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            One


         


         Chareese Devlin glanced up at the old bed and breakfast that had been in her family for generations. She’d spent the better part of her adult life pretending Hill House didn’t exist because it seemed easier to forget. So why was it her first stop after passing the town welcome sign for Mount Dora? She hadn’t worked through the answer to that question yet.


         Perhaps she never would. Only, she couldn’t deny how looking upon the place that held many of her childhood memories had quieted inner deliberations of life, love, and career woes.


         A sigh escaped her as she turned her attention away from the top of the hill and headed back to her rental car. She slid into the convertible and pressed the button to let the top down. For a second, she considered tying the pink scarf peeking out of her purse around her hair, but then decided to just be wild and free. This would be the only time she could let go on her summer vacation because she knew that for the next month her life would be full of the restrictions and expectations she had shunned. She swallowed the bitter taste she associated with the Shores and locked her emotions away as the engine roared to life.


         The warm, humid breeze licked her skin, and she pressed the gas as she rode the curves along the old highway. The view of the sun shining down, creating a sparkle effect onto Lake Dora, was spectacular, perfect…everything she remembered. Her gaze shifted to the houses neatly tucked among the hills as she sniffed the blooming magnolia trees, and for the first time in ten years she missed the place she vowed never to return to.


         Never had been rigged. A daydream severed by a mother who remained caught up in the old guard and appearances. Hence, the Lakeside Debutante Ball she would attend to officially watch her sister, Alexandria, debut into society—just as she and four generations of the women in her family had.


         Chareese shrugged off the encroaching pressure and turned the music up in the car. She had less than seven minutes before she turned into the driveway of her parents’ summer estate. This was her last time to enjoy the vacancy of not having to battle against the mental games of which her mother reigned as queen for the next month.


         The ringtone of her mobile blared from the passenger seat. She eased off the gas, hesitant to answer in case it was a work call. After seeing the number belonged to her longtime friend Carrah Andrews, she quickly tapped the hands-free button on the steering wheel.


         “Are you here yet?” Carrah giggled into the line. “I’ve waited for a summer like this forever, Reese.”


         “Almost to my parents’ house. Pray for me.” She chuckled.


         “Does Genevieve Devlin not know about your haircut? Or is she still upset that you haven’t accepted the promotion to fashion art director?”


         “I’m sure those are both reasons for her to find fault as normal. But, before being offered the promotion, I was told I have the ‘look’ corporate likes. That comment still doesn’t sit well with me, and my mother believes I need to get over it. Except, I can’t. I’m more than just a look. What about my work, innovation, and the Ivy League education she paid for that got me here?” Reese let out a long sigh while turning onto Lakeshore Drive, the only street that meant something in the Shores of Dora because it signified a family’s wealth, power, and prestige in the South. “Don’t mind my rant. I’m certain she’s more concerned with us making it on time to some cocktail party this evening than lecturing me on my career decisions. You know my mother does not believe in being fashionably late.”


         Carrah let out a hearty laugh, which forced Reese into one as well. “Good luck, and by the way, it isn’t just some cocktail party. Judge and Mrs. Caldwell are hosting this evening. Everyone will be there.” Reese pressed her lips together tight. She knew not everyone would be at the judge’s house. The circle was small, select, and unfriendly to outsiders. “Oh, I almost forgot. I received an invitation to Gavin’s Back to the Shores party tomorrow night. Said he wanted to take it back to when we were kids. It’s an old-school nineties theme at the roller rink, and I want you to go with me.”


         “I didn’t get an invite.”


         “Reese, the last time you came here for the summer we were seventeen. No one expected you to come back to the Shores. I would’ve been surprised too, except I knew Alexandria was making her debut, since my mom is the committee chair. You had to come. It’s tradition, and we both know how our families are when it comes to tradition.”


         Reese held her tongue. Tradition had shown the ugliest side of her family. The beautiful French country estate coming into view hid their ways well. It was the prettiest container for the uppity Black elite who refused to be stained by those not like them.


         “Well, I just pulled up. And you know it would be unladylike of me to enter the house jabbering on the phone. I’ll see you at the judge’s house tonight.”


         After ending the call and gathering her belongings, Reese entered her family home. The sweet smell of butter mixed with vanilla and maybe a dash of lime wafted to her senses. Her stomach growled, and she dropped her bags before proceeding into the kitchen. A smile stretched across her face upon seeing the golden goodness displayed in the center of the kitchen island. The warmth radiating from the key lime pound cake let her know it hadn’t been long since it came out of the oven and that her mother was somewhere in the house.


         Resisting a slice of her favorite sweet treat, Reese set out to find her parents and sister. Surprisingly, she was pleased to see that not much had changed in their summer home except for new curtains in the parlor. She passed her father’s study, which was empty, yet she could tell by the lingering odor that he had recently enjoyed a cigar. Just as she was about to venture to her parents’ bedroom, muffled voices came from upstairs. She quickly took the steps two by two, feeling winded once she reached the top, and continued down the hall toward her sister’s room.


         “Chin up.” Reese slowed when she heard her mother’s stern voice. “Relax your shoulders and smile. A debutante must always present herself, Alexandria.”


         “Wow, I think I heard that same line ten years ago.” Reese stepped into the doorway of her sister’s room.


         “Reese!” Alex jumped into her sister’s arms. “How was Paris? OMG, I can’t believe you came.” She squeezed Reese tighter. “I know how much you hate the Shores.”


