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ODYSSEY




The sea is thick and murky.


Can you see me?


I am propelled forward,


swept in spiraling, swift water.


The Great Current carries me.


It writhes along the coastline,


swirls around the great gyre,


churns past vast Sargassum weed.


The current snakes from south to north.


A supernatural force


pushing me forward.


Always onward.


I am a loggerhead.


I’ve journeyed far in this vast ocean,


servant to my magnetic compass.


Now a voice calls to me in the current.


It is the voice of my ancestors.


An instinct that has guided mothers,


generation after generation,


for two hundred million years.


I heed the call.


I spread my beautiful flippers as


strange forces gain strength in my soul,


compelling me westward.


Light shimmers above,


then grows dark.


Aqua to indigo,


over and over on this odyssey.


Hunger gnaws at my belly


as I swim through the broth


of drifting plankton. I push past


gangly, gliding invertebrates.


Beyond the wreckfish and sea bream


that share space beneath a gilt rock


laden with pink coral


and bright anemones.


I am riding a river of current,


sliding in watery thermals


warmed by the sun,


powered by the earth’s rotation.


I am soaring through liquid wind,


returning to the beach of my birth.


I am swimming… swimming…


swimming home.


Mary Alice Monroe


[image: Image of a sea turtle]













Chapter One
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The lowcountry, also known as the low country, is, as the name implies, a low-lying area along the South Carolina Atlantic coast. This area is rich with unique culture, geography, architecture, economy, cuisine… and stories.





THE LOWCOUNTRY WAS spread out far below as she soared in the sky. Linnea Rutledge sighed and placed her fingertips on the plane’s cool window, her eyes tracing the twisting creeks and winding rivers that snaked through the seemingly impenetrable greenery of the salt marsh. From her vantage point, the rivers looked like great arteries, and all the myriad creeks were veins. Salt water coursed through them like a bloodstream. The tides were the lowcountry’s pumping heart.


As the plane descended, bringing the landscape closer and closer, Linnea felt that salt water thrumming in her own veins, as it did for all who called the lowcountry home. Her connection to the landscape—and its crown jewel, Charleston—was as vital as an umbilical cord.


She should be happy returning to her home, her family, her friends. Instead, she felt demoralized. A failure, both professionally and personally. Two years earlier Linnea had headed west in a great show of independence. She’d won out over hundreds of applicants for a job with an environmental startup company in San Francisco. To add to her status, she was accompanied by her new beau, defying her parents, and convinced she was in love. Only to lose her job and be dumped by her boyfriend. She wasn’t sure which she was more embarrassed about—losing her job, or losing her boyfriend, or just returning home with her tail between her legs.


Linnea had visited only three times during her two years away, twice for Christmas and once for the wedding of a friend. She liked San Francisco. The great city by the Pacific was a thriving, beautiful, intellectually stimulating place. But she’d been homesick for the Atlantic Ocean. For the slower pace of Charleston with its southern culture, its rich history, the narrow cobblestone streets she knew by heart, the weather-washed pastel colors of the old South, the clip-clop of horse carriages, and the smell of jasmine surprising you as you walked past a walled garden. And the food. Barbecue and sweet tea, collards and shrimp. Her empty stomach growled at the thought.


Her ex-boyfriend, John Peterson, had accompanied her home each time. A southern boy himself, he’d spent his summers on Isle of Palms and was always glad to join her and visit his childhood friends and, of course, his mother, Emmi Baker. She was her aunt Cara’s best friend and neighbor. Linnea and John used to laugh that their relationship had seemed almost incestuous. But John was always antsy to head back to the West Coast. That’s where he’d made his home and planned to stay. They’d still been deep in the throes of romance when attending the Charleston wedding the previous summer. Linnea had watched the bride walk down the aisle, then looked up at John dreamily. Her first clue should have been that he wasn’t looking back at her.


The plane landed with a graceless thump, bounced, then glided down the runway to a stop. En masse, the sound of clicking seat belts filled the air as passengers reached for their phones. Linnea’s legs felt wobbly as she dragged her carry-on suitcase into the terminal. She craved a bathroom, a face wash, and strong coffee, in that order. Her reflection in the mirror made her burst out a quick laugh. Her eyes were puffy from tears and lack of sleep, her skin chalky, and her shoulder-length blond hair was falling out of the tenuous hold of a scrunchie. The neighboring sinks were being used by women with the same idea as her. Digging into her large bag, she pulled out supplies. She splashed her face with cool water, then quickly ran a toothbrush across her teeth and a hairbrush through her hair. She applied moisturizer, a quick stroke of blush, and lip gloss, then reassessed herself.


