low-heeled, burnished leather—were made for covering ground, not for posing. Her hands, as she accepted a Sharpie from a hopeful tourist, were slender and unadorned, the nails clipped to a uniform length. She signed the book (not her latest, Grace noticed, but the earlier, more controversial one) with a quick scrawl, returned the pen, and glanced back up at the assembled crowd as if expecting to be called to testify before a grand jury.

“She looks...” Grace struggled for the word. “Sharper than her author photo.”

Danny nodded, watching her with the same wary, unblinking attention he gave to sudden weather changes on a construction site. “Yeah. Like she’s waiting for something to go sideways.”

“Writers don’t go anywhere by accident,” Grace said, and instantly regretted the glibness. This one certainly hadn’t.

Vivian was moving now—not away from the crowd, but through it, subtly adjusting her trajectory to keep both the marina entrance and the main street within her field of vision. She gave a quick, unsentimental hug to the inn manager, signed two more books, and then, without breaking stride, accepted a business card from a man in a suit who looked like he’d been waiting weeks for this five-second window.

Grace caught the minuscule hitch in Vivian’s shoulders: the moment she recognized she was being watched, not just observed. The famous eyes flicked across the dock, and for the briefest instant, landed directly on Grace.

It was nothing. It was everything.

She turned away, focusing on the pelicans now. Suddenly, she felt transparent, as if some unspoken secret had been stripped from her without consent. Next to her, Danny shifted his weight, clearly uncomfortable.

“She’s not here for the fans,” he said.

Grace shook her head. “No.” She almost added, she’s here for a hunt, but left it unsaid. The possibility sounded ridiculous, even in her own mind.

Vivian Crowley, author of The Silent Orchard and its dozen equally icy successors, was famous for two things: her ability to weaponize observation, and her refusal to stay within the boundaries of literary respectability. She was the kind of writer who appeared in Vanity Fair profiles and then sued the writer for slander. She was also, not incidentally, Grace’s first and most persistent intellectual nemesis.

Grace only knew her through her books, interviews, and once, an accidentally devastating take-down of Grace’s undergraduate thesis in the New Yorker. Yet, there was something in the set of the woman’s jaw, in the way her hands hovered just slightly apart as if bracing for a push, that felt eerily familiar.

“She’s not what I expected,” Grace said, though she wasn’t sure what she had expected in the first place. Maybe something brittle, or performatively eccentric. Instead, Vivian moved with the fluid, impersonal energy of a person who had decided long ago that her own company was preferable to any crowd’s.

“She’s early,” Danny noted. “Event’s not for three hours.”

“She’ll want to see the island first,” Grace said. “Take notes. Settle the landscape in her mind before the performance.”

Danny regarded her sidelong. “You do that?”

Grace opened her mouth, shut it, and grinned. “Yeah. Always.”

Vivian had already slipped away from the throng. She walked with the inn manager and two other locals—one of whom Grace recognized as the town’s only Uber driver, the other a retiree who wrote the island’s newsletter—toward the waiting golf cart at the curb.

But she wasn’t looking at any of them. She was scanning the marina, the shops lining the avenue, the people loitering as if by chance. Grace caught her again, just as she paused at the edge of the dock. Vivian’s lips twisted, not in a smile but in something like private satisfaction. Then she stepped into the golf cart and was gone.

Grace exhaled, but not all the way. The sense of being seen—that brief, lancing awareness—remained.

“Well,” she said, “she’s interesting.”

Danny’s expression remained thoughtful. “She looked like she was checking exits.”

Grace blinked. “That’s an oddly specific observation.”

Danny shrugged. “Habit.”

Grace studied him. Years of construction sites, equipment safety, and structural risk had trained him to read spaces differently than most people. He saw stability, vulnerability, entry points.

He saw what could go wrong.

The ferry horn sounded again, signaling departure. Dockworkers lifted the ramp. Visitors waved as if leaving summer camp.