         Technically, Reese didn’t hate the Shores. She hated the reality of how it dictated her life because some families were thought of as better, and how years of generational bias determined relationships, connections, and who you were allowed to love.


         “I wouldn’t miss your debut, Alex,” she said, looking down into her sister’s dark brown eyes. The same eyes she saw in the mirror every day. She hugged Alex tight, her way of saying sorry for bailing out on family summers, and wishing their relationship was stronger.


         “Alexandria,” their mother corrected her. “Now isn’t the time for pet names, Chareese. I too am pleased that you found time to visit with us this summer and attend the ball. Most past debutantes flock in annually to show their support and respect for the traditions that set us apart from the rest—not to mention nourishing connections we’ve forged over the years with other families.” Genevieve Devlin tossed a dress on Alex’s bed and then turned to peck Reese on each cheek.


         “Oh my goodness…you cut your hair!” Genevieve’s hands grabbed Reese by the shoulders and turned her around in slow motion.


         Record time for the oh shit moment. Reese would deal with it. She’d had plenty of practice. Besides, this was one time her mother wouldn’t make her feel bad. For the last few months she had been struggling to find herself. The long hair she’d worn for years was her mother’s look, not hers. The bob cut she now rocked seemed more of who she was…or rather who she wanted to be. It was chic, pretty, and still long enough to be tucked behind her ears. Nothing like the close cut her mother’s reaction exaggerated it to be.


         “It’s so wild.” Her mother’s thin fingers began raking her hair. “Did you bother to comb it this morning?”


         Reese cleared her throat. She was hyperaware of her mother’s hesitation to embrace the woman she had become and refused to show how much her disappointment still stung. One day she would please her. “I let the top down on my rental. The plane had been so stuffy.”


         “Humph, I see.” Her mother stood back, continuing her analysis. Reese did the same, admiring her mother’s rich, golden-brown skin, jet-black hair, and stunning features that had crowned her Miss Florida and landed her in Jet magazine as a Beauty of the Week once upon a time.


         In the looks department, Reese and her mother were near twins. Beyond appearances they were like oil and water.


         “Well”—her mother’s cheeks filled—“I like the hair.” Both Reese’s and Alex’s jaws dropped to the floor. Surprise was an understatement since their mother believed hair was a woman’s crowning glory. A lighthearted chuckle that Reese had not heard in a long time escaped Genevieve. “Come here, both of you.” Her mother’s arms wrapped around them. “I finally have both my girls home for the summer.”


         “Mother, you act as if I never come home. I saw you in March.”


         “You haven’t been here, to our summer home, in ages. There was always a class, an internship, a promotion. Now, when everyone asks your father or me about you, we can say you’re here.” She kissed Reese’s forehead.


         “Speaking of Dad, where is he?”


         “There was an emergency at city hall with your uncle Quincy and Hill House.” She sighed. “Things have been tense between your father and uncle the last few months due to operational issues with the inn. Not to mention the money that must be spent to bring the house up to code. The city is particular about the downtown district and Quincy…well, the house needs some work. Quincy isn’t your grandmother, and you know how your dad is about the family business. Especially since that bed and breakfast gave his family everything.”


         Reese nodded, accepting why her dad wasn’t home like he said he would be. Something serious had to be happening, because Kent Devlin always attended every recital, graduation, promotion party, and anything else in between.


         She then wondered about Hill House. She hadn’t been brave enough earlier to pull onto the property, so she’d acted like the tourists who came into town and admired it from afar. The bed and breakfast had been in their family for over a hundred years, and like her father, she had spent time at Hill House learning the family business. She remembered her grandmother teaching her to bake oatmeal raisin cookies for guests, and meeting famous Black politicians and celebrities clad in designer digs that sparked her interest in fashion and design. Except, if she was honest, for the last few months she often found herself reimagining the latest designer printed fabrics on chairs and windows instead of people.


         “Hate to break up this little reunion, but we need to get ready or we are going to be late for the five to seven.” Alex grabbed the dress her mother had laid across the bed.


         “Are you serious, Mom? Y’all still call it that? Most people would simply say cocktail hour.”


         “We are not most people.” Genevieve stuck her nose up into the air. “The la cinq à septs are how all of us reconnect once we arrive for the summer. We’ve built businesses, friendships, and relationships with these people who have been in our sphere for decades.”


         Reese began moving from the room. She wasn’t about to start with her mother on the parties her friends threw that were only meant to exclude while reveling in the gossip of well-to-do Black folks.


         Genevieve rushed from the room, tugging Reese along. “We’ve got less than an hour to be ready before your father gets here to pick us up.” Her mom paused in the hallway. “Dress to kill, Chareese. It’s been a long time. You know they will be watching. Let’s give them something to talk about.”


      


   




   

      

         

            Two


         


         Time had not changed tradition in the Shores. Reese didn’t like experiencing the emotions she’d dealt with as a teenager: antsy, anxious, and dreading an evening that on the surface appeared to be full of rekindling of old friendships but was really full of inspection that led to criticism. Make no mistake, the annual evening soiree at the Caldwells’ was where you learned the good, bad, and ugly of the Southern elite. By the end of the night, it was known who was graduating, divorcing, engaged, or making major career moves…and all that gossip was heavily discussed like a scandalous article in the newspaper until everyone left town. Reese knew her return would become a hot topic.