She’d always been considered pretty in the classic southern belle style, with her small stature, blond hair, and blue eyes, a clone of her grandmother, Olivia Rutledge, a comparison that pleased her. Her Charleston accent was delicately southern, her social manners deeply ingrained. Today, however, even after her quick primp, she looked tired, a bit ragged around the edges. Her retro 1940s high-waisted capris were wrinkled from the long plane flight. At least her nautical striped top still looked fresh. She adjusted the navy bow. Oh well, she thought, turning away from the mirror. She didn’t have anyone to impress.


Stepping outside the airport’s glass sliding doors, Linnea paused and took deep breaths of the April air. It felt moist and delicious. Everything was so fresh and green here. She lifted her face to the sun, relieved and grateful to be out of the cramped, stuffy airplane and the staleness of airport terminals. She could feel her pores open under the sunlight and her cells tingle. A rush of excitement flowed through her. She was home. In a few months’ time summer would descend and the scorching heat and humidity would be unbearable, the mosquitoes beastly, but now everything felt heavenly.


A shiny black Hyundai pulled up to the curb in front of her. Linnea checked the model and license plate against the order on her phone. It wasn’t a fancy car, but opening the door she saw that it was roomy and obviously well-tended by the middle-aged man driving it. A bottle of chilled water had been thoughtfully placed in the back seat, as well as a Charleston magazine, though a few months old with curling edges. She made a mental note to leave a generous tip for the effort. She leaned back against the cushion with a weary sigh. Now all she had to do was sit and she’d be home. The car accelerated and she smiled. She was on her way to Sullivan’s Island.


The address she’d given the driver had felt strange on her tongue. It was the first time she’d come home since her family had sold the house in Charleston. Linnea had been born and raised in the Rutledge House on Tradd Street. The lovely Charleston single with the two-story piazza had been purchased by her grandparents, then handed down to her father. The stately home was within walking distance of Charleston Harbor and had an impressive walled garden. The garden had been her grandmother Lovie’s passion and been included in the city’s garden tours for years.


Tradd Street was named for Robert Tradd, the first white child to be born in Charles Town. Names were important in Charleston, more important than the address where one lived. Linnea’s father, Palmer, was a Rutledge, one of the great historic families of the old South. Even today, the names Rutledge, Middleton, Huger, Pinckney, Tradd, Calhoun, Legare, Ball, and Pringle raised eyebrows. These great names were passed down from one generation to another, heavy with hyphens. She’d been given the name Linnea Lee Rutledge. Her brother was Cooper Pringle Rutledge. Many of her friends had some combination of these historic names. Linnea never thought of this as snobbishness; rather, it pointed to their deep connection to the city, its significant history. It revealed their roots.


So it felt odd for her to not be taking the road into the heart of the peninsula, to the renowned South of Broad, but rather to cross over the imposing Ravenel Bridge high above the Cooper River to Mount Pleasant. In truth, Linnea wouldn’t miss the house, despite its beauty and the prestigious address. Maybe her bedroom, she amended, with the gabled ceiling, the carving in the doorframe that marked her growth, the elaborate dollhouse she could never let go of, and all the nooks and crannies in the old house that only a child who grew up there could know. Still, she’d always preferred living at the beach. In this, too, she was like her grandmother and her aunt Cara, who despised the Rutledge house and called it haunted.


She glanced at her watch, then made a quick call to her parents. She’d been disappointed that they had an engagement they couldn’t break and didn’t pick her up at the airport. The call went to the answering machine; her parents were still out. Linnea didn’t want to sit in an empty house, waiting. She chewed her lip and looked out at the vista as a new thought blossomed. As much as she loved her mother and father, missed them, having to live with them in the smaller beach house would give her precious little room to hide.


She made a quick decision. “Excuse me,” she called out to the driver.


He turned his head a bit to hear better. “Yes, ma’am?”


“I’d like to change the address of where to drop me off.”


“You don’t want to go to Sullivan’s Island?”


“No. I want to go to Isle of Palms. I’ll give you the address.”