Grace leaned against the railing, watching Vivian’s golf cart disappear up the road, Spanish moss shifting lazily in the breeze overhead.

“You going to the signing?” Danny asked.

Grace hesitated. “Probably.”

Danny nodded once, as if he’d expected nothing else.

They stood in companionable silence, listening to the rhythmic slap of water against the dock.

“Something feels...” Grace began.

Danny glanced at her. “Off?”

She nodded.

He didn’t dismiss the feeling. Danny never did.

“That doesn’t mean something’s wrong,” he said.

Grace watched a gull wheel overhead. “It means I’m paying attention.”

Danny’s mouth curved faintly. “You’re always paying attention.”

Grace turned from the railing. The island bustled around them, bright and welcoming and perfectly arranged. Wind stirred the flags near the marina office. Laughter drifted from the café patio. Somewhere nearby, a radio played old country music softened by distance.

Everything looked exactly as it should.

Which, Grace knew, didn’t always mean it was.

As she and Danny walked back toward Main Street, she felt it again—that subtle shift beneath the day’s brightness, like the first cool breath before a storm.

Turtle Island had welcomed its visitor.

Now it was waiting.
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The Appleton house sat beneath two sprawling live oaks on Magnolia Lane; their branches arched like protective arms over the wide front porch. Spanish moss swayed in the humid afternoon air, drifting like gray lace against the pale blue sky. The house itself was white clapboard with soft green shutters and a porch swing that creaked in familiar protest whenever someone settled into it.

Grace had always thought the place looked like a promise.

She parked along the crushed shell driveway and stepped out into air thick with the smell of butter, rosemary, and something sweet baking. The scent alone wrapped around her like memory.

Sunday dinners at her parents’ house weren’t optional. They were gravitational.

Laughter floated from inside, punctuated by the thud of small feet and the unmistakable crash of something plastic hitting hardwood floors.

Grace slipped off her heels at the door and stepped inside.

“Grace is here!” Timothy shouted from somewhere near the kitchen.

“Grace is always here,” Mike corrected with the solemn authority of a seven-year-old.

John, the eldest at nine, skidded around the corner in sock feet and collided gently with her waist. “Did you bring dessert?”

Grace bent to hug him, breathing in the scent of grass and sunshine and childhood. “I brought lemon bars.”

He gasped as if she’d announced a miracle.

From the kitchen, Jane Appleton’s voice called, “Tell her to wash her hands before she touches anything.”

Grace smiled. “Yes, ma’am.”

The kitchen was the heart of the house—sunlit, bustling, and perpetually warm. Copper pots hung above the island. Fresh herbs grew in small terracotta pots along the windowsill. Jane moved between the stove and counter with practiced efficiency; her auburn hair pulled into a loose knot and her floral apron dusted with flour.

Jane Appleton believed in feeding people as a form of love.

“Set those on the counter,” she said, nodding toward Grace’s dessert container without turning from the skillet. “And taste the gravy.”

Grace obeyed, dipping a spoon and closing her eyes briefly as the rich, peppery warmth spread across her tongue. “Perfect.”

Jane smiled, satisfied.

John Appleton sat at the kitchen table, glasses low on his nose as he scanned paperwork that followed him even on Sundays. He looked up over the rim and smiled at his daughter with quiet pride.

“There she is.”

Grace kissed his cheek. “Working on the Sabbath, Daddy?”

“Reviewing,” he said mildly. “Different from working.”

Grace laughed softly. Her father had spent his career practicing law on the mainland but carried his profession like a well-worn briefcase: always present, never intrusive.

Thomas entered through the back door, smelling faintly of smoked meat and charcoal. He ran the Friendly Fork with an ease that made success look accidental.

“You made it,” he said, pulling Grace into a quick hug. “I was starting to think fame had gone to your head.”

“Fame?” she scoffed.

“Half the island passes through your salon,” he said. “You know more than the police department.”

From the living room, Uncle James called, “We prefer the term selectively informed.”