         Too bad I didn’t find a way out, Reese thought to herself as she sat in the back seat of the chauffeured car across from her mother, who wore a dress made for the red carpet. Reese didn’t miss the way her mother scanned her with approving eyes. While flattered, it reminded Reese of why she had avoided ten years of scrutiny. She didn’t miss summer after summer of being dolled up before climbing into her dad’s fanciest car to make their way to Judge and Mrs. Caldwell’s estate.


         Reese shrugged off unasked-for thoughts and decided to recall happier times in the Shores. There were sundae parties at Miss Mabel’s ice cream parlor, nights at the roller rink, picnics after church, and fireworks over the lake on the Fourth of July. A small smile curved her lips as she thought back to those times when friendships mattered. She also recalled how when her grandmother was alive she made the sweetest strawberry shortcake to eat while watching the evening sky light up on the Fourth.


         Back then, as she watched colors burst in the air and fall over the water, she had no idea that the people her parents called friends held influence over her life and who she loved. It wasn’t until one night long ago, when they traveled along the road that they were on now, making their way to the Caldwells’ annual soiree, that her father began explaining the rules.


         Kent Devlin had started by asking if she had heard of Madam C. J. Walker. Of course she had. Black history was three-sixty-five and always woven into the historical thrust of Jack and Jill activities. After all, Jack and Jill was the gathering place for Black children of affluent families who wanted their children to remember where they came from while exceeding societal expectations and becoming future leaders. And yet, at age ten, Reese didn’t know that when Madam C. J. purchased her New York mansion in 1917, the New York Times wrote, “No woman of her race could afford such a place.”


         She now knew that her father’s question was not impromptu. If he had made it home in time to leave with them, he may have very well reminded her that a public show of wealth garnered too much, and not so good, attention. For Madam C. J., that was exactly what happened. Therefore, it became the first rule she’d learned of the Black elite, a social stratosphere she straddled but was born into and was expected to uphold. Sentiments that were expressed in that old article died hard, especially in the South. Fear of what happened in the nineteenth century to Daniel Murray and the original Black elite taunted her parents and other prominent families who were determined to keep their status. They never wanted to endure the nightmare of one day being held in high regard and the next deemed as a second-class citizen.


         “How long will we be here tonight?” Reese turned away from her mother and gazed out the window as the chauffeur turned down the long cobblestone drive lined with ancient oaks that Judge and Mrs. Caldwell used to hide their palatial estate from passersby.


         Only friends knew how people in the old guard moved. Invitation-only events were strictly enforced. Although, Reese often rejected hers. And like the Caldwells’ mansion was removed from public view, she’d retreated from this life because it had taken everything she ever wanted.


         “Why, Chareese? It’s not as if you have anything else planned. You’ve been absent from this scene a while now and invitations for you come few and far between.” Her mother cleared her throat. “You need to mingle and show your face. Our friends ask about you often. You know it’s hard for my crowd to keep up on social media. That’s for you young folks.”


         A small smile curved her mother’s shiny red lips. “I also hear that Reginald, Christopher, and Gavin will be present this evening. They are all single and have done very well for themselves. It would be best for you to become reacquainted.”


         Reese recoiled. This wasn’t the time for her mother to rehash the matchmaking schemes Reese and all her friends had been subjected to when they were prepping for prom or debut. The boys, now men, her mother spoke of were friends that she still shared her life with via social media. There was no need to reacquaint. “Not interested. Reggie, Chris, and Gav are like my brothers. We’ve played since we could walk…Here every summer learning to canoe and climb trees. I don’t see them in that way, Mother. You know that.”


         “Perhaps you should. Friends can make the best lovers, darling.” Her mother blew out a long, exasperated breath. “It’s always a debate with you, Chareese, and they are exhausting. Just know by the time I was your age, I was married.”


         Reese fixed her mouth to respond but was nudged hard by Alex. Thankfully, the car finally stopped in front of the thirty-five-room lakefront mansion. Everyone knew the property had not been obtained or maintained on a judge’s salary. It came from generations of wealth. The Caldwells had been farmers of sugar cane and made a living growing and harvesting the crop on their land. They were still one of Florida’s leading producers.


         “Gavin Lancaster is a chocolate dream, and so is his brother, Xavier. You don’t know how crazy you sound, sis,” Alex piped in as she checked her lipstick in the mirror one last time before sliding to the open door. Reese shrugged and exited behind her sister. She didn’t do playboys, which both Gavin and Chris unapologetically were. “And everyone has been vying for Chris’s affections since he got all big-time with his celebrity clients and opened a West Coast office for his firm. They are both indeed suitable matches as our parents would say.”


         The sisters chuckled, watching as their mother stepped from the car in her full regalia. This might be a party hosted by Sissy Caldwell, but Genevieve Devlin always managed to become the center of attention.


         “Hush you two. We are about to go inside. Remember, if they ask about your father or uncle, simply offer regrets and let them know unexpected business pulled them away for the evening.”


         Her mother led the way up the steps and through the doorway where an oversized crystal chandelier greeted the trio upon entry into the foyer. Standing just under it was Zuri, the Caldwells’ oldest daughter. Zuri was three years older than Reese, and was a pretty, curvy girl with long copper-colored hair that appeared as though it had just been curled with marcels. Her ebony skin had always been in such contrast to Judge Caldwell’s that some ignorant people whispered she wasn’t his daughter. Yet, with even a little study, anyone would see that Zuri had her father’s keen nose, hazel eyes, and plus-sized stature.