“I’ll have to change the fare,” he said over his shoulder.


“No problem; it’s next door to Sullivan’s Island. It shouldn’t be much of a difference.” Pulling out a pen and paper, she wrote down the address, then handed it over to the driver.


He reached around to take hold of the paper, frowning with worry. When they stopped at a light, he punched the address into his GPS.


“I can guide you,” she told him.


He either didn’t hear her or ignored her. She leaned forward and kept an eye on where the car was headed, ready to call out directions. But his GPS was doing a fine job leading him down Highway 17 past the Towne Centre shopping plaza, then turning toward the Connector, an aptly named long stretch of road that rose over the marshes to reach the island. It was low tide, and Linnea smiled at the sight of the vast acres of Spartina grass, signs of bright spring-green shoots at the roots. Here and there, white egrets stood like lone sentinels in the mud.


Over the waterway, the sun was beginning its slow descent in the western sky. The sky was the color of amber, streaked with shades of purple, gold, and sienna. The last rays of the day’s sun pierced the palette like an exuberant brushstroke.


“Could you slow down a minute, please?” she asked the driver as they neared the apex of the road. She scooted forward in her seat. “Look at that sunset.”


He did so, almost slowing to a stop. His pinched face relaxed, and he seemed as enthralled by the sight as she was.


“It is very beautiful,” the driver said in heavily accented English.


She smiled at the awe in his voice. “I don’t think there is a more beautiful sunset anywhere else in the world.”


“I, uh, have to speed up now, okay? The car behind me…” he said by way of apology.


“Of course. Thank you. It was a moment.”


Linnea had seen countless sunsets in her life, yet they never failed to stun her. It was the surprise of it. They had the power to literally take her breath away. She remembered Grandmama Lovie telling her that a sunset was daily proof that God existed. As usual, her grandmother was correct. Seeing a sunset, Linnea felt connected both to the earth below and God above.


Linnea began tapping her foot in excitement as the car crossed through the light at the foot of the Connector, and they were on the island. Before she could speak, the driver had sped across the intersection, then turned onto Ocean Boulevard. She would have advised him to go a different route to avoid the traffic. As expected, they slowed to a crawl along Front Beach, where restaurants and beach shops clustered. But she was in no hurry and enjoyed the sight of vacationers on spring break strolling along the street.


There were elderly couples taking their time looking at the shop windows or checking out menus. Little children were licking ice cream cones. Lovers walked hand in hand. Cars filled every parking space, and those searching for one crept at a snail’s pace. At last they broke free of the strip of shops, and the car moved at a steady pace through the residential section of Ocean Boulevard. They passed one pastel-colored mansion after another, which formed a wall bordering the ocean. Linnea remembered Lovie explaining how when she was young, there were far fewer houses on the island and one could see long stretches of sand and sea from the road.


“Turn here,” she said to the driver, leaning far forward and pointing. “The road dead-ends ahead.”


In a few short blocks, she spotted Primrose Cottage. It appeared shadowy in the darkening sky. No lights were on. That small, charming cottage had been Lovie’s sanctuary. At the beach house, Olivia Rutledge had felt free to enjoy her own interests at her own pace. To live a simpler life. This was a gift she’d shared with her daughter, Cara. And her granddaughter, Linnea.


A jungle of shrubs and trees filled the empty lot to the house’s left; Flo and Emmi’s Victorian, blue with coral-colored bric-a-brac, was resplendent on the right. These two vintage homes were wedged on the block between mansions, a glimpse from a time long gone.


“This it?” the driver asked, a tone of disappointment in his voice. No doubt he’d expected to pull into one of the impressive estate houses.


“Yes, you can go right up to the porch.”


He took it slow up the patchy oyster-shell driveway dotted with a few puddles from an earlier rain, and came to a stop near the front walk. At last, Linnea thought, and sprang from the car. Her eyes devoured the house.


In early spring, the property looked a bit shabby to the unknowing eye. But one who’d grown up on a barrier island saw the natural beauty of a place where there was more sand than soil. Lovie had taught Linnea to see the manicured lawns as abominations not meant for an island. It took pesticides to maintain them, which in turn killed important insects, like butterflies and bees. Rather, Primrose Cottage’s lot was covered with tufts of unruly wildflowers, not yet blooming but sending up green shoots. Shells, sand, sweetgrass, and scrubby vegetation filled in the rest.