Grace turned to see him entering the kitchen, broad-shouldered and deliberate in his movements. As Turtle Island’s police chief, James Appleton carried authority with quiet weight rather than display. His salt-and-pepper hair was clipped short, his expression steady but not unkind.

He hugged Grace with one arm. “You staying out of trouble?”

Grace lifted her chin. “I am never in trouble.”

He raised an eyebrow.

From the doorway behind him, Danny stepped inside carrying a bag of ice. Grace hadn’t noticed him arrive, which was typical; Danny moved through spaces without fanfare, as if attention were something he instinctively avoided.

“Evening,” he said.

Jane brightened. “Danny, you’re just in time. Put that in the freezer and wash up.”

Danny obeyed without protest.

Grace watched him move through the kitchen with easy familiarity. He knew where everything was. He always had. He wasn’t family by blood, but years of shared meals and holidays had woven him into the fabric of the Appleton household.

Susan entered with a bowl of green beans, smiling warmly. “Everyone’s here. It’s a miracle.”

The boys barreled through again, chased by Pam Appleton’s gentle admonishments to slow down before someone broke a limb.

The table filled quickly.

Fried chicken. Mashed potatoes. Green beans. Cornbread. Gravy. Tomatoes sliced thick and sprinkled with salt. Sweet tea beaded with condensation.

Grace took her usual seat between Danny and her father, aware of the small, steady comfort of familiar placement. Danny’s elbow brushed hers as he reached for the potatoes, a contact so casual it might have gone unnoticed by anyone else.

Grace noticed.

Conversation flowed in overlapping currents—school stories, church announcements, fishing reports, town updates delivered with humor and affectionate exaggeration.

Grace listened, laughed, and contributed where needed. But beneath the warmth ran a quieter awareness: this gathering, this ritual, was the island’s true anchor. No matter what storms came, this remained.

James set down his fork with a deliberation that, in this family, always signaled a shift from the personal to the professional. The scrape of the tines against his plate was barely audible under the hum of conversation, but it was enough to draw all eyes, even the children, for just a fraction of a second.

“We’ll have an increased police presence on Main Street tomorrow,” he announced, voice measured.

Across the table, Thomas’s brow furrowed. “Why?” He’d taken up the family trait of assuming nothing changed on Turtle Island unless there was a good, or at least interesting, reason.

James flicked his eyes toward his nephew, mouth twitching in a way that almost dared anyone to prod further. “Crowd control,” he said. “Author signing.”

Jane, whose ability to track the community calendar bordered on supernatural, nodded in approval. “Good for the bookstore. Pam will be thrilled they have enough security for once.”

Grace, who had learned the art of neutrality from years of watching her father in court, kept her face carefully blank. She knew better than to show her hand in a house full of Appletons. “Vivian Crowley arrived this morning,” she offered, casual as a weather update.

James’s attention snapped to her with practiced precision. “Of course you know that.” No accusation, only the weight of expectation. A subtle reminder that on Turtle Island, information was a currency traded more often than dollars or favors.

Danny, whose silence at large gatherings was legendary, tried and failed to disguise his amusement behind his glass of sweet tea. His elbow briefly nudged Grace’s as he set the glass down, a Morse code of private solidarity.

“She looked... observant,” Grace continued, letting the pause after ‘looked’ do most of the work. If Vivian Crowley’s reputation for scrutiny hadn’t preceded her, the way she’d swept the docks and Main Street like a hawk that morning would’ve completed the impression.

James studied Grace for a moment longer—measuring, weighing, maybe even hoping she’d say more. “People who observe make some folks nervous,” he said at last, voice slipping from police chief to uncle, but only slightly. The comment hung in the air, as if it were a riddle to be solved before dessert.

The children, sensing the shift, pressed their lips to their glasses and waited for the grownups to decide whether this was a moment to listen or a moment to escape. John, the patriarch, filled the silence with a gentle redirect: “She’s here for the signing, right? Not an investigation?” He phrased it as a joke, but everyone in the room knew that on Turtle Island, the difference was often semantic.