         “Hi, Zuri!” Reese leaned in, accepting her old friend’s embrace. “Your dress is beautiful, and so are you.”


         “You just made my night. That’s a big compliment considering it came from one of the fashion industry’s movers and shakers. Mom and I saw the write-up of you in Exposé Mag. Everyone is so proud of you.”


         Reese knew the smile she forced didn’t reach her eyes. She hoped it didn’t appear fake as she stood back admiring the dolman sleeve drape dress that flattered Zuri’s full figure. Maybe not the shade of orange she’d have selected; however, it was exactly the style she would drape the socialite in. Most intriguing was that the dress was by one of the hottest new designers Reese was eager to feature in Haute, the magazine she busted her ass for and where she was still considering a promotion to art director.


         When word got out that Haute wanted to name her art director, the fashion world went crazy. It was the reason Exposé came after her for an interview. Only, she’d made it clear to the lifestyle magazine that the topic was off-limits for the write-up. The circumstances surrounding her position at Haute were still a sore subject, and she didn’t care for public opinion on the direction of her career. Reese knew she never wanted to be given something because she had a palatable look for corporate America. Nor because she’d socialized in the right circles thanks to her debutante pedigree.


         Reese wanted her advancement to be a reflection of her work, but the comments uttered as the promotion was being offered made her second-guess her contribution to the magazine and her career path. Never mind that lately her creative juices often floated from denim and red bottoms on a model to crushed velvet and lace on a queen-sized bed. “Thanks, Zuri, that means a lot.”


         An awkward moment of silence fell over them before finally Zuri blurted, “How’d they get you back?”


         They both chuckled. It was a fair question. Only her parents and Carrah knew why she had been a ghost in the Shores, and it would stay that way. Luckily, she managed to slip out of the dark shadow the question cast and gestured to Alex. “My baby sister accepted her invitation to debut this summer. I couldn’t miss it.”


         “Enjoy it”—Zuri tugged Alex into a strong hold—“I know I did…and so did you, Reese. I remember attending your debut. It was all the rage with you, Carrah, Quinn, and Ava debuting at once.”


         Reese forced a smile. Every single person’s recollection of that night was different. If her parents told the story they would say it was the night she almost ruined the Devlin legacy. Her deceased grandmother would remind Reese that she had been two steps shy of being disowned. And…she used to wonder what Duncan thought. But now wasn’t the time for that. “Speaking of Carrah and Quinn, have you seen them? I know Ava hasn’t arrived in town yet.”


         “I’ve seen Carrah, she arrived a little while ago.” Zuri pointed to the other side of the grand staircase behind her. “You know she likes to hang around the parlor until the guys give her a seat at the card table.”


         Reese thanked Zuri, watched Alex join a friend, then took a deep breath and ducked through the crowd. She had to escape even if it was only for a minute. Over the years she often wondered how people didn’t see the turmoil she wore that night. Her debut had been the beginning of the misery she kept bottled inside.


         Duncan…


         She pushed another unwanted thought of him away. For ten years she had left him and everything in the Shores locked away. She could do it again tonight.


         “Chareese Antoinette Devlin.” Reese’s steps halted before she rolled her eyes and turned to see her old friend. She loved the big, bouncy body curls Quinn rocked as she strutted toward her like the models Reese put on the runway.


         “Why are you using my whole government name, Quinlyn Marie Hightower?” Reese giggled as Quinn shushed her.


         “I can only imagine the eye roll you gave.” The two shared a long, tight hug before Quinn hooked her well-toned, brown arm in Reese’s. “Still short.”


         Reese smacked her teeth. “Tell me again why tall people like you wear heels? You’re a giant.”


         Quinn threw her head back in laughter. “Gawd, I’ve missed you here. Come on, we’ve been waiting for you. Carrah’s in the parlor starting stuff. She managed to get on the spades table and is giving Reggie hell.”


         Hearty, full-bellied laughter escaped them as they scrambled down the hall like they used to when there was a secret to share. It was just like old times and in that moment, Reese missed the camaraderie and comfort she’d experienced during the summers spent with people she’d known all her life.


         To be fair, Reese’s absence over the last ten summers in the Shores did not make the friendships she’d forged with Carrah, Quinn, Ava, and others null. They all kept in touch; even if it was a quick text or a social like as they led busy lives in high-profile jobs. But it was different, almost disconnected. The bond they shared during the summers was unmatched. They had been like sisters, inseparable, and maybe one day she would forgive herself for diminishing that connection. Maybe this summer could restore it.


         Reese and Quinn stopped outside the double oak doors of the Caldwells’ parlor. Hearing the trash-talking mixed with laughter from the other side gave Reese a bit of a buzz. She giggled, turning the glass knob and pushing it open, knowing she would see Carrah in action. In true form, her petite, honey-skinned friend stood slamming a card down on the table, creating chaos since she loved to antagonize the guys with her potty mouth and high card-game IQ.