The driver dragged her large suitcase from the trunk, along with her carry-on. Just about everything she owned was packed into those two bags. Not a great statement at twenty-five years of age.


“Don’t look like anyone’s home,” the driver said.


She glanced at the dark house, acknowledging the truth in his observation. “I’ll be okay.”


He accepted that answer, gave her a short wave, then scurried back to the car and drove off.


Linnea pulled out her phone to call her aunt Cara, but as she dialed, her battery died and the screen went black. Linnea took a deep, bracing breath of sea air and told herself that it was okay. She didn’t care, because she was home.


She began dragging the giant suitcase close to the front steps, the kitten heels of her pumps digging into the sand and shells. She noted that Cara had improved the property in the past year. The walkway was now bluestone, and she had widened the front steps and front porch, adding a pergola as well, a signature touch for her. Two hunter-green rocking chairs and four hanging ferns filled the porch. Primrose Cottage had never looked better, she thought.


Struggling and cursing, Linnea at last managed to drag the suitcases to the front step. Wiping a tendril of hair from her face, she knocked several times on the front door and rang the bell for good measure. All remained silent within.


She left her luggage and walked around the house toward the ocean-side door. The shells crunched beneath her navy pumps, and from Emmi’s garden she caught the scent of honeysuckle. Rounding the house, she saw the expansive deck and the glass-enclosed porch, and her heart pinged. These were the last projects completed on the house by Cara’s first husband, Brett. He’d been a second father to Linnea and her brother, Cooper. Brett had been so full of life, his sudden death had been hard for them all. There was a time she wasn’t sure Cara would get past losing him. Or if any of them would, for that matter. That was the lesson they’d all learned: Life was precious. Each day was a blessing. Life went on.


The porch door was unlocked, as she’d suspected. When she’d lived with her aunt, Linnea never remembered anyone locking doors. People were more trusting on the island than in the city.


“Aunt Cara?” she called out into the quiet, dark house. Only Cara’s canary chirped cheerily at the sound of her voice. For a moment Linnea wondered if she should simply walk in. Did spending a lifetime inside these walls, sharing milestones, being a granddaughter, a niece, give her permission to enter Cara’s house uninvited? She imagined her aunt’s face, heard in her mind Cara’s welcoming Come in!


Walking in felt natural, familiar—the aroma of coffee, the scent of jasmine perfume that was always in the air, the sound of Moutarde chirping in his cage. She flicked on a few lights, then went to plug her phone into the charger. That done, she brought her luggage inside, slipped off her pumps, and dug through the large wicker basket full of sandals. She smiled when she found a pair of her old flip-flops on the bottom. Slipping them on, she went back outdoors. She was eager to see the Atlantic Ocean again after two years of living by the Pacific.


The sky over the sea was darkening to violet, gold, and crimson. The beach house was perched high on a dune overlooking the ocean. When it was built in the 1920s, the charming cottage was oceanfront. Years later, a road had been built through the dunes to create Ocean Boulevard. Developers kept a one-foot width of the right-of-way on the ocean side of the road. Over the years, the shoreline built up more and more sand. Finally the dune was wide enough to allow new houses to be constructed, even closer to the sea. Back in that time, Russell Bennett, a great friend of her grandmother, had purchased lots directly in front of Primrose Cottage and put them into a conservation easement. It was a boon for her grandmother, who subsequently would never lose her view of the ocean. To the left of that land was the lot that Lovie had bequeathed to Cara.


Linnea’s gaze swept the expanse that opened to the sea from the deck of Primrose Cottage, one of the precious few older properties left on Isle of Palms without a house blocking the view. Her gaze came to an abrupt halt and she sucked in a soft gasp of surprise. There on Cara’s lot was the house her father was constructing. It was already completely framed in! Before her eyes she saw her father’s dream becoming a reality.


It was going to be a beautiful house. The design was simple, with classic lowcountry features. The first floor was raised on pilings to keep out the floodwaters, mandatory now. The house was clearly built for a family that would enjoy the ocean breezes. And, she thought with a smile of approval, Palmer had kept his promise to Cara. He’d not obstructed any view of the ocean from her beach house. Not that she would let him. The new house was anchored by a two-story central structure from which a pair of one-story wings extended.


Linnea, having grown up near water, knew that everyone called the side of the house that faced the water, whether river or beach, the front. The back of the house faced the road or driveway. It was confusing for northerners, who called the street side of houses the front.