A brief, uncomfortable hush settled, only to be broken by Jane, who reached for the cornbread basket with the grace of a practiced diplomat. “Let’s not borrow worry,” she said, meeting each set of eyes in turn. “We have plenty of dinner left to enjoy.” She handed the basket across to Thomas, who accepted it as both an olive branch and a command to move the conversation along.

Conversation resumed, but the undercurrent was different now—more cautious, each topic approached with the gentle reluctance of someone probing a sore bruise. The boys launched into a retelling of their afternoon exploits, embellishing each scrape and near-miss with more drama than the last. Susan and Pam compared notes on the upcoming church bake sale, trading stories of coconut cake disasters and the perils of underestimating Mrs. Honeycutt’s lemon meringue. Danny offered to help Thomas with the smoker next Sunday, and John quizzed Grace about her latest attempt at running, feigning ignorance about the new trail’s elevation changes.

But the real subject, the one not spoken, pinned everyone in place. Turtle Island, for all its reputation as a haven, knew how quickly the tide could turn.

As dinner plates were cleared and Jane set out the lemon bars, Grace caught Danny’s gaze briefly. Something unspoken passed between them—not alarm, not fear, but recognition of a current moving beneath the surface.

After dessert and dishes and promises to return containers, the evening softened into porch conversation. Fireflies blinked in the gathering dusk. The air held that velvety warmth particular to coastal Georgia evenings.

Grace stood near the porch rail, watching the boys chase lightning bugs across the yard.

Danny joined her, his footsteps on the porch boards so soft they didn’t rattle the rhythm of the night. He leaned against the rail beside her, letting his hands settle with an unconcerned grace, pinkies almost but not quite touching. They watched the boys dart through the dusk, Mason jars swinging from their fists, trapping fireflies and then letting them go—as if even at that age, they knew something about the futility of trying to keep light for yourself.

“Good night,” Danny said, not looking at her but out toward the marsh, where the silhouette of the old water tower cut the sky into two distinct shades of blue.

She nodded, breathing in the mingled scent of honeysuckle and mosquito spray, sweet and sharp. “Always is,” she agreed. The words were an old joke between them, a worn pebble passed back and forth since the first awkward junior high dance when they’d both fled the gym for the safety of a darkened basketball court and agreed, unspoken, that some silences were meant to be shared.

The porch swing creaked behind them as Jane and Susan settled in with glasses of iced tea, their laughter a soft counterpoint to the low buzz of cicadas and the erratic flicker of bug zappers hung from the eaves. There was music somewhere, maybe from the open window of the neighbor’s kitchen, something old and blue-warmed and just barely audible.

Grace let her gaze drift across the yard, past the hydrangeas heavy with bloom, past the faintly glowing path that led down to the dock. She could see the shape of her parents in the lamplight of the living room; heads bent in the choreography of putting away leftovers and shooing children toward their shoes. The world had a way of arranging itself into stories if you stood still long enough.

“You still think something’s off,” Danny said quietly. He didn’t frame it as a question. He simply named the fact, as if saying it aloud drew a chalk line around her feelings and made them real.

Grace didn’t answer right away. She listened as the boys staged a dramatic rescue of a lightning bug from the grass, their shouts echoing into the woods as if they were the last children left on earth. She felt the slow, steady thump of her own heart, the tension that had been building since the moment she saw Vivian Crowley on the ferry that morning. It was the same old sense—the one that said a storm was coming long before the first dark cloud.

She watched a firefly drift upward, its light blinking like a slow pulse. “Yes,” she said.

Danny didn’t ask her to explain. He didn’t need to.

Inside, laughter drifted through the open door. The porch swing creaked softly in the breeze. The live oaks rustled overhead like an old voice remembering.

Grace rested her hands on the rail and looked out toward the darkening road.