         Reese stepped inside the lively room with Quinn on her heels. She saw Gavin, Chris, and Dex, as well as other familiar faces that had always been part of her summers as a child. She even recognized some of the younger siblings who had finally grown up. As a teenager she used to wonder why she got a buzz-like feeling when she arrived in the Shores and prepped for this annual gathering. Now as an adult, she finally realized, while moving about the room and extending hugs and greetings to her long-lost friends, that the feelings she experienced then and now came from the excitement of seeing everyone again.


         She recalled lock-ins, Sunday dinners, Dorian’s Cove, her first kiss…Duncan. She didn’t bother to look for him, because he wasn’t allowed to attend. The McNeals were not a family of status. According to Genevieve Devlin, and the lot in attendance here tonight, Duncan’s family didn’t belong. It was still a bitter pill to swallow.


         “Well, if it isn’t the Fashion Extraordinaire.” Gavin wrapped Reese in a bear hug and squeezed her tight. “The cat finally did her job and dragged you back in.”


         “Hmmm, well if that’s what you want to call it.” She giggled and focused on the table where Carrah sat diagonal from a man she didn’t recognize, along with Reggie and Chris. “The Andrewses and the Chennaults still don’t miss a chance to compete, huh?” She gestured at Chris and Carrah.


         Gavin erupted in laughter. “Nope!” He heckled the table good-naturedly before turning back to Reese. “How long you here for?”


         “About a month.” Once upon a time the slow pace and tranquility of the small town helped her find herself. Reese hoped her break in the Shores would allow her to reset and determine a path with the magazine.


         “You seen Dunc?” He gave her a knowing stare. Forget being subtle. He let it all hang out, and it was clearly intentional based on his smirk.


         “No.”


         “You can’t ignore him forever, Reese.”


         “Maybe not forever, but at least for my first night back in town.” She hooked her arm in his. “Now come on, let’s watch Carrah kick everyone’s butt on the card table.”


      


   




   

      

         

            Three


         


         Hell would freeze over before Duncan McNeal allowed the city planning and zoning committee to squash his plans for the youth village. He yanked off his tie and threw it onto his empty passenger seat before thrusting his car into park. His hands gripped and then relaxed around the steering wheel several times as he took deep, measured breaths.


         Damn the Devlin family and the committee members they had in their back pockets. His money might not be old, but it was green and he wouldn’t allow the old guard to turn their noses up at him and ruin something special. It had already happened once, and he refused to allow them another victory.


         Not when he’d done everything right. He beat the odds and became the first in his family to graduate college. His prestigious Ivy League experience gave him a top education, membership inside the oldest Black fraternity, internships, and investors that believed in his redevelopment strategies for urban areas. Hence, he now sat as the CEO for his own urban planning and design firm, raking in millions annually.


         Duncan had come a long way from being the boy on the other side of the tracks. He never again had to see his father work three jobs to help make ends meet or his mother in the maid’s uniform of Hill House Bed and Breakfast. In fact, he would not see another person lift a finger to do work for Hill House, because he had shut it down the second the ink dried on the bill of sale three months ago.


         The bed and breakfast was his fair and square. Quincy Devlin had come to him hard up for cash after realizing Duncan had acquired tax liens on the old property. Patience had been a virtue, and watching a Devlin man scheme to avoid public ridicule for mismanaging his inheritance seemed like the beginning of revenge even though it wasn’t. Duncan had been given a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to reach back into his community, and soon the old Hill House Bed and Breakfast would be a youth village designed to give other underprivileged kids hope for a better future.


         Before he could act on that last motivating thought and call his inside person to set up a dinner with the mayor, the ringtone of his phone surrounded him through the radio speakers. Business could wait while he had a conversation with his mother.


         “Hey, Ma,” he answered. “I’m already here to get Destiny from ball practice.”


         “That’s not what I’m calling about. Is everything okay, Duncan? One of my girls from the restaurant said she served at a party last night for the old judge and there was much talk about what you were trying to do with Hill House. And I just heard the hearing didn’t go as planned today.”


         Pearl McNeal always had a way of knowing when her son needed her. As a child, Duncan thought his mother was psychic. By high school he realized it was her intuition from the close bond they shared.


         “The city is debating the land use of the inn. Its proximity to downtown is concerning for some residents, which is why the rezoning permit was not granted. Not an uncommon roadblock when there are wealthy, vocal residents calling the shots to preserve the ways for those who have always had,” he mocked before a hushed curse escaped under his breath. “Minor setback, that’s all.” He sighed, unconcerned with revealing how the pressure of this project was affecting him, because this was his mama, the woman who had sacrificed everything for him to attend UPenn and make something of himself.


         “I know this project means a lot to you. You’ve become a role model in this community for our young men. However, I need you to remember that when you leave and go to one of your other offices or visit projects that keep you gone for weeks on end, we are still left here. The Devlins have a lot of power…they have for a long time. Even if they are only here at Maypole and gone just after Labor Day.” She paused for a few seconds.


         “And don’t forget your sister is participating in that debutante ball. Genevieve Devlin is on the ball committee. I don’t want to make things difficult for Destiny. Your sister is excited about this opportunity, and so am I since she’s the first in our family to ever take part in something so high society.”


         The tremble of his mother’s words confirmed his worst fears. She was still afraid, ashamed for rising above the station in life people deemed her worthy of. A pang lanced Duncan’s heart. He knew all too well what it was like to be in the firing range of a powerful, well-connected family. He’d seen his mother and grandmother worked weary to the bone for pennies on a dollar and stripped of their pride by Constance Devlin, the matriarch of the Devlin family. And then, the old woman had attempted to blacklist his grandma and mom after they responded to the demand for the food they cooked at Hill House and had begun selling hot plates to raise money for a restaurant.