Her father loved porches. He’d included covered porches that faced the street, and without seeing it, she knew there would be another porch facing the sea.


Linnea felt a flush of pride that Palmer had built such a gracious, elegant house of lowcountry flavor. It was too bad he wouldn’t live in it. He couldn’t afford to. The lot belonged to Cara. It had been given to her by Grandmama Lovie, along with the beach house and all the secrets both held. Cara had confided the truth to her brother two years before, only after he’d committed to AA and begun rebuilding his life.


Palmer’s intention was to sell the house and use the profit to seed his next house. In this way, he would begin his long-cherished dream of building top-quality houses. Likewise, Cara would benefit from her land. Brother and sister would share the profits, and this, Linnea knew, would have pleased Lovie immensely.


She made her way along the narrow beach-access path, her arms swinging at her sides. Seeing her father’s house project left her uplifted. She remembered her father’s low point before she’d left. To witness now what he’d built in the time she was gone, Linnea knew a moment of hope. An If he can do it, so can I feeling.


She climbed to the peak of the dunes, past the sea oats, still green and slim-stalked. The hearty ocean breeze whisked the soft hairs that had fallen around her neck. It swirled and caressed her cheeks. Welcome home, she heard whispered in the wind.


Linnea stood for a moment looking out over the expanse of beach and the ocean beyond. No one else walked the sand. The vast sea appeared to match her mood, reflective and shifting to deep purple. Waves rolled in gently, lapping the shoreline. She put her hands on her hips and drank in the immense vista of perpetually moving sea.


Somewhere out there, the turtles were gathering from all points of the continental shelf. Mating was a tempestuous affair as several males might try to breed with just one female, creating the seeds of a new generation. Within weeks a new sea turtle season would begin on the islands as the female turtles came ashore to lay their nests. When she’d lived on the island, their summers had revolved around the nesting season. Linnea was no stranger to the loggerheads. For as long as she could remember, she’d tended turtles with her grandmother, and later Aunt Cara and Emmi and Flo.


Grandmama Lovie had been a shining star in Linnea’s life. When Lovie’s feet were in the sand, she was in her element: happier, freer, expansive. Linnea could identify with that. As much as she loved the city, she too had always felt more at home by the sea. It was her grandmother who’d inspired Linnea to pursue a career in environmental science, despite her father’s objections.


Linnea wasn’t a child with dreams any longer. She was an adult facing adult problems. Cara was getting married again. Her father was building his dream house. Cooper was a rising junior at the University of South Carolina. It seemed everyone was moving on, except for her.


The looming cloud she’d felt when she arrived in Charleston returned, blotting out the joy she’d reveled in moments ago. Her heart physically hurt and cried out for release. Linnea missed her mother, loved her dearly. She needed to confide in someone. But her mother could sometimes ignore reality and shove problems under the rug, out of public view, with a pat phrase and a firmly hoisted smile.


She adored her father. But he’d likely bluster and blame John for breaking his daughter’s heart—and worse, remind her that he’d told her that going to California was a big mistake, how she should get a real job and not waste her time with low-paying nonprofits.


Which was why she’d made the snap decision to come to the beach house and seek advice, honest and not sugar-coated, from her business-minded aunt. Cara was never one to suffer fools and wasn’t afraid to speak plainly. The beach house was always a haven. A house of reason. She could get her bearings here before she confronted her parents.


From the beach she looked up at the cottage on the dune, and sighed. Cara wasn’t home, and the night was falling. It was time to throw in the towel and retreat home. Linnea turned back to the sea for a final look. She crouched and picked up a handful of sand. Countless tiny particles filled her palm; clenching it tight, she brought her fist to her heart.


“Grandmama Lovie,” she said aloud. “I know you’re out there somewhere. Thank you for loving me, and teaching me about the turtles, the ocean. I love this beach and every particle of sand on it. It took me a while to understand, but I belong here. I came back. But I’m at square one again.”


Linnea lowered her hand and let the sand slowly flow from her palm to form a small pile on the beach. Straightening up, she wiped her eyes, then wrapped her arms around her chest and looked seaward.


“Lovie, what do I do now?” she asked.


Her voice was carried away on the breeze.