The island was peaceful.

It was warm.

It was home.

And beneath all of it, she felt the faintest tremor of change.

Turtle Island was holding its breath.
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[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


By twelve-thirty, Main Street hummed with a livelier rhythm than usual.

Tourists drifted from shop to shop, their shoulders sun-reddened and canvas totes swinging from their wrists. A warm breeze carried the buttery sweetness of fresh pastry from The Rolling Scone Bakery and the briny tang of the nearby marina. Wind chimes sang softly from the boutique doorway, and somewhere down the block, a street musician coaxed a gentle melody from a guitar that sounded like summer itself.

Grace paused outside The Reading Nook and studied the storefront as if seeing it anew.

The building’s weathered cedar siding had been painted a soft coastal blue that had faded gracefully under years of sun and salt air. White trim framed the windows, where carefully arranged displays mingled paperbacks with seashells, driftwood, and small hand-lettered placards reading Beach Reads and Island Favorites. A potted fern flanked the door, its fronds trembling in the breeze like something alive enough to listen.

The chalkboard sign remained out front, but someone had added looping script beneath the announcement:

WELCOME, VIVIAN CROWLEY

Grace smiled faintly. Turtle Island took pride in hospitality, the way other towns took pride in statistics.

She stepped inside.

The bell above the door chimed in its familiar bright note, and the scent of paper, ink, and polished wood enveloped her instantly. The Reading Nook had always smelled like possibility.

Sunlight slanted through tall windows, pooling across worn hardwood floors and catching dust motes that drifted lazily through the air. Shelves rose in orderly rows, packed with spines in every shade imaginable. A ladder leaned against the far wall beside the local authors display, and a small table near the center of the room had been draped with linen and stacked neatly with Vivian Crowley’s books.

A modest but steadily growing crowd had amassed in the bookstore, their voices low and reverent, as if the mere presence of so many spines and pages demanded a hush. Even the youngest children, tagging along at their parents’ knees, seemed aware that exuberance belonged outside and not among the shelves of The Reading Nook.

From behind the register, Lila Parker spotted Grace over the heads of two vacationing couples and called out with the giddy delight of someone who thrived on gatherings. “Grace!” she called, voice bright but carefully modulated for the space. She slipped from behind the counter, silver bangles chiming a syncopated rhythm against her wrist. Lila was the sort of woman who could cross a room in seconds without appearing rushed, her feet almost gliding over the scuffed boards while her face arranged itself into a hundred small expressions before settling on a smile. Today she wore linen the color of tangerines and a coral pendant that caught the sunlight every time she turned her head.

“Isn’t this something?” Lila whispered, leaning in so that only Grace could hear. She pressed a hand to her chest as though to hold in her excitement, eyes shining with the kind of pleasure reserved for rare moments—a child’s first steps, the first warm day after a hard winter, an author of national note at her signing table. “We sold out of her last three titles before lunch,” she confided, voice barely above a breathless giggle.

Grace hugged her lightly, resisting the urge to tease. “You look like Christmas morning,” she said.

Lila grinned. “We haven’t had this much fun since the blackout.”

Grace followed her gaze around the room. She knew most of the faces at a glance, if not by name, then by habit: the retired postman who still made his circuit each morning, the two sisters who ran the hair salon and came as a set, the fisherman with hands like driftwood and a gaze as clear as tide pools. Visitors were easy to spot. They moved with a kind of careful politeness, as if wary of breaking invisible rules, their eyes darting to the locals for cues on how close to stand, whether to take photos, how much warmth to give or withhold.

The real heart of the event pulsed at the center table, where Vivian Crowley sat with an air of composed detachment, pen poised in one hand. There was a deliberate stillness to her, a sense that she moved only when necessary and preferred to absorb the world rather than animate it. Now that Grace was close enough, she could see the deepening fan of lines at the edges of Vivian’s eyes, the kind that told of sleepless nights, long scrutiny, and too many stories overheard in rooms much like this one.