         During those humble beginnings, Duncan disliked running orders for the people who came to the rear door of his parents’ old home. He especially hated those times when chitterlings and rutabagas were on the menu, because the lines were long. Soul food or “down-home cookin’” as his grandmother used to say, always appealed to Southern folks eager to get back to their roots. People came from neighboring towns to get a taste of what the women in his family prepared, and it severely strained the relationship between them and Constance.


         So much so that Miss Constance reduced their work hours and then finally fired his grandmother. The last straw was when Constance forbade her granddaughter Chareese from seeing Duncan. It was a friendship that had existed since she was seven and he was eight, but was no more after a summer ten years ago.


         He didn’t want to wander into that dark memory of the first summer he came home from college. For everything that Chareese Devlin had pretended to be with him, she had revealed herself to be another rich, selfish girl who believed she was better than everyone because her family had a few more generations of freed people. Ten years had not changed his view on her or gotten rid of the scars she’d left upon his heart.


         “Never again will we let those people dictate our lives. Destiny was invited to the ball because of our family’s accomplishments and her stellar academics. She deserves to be there as much as any of those other girls.” He glanced at his watch, deciding to table this conversation. “Let me go inside and get her. She should be done now.”


         Duncan popped the button open on his collar and exited his sleek Porsche Panamera. Since launching his project on the youth village, he had been in the vicinity of the Lakeside Inn more times than he cared to count, and he didn’t mind. His love of architecture and old buildings lulled him into the Victorian era whenever his sights were set upon the bright yellow building with ornate gingerbread carvings that framed its oversized verandah. The white rocking chairs that sat on the porch beckoned him to enjoy the view of Lake Dora, but not today.


         He entered the hotel, commanding the attention of all he passed, and strolled down the halls to the main ballroom. He still couldn’t believe his baby sister was participating in the coveted Lakeside Debutante Ball. In a few weeks she would be presented into society beside the crème de la crème of Southern families. The McNeal family name would again be elevated.


         This was another step along the path he’d carefully crafted that would ensure Destiny had the right network for college recommendation letters, membership inside the right social organizations, and ultimately a clerkship, since her goal was to become a federal judge.


         “Duncan.” His sister waved to him in the near distance. “Hurry, there’s someone who wants to meet you before they leave.”


         He obliged, always a sucker for his sister, and picked up the pace. “It better not be a boy, Destiny.” He chuckled, amused at seeing her eyes go big.


         “No, it’s one of the committee members.” Her dainty, dark hand reached for his and tugged him inside the room. “Mom messaged me and said you were on your way in. She and Dad never seem to…you know, want to come in. They still feel like we don’t belong,” she whispered, fanning Duncan’s anger over his parents’ wayward thoughts. “I want these people to meet you and see what my brother, the local, has become. You know I’m proud of you, Dunc.”


         He looked down into his sister’s heart-shaped, mahogany face and witnessed her hopeful dark eyes glitter with pride. “Don’t stop believing you should have everything. We may not have been born with silver spoons, but I got enough bread to afford a closet full.”


         “Who’s your guest, Destiny?” A youthful, feminine voice spoke behind Duncan’s back, catching his sister by surprise.


         Destiny stepped to the side of Duncan as he turned to greet a pretty, brown-skinned girl with long hair about Destiny’s age. “Alex, this is my brother, Duncan. Duncan, this is one of my fellow debutantes, Alexandria Devlin.”


         Duncan extended his hand to exchange pleasantries. It wasn’t this girl’s fault he didn’t like the Devlin family. However, he knew they bred their children to behave a certain way. One day he would counsel his sister on befriending the enemy. “Nice to see you again, Alexandria.” The girl’s hesitation to shake his hand was masked by her firm grip and good eye contact. It was obvious she was already being groomed to run a boardroom. “Last time I saw you, I believe you were five or six, French braids down your back with bows, and you were chasing butterflies in your grandmother’s herb garden.”


         “Oh my God, seriously,” she giggled, “that seems forever ago.” A bright smile filled her cheeks as her curious eyes scanned him. “So that means you know my mother, Genevieve”—she pointed to the left—“and my sister, Chareese, over by the window.” Alexandria waved, prompting Reese to wave back.


         Duncan felt like he’d just stepped inside the ring without gloves, unable to defend against a punch in the gut. His brows stitched together as he recognized the moment Reese realized who he was. The energy in her wave faded along with her smile. She stopped talking to the woman at her side and stared. He stared harder, watching as she began to move across the room toward them.


         Duncan’s mind flew back in time. He remembered them riding bicycles as kids, jumping hand in hand from the old wood dock into the lake as teenagers, and then tasting butter pecan ice cream on her lips after their first kiss in Miss Mabel’s Sundae Shoppe. Memories of the cute, short girl rocking a puff and gold hooped earrings couldn’t compare to the woman she had become.


         The seriousness of her face emphasized her almond-shaped eyes, high cheekbones, and full lips he’d kiss once more if they weren’t so poisonous. The short haircut was unexpected. Yet, it communicated class, style, and sophistication, which was everything Reese Devlin had been raised to be.