Vivian wore a cream linen suit that might have looked out of place anywhere else but lent her a kind of coastal elegance, as though she could blend into fog or the pale sky at first light. Her silver hair was cut neatly, the ends brushing her chin in an even line; she wore no makeup, or if she did, it was so subtle as to be invisible. She greeted each reader with a contained warmth, her smile restrained but never strained, her gaze unwavering and analytic, as if each person in line carried a secret, she was intent on deciphering. She signed books in looping script, asking names, sometimes a question or two, but always listening with a patience that felt both genuine and clinical.

Between dedications, Vivian’s eyes would lift, scanning the room. Not the furtive, jumpy glances of a person who disliked crowds, but a slow, methodical sweep. Cataloguing. Noticing the way the sunlight pooled on the floor, who was talking to whom, which children fidgeted. Grace watched her and felt the same shiver of curiosity she had as a child when she’d peeked at the classified section her father left open on Sunday mornings: the uneasy delight of sensing something hidden in plain sight.

“Grace,” Danny’s voice came from just behind her, pitched low enough for her alone. She turned and found him leaning against the endcap, one hand wrapped around a paperback as if to anchor himself. He wore the same faded blue T-shirt as he had that morning, but it looked different on him now creased, a tiny splotch of wood glue at the hem, evidence of a detour to the workshop between errands.

She arched an eyebrow, smiling. “You read murder mysteries now?”

Danny showed her the cover: a how-to guide for building wooden boats. “I read instructions,” he said. “Sometimes manuals. This seemed easier.”

Grace laughed quietly. “If you get bored, you can help Lila with crowd control.”

He shrugged. “Looks like she’s got it handled.”

He leaned in just a fraction, and Grace felt the hum of tension that always seemed to live in the space between them—more noticeable in public, where it couldn’t be examined or named. “Crowd’s bigger than expected,” he murmured.

She surveyed the room again, this time noticing how people positioned themselves around the book displays and the mid-century reading chairs. “Turtle Island loves a gathering,” she replied, but even as she said it, she found herself cataloguing the exits, the narrow hallway that led to the back office, how Lila had unlocked the side door “just in case.” She caught herself and smiled inwardly. Danny had always infected her with his way of reading a room.

He followed her gaze, then returned his attention to her. “You’re doing that thing,” he said.

“Which?”

“Reading the air. Just like her.”

Grace glanced at Vivian. “She’s different from her author photo,” she said, and surprised herself. “Older, but more...present.”

Danny nodded, eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “She’s not here to be seen. She’s here to see.”

The line inched forward. At the signing table, a woman in a lemon-yellow sundress told Vivian that her writing had helped her through a hard year. Vivian listened with that steady, unblinking focus, then inscribed the front page and clasped the woman’s hand before letting go. The woman left smiling but blinking back tears. Grace recognized the look: gratitude mixed with the knowledge that whatever you gave of yourself, this person would keep.

Next in line was a local fisherman in a sun-faded cap. He hesitated, clutching his battered trade paperback like a ticket to somewhere he might not deserve. Vivian asked about his name, about what he fished for, and when he replied she wrote a dedication that made him laugh—a real laugh, deep and surprised and slightly embarrassed. When he left, his spine was straighter by an inch at least.

“She’s good,” Lila whispered, drifting past with an armful of hardbacks. “Some authors act like they’re doing you a favor, you know?”

“She’s observant,” Grace said, almost to herself.

Danny, arms folded now, glanced sidelong at her. “And listening.”

They watched as Vivian signed another book, her pen scraping softly.

The easy warmth of the event should have soothed Grace, but she felt instead the faint tightening in her chest, the sense of something poised at the edge of understanding. Maybe it was the look on Lila’s face, or the way the children’s laughter faded as they grew closer to the signing table. Maybe it was simply that Vivian Crowley had built a career on seeing what others missed and she was seeing Turtle Island now, layer by layer.
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