         As she drew closer, he focused on the way her brown skin glowed against the teal dress she wore. His body temp spiked. Damn that dress. It accentuated her perfect hourglass shape while hugging her thick thighs and invited erotic fantasies to fill his head.


         “Duncan McNeal,” she gasped, then took another step forward as if contemplating what should come next. To his surprise, one arm wrapped around him, and she pulled him in. A scent much like a blooming lotus flower invaded his senses, making him forget what he had vowed to do if this moment ever presented itself. “Been a long time,” she whispered in his ear.


         He closed his eyes, refusing to let his mind play tricks on him, and recalled the way Reese’s father had burst into his parents’ home. The man issued threats before promising to ruin Duncan’s life because he wasn’t good enough for his daughter. A have-not was what Constance Devlin proclaimed him to be that night she followed her son, Reese’s father, inside.


         Duncan had then watched in turmoil as they scolded Reese for making a mockery of her debut and the match they had secured as her escort. Instead of standing up to her father and grandmother, Reese admitted that Duncan was an experiment meant to defy Daddy before being shoved out of the house and into a car while promising never to see him again.


         “Ten years.” He pulled back. There was so much to say, and yet nothing at all. The fact that she never apologized in all these years, as if that last summer didn’t exist, reaffirmed what they shared was fake. Except, his heart sped up. Heat spread across his body like a wildfire, wanting him to remember something different.


         Duncan’s eyes darted around the room, documenting wealth and prestige being passed down from mother to daughter. He glanced at his sister. For her he would keep his shit together. But then, his gaze darted back to Reese before landing on Genevieve Devlin. The hurt and rejection he had experienced at their hands made him more determined to rid the Shores of Hill House and replace it with something that wasn’t a shrine to their legacy of elitism. Therefore, he cared not to engage in societal niceties.


         “Ready, Destiny?” he asked, never breaking eye contact with Reese. Fuck the memories creeping into his head.


         “Yeah.” Her reply was low.


         “Good”—he turned on his heel—“I have more interesting people to see.”


         

            *  *  *


         


         Gavin jinxed her last night. There was no ignoring Duncan McNeal. Reese reached out and caught him by the arm. He stopped, and his eyes went to where her hand was wrapped around him. A bold, unforgettable scent of amber infused with sandalwood taunted her sensibilities and made her lightheaded as she took a step closer. “It’s good to see you again, Duncan.”


         He tugged his arm away from her grip, then turned to face her. Men shouldn’t be beautiful, but Duncan McNeal was. He was the ultimate pretty boy, standing a good six two with smooth, dark skin, clean-cut with jet-black waves, and a goatee that so perfectly outlined his face you would think the angels painted it.


         The rumors were true. The world had been kind to him. The evidence was on display with the Armani suit clinging to his athletic build, the Chopard watch at his wrist, and bespoke shoes completing his sexy ensemble. A part of her felt weird cataloging his style, only that was the world she worked in. As a fashion editor Reese set the tone for the vibe or story she wanted communicated through colors and styles. She could source anything, and influence men’s and women’s apparel. Therefore, she could tell by the way Duncan dressed that he was a man who knew his wealth yet appreciated his beginnings.


         “You can’t expect me to say the same, Chareese.” He turned and left the room.


         Her stomach fell into a bottomless pit and her heart was right behind it, crumbling into pieces. Not only did he dismiss her, he kept it formal by using her full name. Why did she wish he’d said her name the way he used to? If only she could turn back the hands of time.


         “That was rude as hell.” Alex came to her side, sticking her nose in the air. “He knows who we are. He said he last saw me when I was five.”


         Reese opened then closed her mouth. Memories of that summer always defaulted to pain, and it was too much to explain. The age gap between her and Alex often revealed itself at the most awkward times.


         Back then, Alex was busy dressing Barbie dolls and chasing butterflies. She could not have cared less about why Reese rebelled against their parents’ and grandmother’s choice of escort for the debutante ball. And to this day, Reese harbored resentment for being forced to perform the ceremonial waltz with someone she barely knew instead of being allowed the choice to walk alongside the boy she’d secretly loved since she was thirteen. It was obvious her parents never explained anything to Alex, because then maybe she would see that the world they lived in was gray and laced with innuendo, not black and white on her elitist throne, judging Duncan for his actions.


         Reese huffed, “Snooty much?” She side-eyed her sister, who was still blinded by the privilege their parents gave to them. Duncan knew exactly who they were and what they were capable of, and Reese had been complicit in her betrayal of his heart. “Not now, Alex.”


         “I’m serious. You don’t deserve to be treated like that.”


         “Actually, I do,” Reese admitted, submitting to the heartache and regrets of the past before she walked back to mingle with the remaining debutantes and their mothers.


      


   




   

      

         

            Four


         


         “I’m glad you were able to pull yourself together, Chareese. It would have been embarrassing for the debutantes and their mothers to see you act less than the young lady I raised.” Reese ripped her gaze away from the sunset outside her window and looked over at her mother in the driver’s seat. An uncomfortable silence lingered as she watched her mother pull up into the driveway, then park in the garage. “I understand that young man has done well for himself. However, we don’t spend our time mourning things that were never supposed to happen.”


         “His name is Duncan.” Reese popped the car door open, hopped out, and slammed it shut.


         “I know his name. I can’t forget it. Your absence every summer hasn’t let me,” Genevieve snapped.


         Reese started to formulate her defenses as she followed her mother and sister to the side entry door. Her mother wasn’t finished. She’d gone into battle enough times to know this was the opening Mommy Dearest had been waiting for since last night at the Caldwells’ when Reese scoffed at every eligible bachelor Genevieve tossed her way. Only Reese didn’t need to hear her mother’s antiquated views of relationships and dating as a way to preserve or build family legacies.


         “Son of a bitch!” Kent Devlin shouted from his office as they walked into the house. “Is that what you’ve heard? I can’t believe this. We had the council in our pockets. Why is the mayor considering an override to the committee recommendation?” Her father blew a long, exasperated breath. “This could’ve all been avoided had you swallowed your damn pride and told me everything.”


         Her father’s voice became muffled, making it hard to understand what he was saying or who he was talking to. Curiosity got the best of the Devlin women. They followed their mother’s lead to the other side of the house and down the foyer to her father’s study. Reese recognized the voice of her uncle Quincy coming through a speaker phone before her father barked more ridicule at his older brother.


         Once the voices went mute, Reese knocked on the door. The late hour they’d arrived home last night from the party coupled with the early debutante breakfast stalled them from seeing each other, and she was excited to finally see her father. He was her go-to person for career and financial advice, and he kept all her secrets. Unlike her mother, he found ways to respect and support her decisions even when he didn’t agree. The road back to where they were had not been easy, but somehow they had found a way back to being appreciative of each other. Even after he dictated who she was allowed to give her heart to. Maybe their relationship was his way of apologizing for how he’d handled things so long ago.


         “Come in.” Her father’s aggravation was tangible, until his eyes landed on her. His smile stretched ear to ear, brightening his bronzed complexion as he made his way around the desk and scooped Reese into a bear hug. “My Reesey Pie! It’s been a long time since you’ve been in this house. Glad to have you home, buttercup.”


         She kissed his cheek. “Same, Daddy. Maybe I shouldn’t have stayed away so long,” Reese lied, a little. There was a part of her that missed time with the people she’d spent so much of her childhood with, the house she called home May through August, and time at Hill House. However, that other side that didn’t miss the baggage that accompanied the Shores simply wanted to keep the peace. She didn’t want an awkward conversation that would rehash the anger and emotions that had kept her away.


         Reese stepped out of her father’s embrace, admiring how time remained still on everything except a small patch of gray hair. It was the only part of him that revealed he was well past fifty.


         “What did your mother say about this new hair?” He winked.


         “Actually”—Genevieve moved to his side and pecked his lips—“I like it.”


         “I told Reese you would.” He boasted another million-dollar smile.


         Her mom’s mouth fell open. “You knew about this? And didn’t tell me?”


         Alex rolled her eyes. “Come on, Mom, you know Reese is Daddy’s girl. She’d still be your favorite too if she had pledged your sorority and not refused to date your bestie’s son.”


         A chill quieted the room. Alex knew what she was doing. She always lashed out whenever she wasn’t the one receiving attention. A problem Reese witnessed today as Alex interacted with the other debutantes during the breakfast and style seminar.


         The pedestal Alex sat upon, courtesy of their mother and others from the ball committee, was unfair. Each girl deserved a chance to shine as they made their debut. Not just one, and not just because she had the right last name. And then Reese wondered, had it been the same for her?


         “I’ll always be the favorite. I was first.” Reese winked back at her dad all the while ignoring the sourpuss grin upon her sister’s face. “What had you so riled up?”


         “Yes,” Genevieve chuckled. “What did Quincy do this time?”


         Her father’s entire demeanor changed. His face grew tense and his eyes cold as he folded his arms and leaned back on the desk. A long, exasperated breath escaped him as if he was searching for words. Finally he said, “He lost Hill House.”


         “What?” echoed in the room.


         “Three months ago.” Her father’s large hands clapped together hard enough to make the room shake.


         Genevieve dashed back to his side and began rubbing his shoulder. “Kent…h-how did this happen and why haven’t you said anything?”


         “The same reason he didn’t tell me—pride. Quincy never once told me he was experiencing financial troubles. Instead, he simply stopped paying the property taxes on Hill House, cut staff, and neglected upkeep. My brother intentionally kept me in the dark. And unfortunately, it’s too late for me to act on his regrets. Duncan McNeal’s urban planning and design firm paid the fines and held the liens. When things spiraled for Quincy, he went to Duncan and cut a deal.” Her father muttered a string of cuss words under his breath.


         “Wait, so you’re telling me Duncan owns the first property acquired by our family?”


         “Yes, Reese, I am. Unfortunately, that’s not the worst of it. He plans to transform it into some youth village for those little ghetto kids. Does he really think upstanding residents of the Shores want those kids near the business district?”


         “Dad, don’t be so harsh.” Reese crossed her arms. “Just because they aren’t well-off doesn’t mean they’re ghetto.”


         “They are what they are. Even if they grow up and become a millionaire.” He gave Reese a pointed look. “You can take the child out of the ghetto, but can you take the ghetto out of a child?”


         “You sound elitist,” Reese scoffed, refusing to look at her father for a minute. She recalled what she had seen at seventeen when her father drew lines in the sand, boxing her in from those who did not exist in their class structure. For a long time, she hated him for taking away her blinders and forcing her to see that the Shores was divided by the haves and have-nots.


         “Is there a way to stop this and get Hill House back?” Alex asked.
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