Chapter Two
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The loggerhead reproductive season begins when males and females mate in early spring off the coast. Males do not return ashore, but thirty days after breeding, females bravely return to their natal region under the cloak of night.





THE RED VOLVO wagon made its way at an unhurried pace through Charleston’s narrow streets to the westernmost side of the peninsula. The spring rain had left dark, oily puddles in the streets, and crystalline drops glistened on the leaves of the trees. The clouds had cleared, and the sun shone brightly with comfortable warmth.


Cara Rutledge breathed in the sweet-scented air through open windows. She was nearing the Ashley River when she drove past a white stucco wall that had to be a block or more in length. Then she drew up before a pair of imposing wrought-iron gates. They were open, but she let the engine idle as she stared out the windshield. In the distance, framed by the glistening water of the river, was the last surviving plantation house on the Charleston Peninsula, Lowndes Grove. The gracious white stucco-and-wood structure with its five-bay piazza and Doric columns, curved Palladian windows, and waterfront location made up every southern girl’s dream house. And this elegant venue was where Cara Rutledge was scheduled to marry David Wyatt in a late June wedding celebration.


Cara felt her heart pounding in what she thought was a mild panic attack. She leaned her head against the wheel and took a deep breath.


“You okay?” asked Emmi.


Cara turned to see her best friend leaning forward in the passenger seat, her bright-green eyes, creases deep at the corners, studying her with concern. Emmi’s red hair seemed to get a deeper flaming hue every year. It was pulled back in a clasp, revealing every soft freckle on her face. She wore a floral wraparound dress and makeup, a change from her Turtle Team T-shirt, for Cara’s meeting with the wedding planner. They were here to firm up final details and write a big check. Cara was pretty sure Emmi was more excited about the wedding plans than she was.


“I’m kind of panicking. The date is getting closer.” Cara shook her head in doubt. “I’m feeling…” She took a breath. “Trapped.”


“What? Why?”


“All this.” She indicated the venue, then added in a rush “It’s so not me.”


“What’s not you? You’re the bride, aren’t you?”


“I’m not a blushing bride,” Cara snorted. “Far from it. I’m fifty-five years old.”


“I know exactly how old you are. We’re the same age,” Emmi fired back. “You make it sound ancient. That’s not old.”


Cara sighed again. It wasn’t about age. It was more about maturity. At this point in her life she knew what she wanted, and more, who she wanted in her life. Cara didn’t doubt her desire to marry David. She loved him. Her love was hard-won after a long period of mourning for her first husband, Brett. She hadn’t known she could feel this way again. It wasn’t the act of marriage that had her quaking in her boots; it was the big, fancy wedding festivity. She didn’t believe she needed a party to make that point. And she certainly didn’t feel the need to waste a great deal of money on a party she didn’t particularly want.


Cara had grown up a Rutledge in Charleston, the daughter of a prestigious family. Nonetheless she’d fled Charleston and the South at age eighteen for points north. She’d had no one to depend on but herself to make her way in the world. Her choice, granted, but it had been a steep learning curve requiring hard work, determination, frugality, and an edge of fear. All lessons she never forgot.


It hadn’t been easy. She’d started work as a receptionist at a premier advertising firm in Chicago and gone to college for seven years at night to get her degree, all while assiduously working toward advancement during that time. She was promoted to a director of accounts by age forty. She’d been proud of that. She hadn’t asked for a dime from her parents, nor did her father offer one. Yet when she’d earned that promotion, there were no hearty congratulations from her parents. They were, she remembered, silent on the subject. Other than her mother asking, hopefully, if she had a beau, and whether she’d given any thought to getting married.


When she’d told friends of her engagement to David, however, she was met with exclamations of joy and jubilee. Some grew misty-eyed, squeezed her hands and told her she “deserved” this. As if getting a husband were equivalent to bagging a Big Five game trophy. To her mind, she’d deserved her promotions. Finding love once, she viewed as a blessing. Twice, a miracle.


“You know what I meant,” Cara said. “I didn’t grow up dreaming about my wedding. You were the one who browsed through wedding magazines, circling her favorite dresses, or table settings or bouquets. I read novels, the business section of the newspapers, did crossword puzzles. If I circled anything, it was books I wanted to read from the book review.”


“You were a nerd.”


“Proud of it,” she replied, and they both laughed.


“Look,” Emmi began in earnest, “you didn’t have a big wedding with Brett. This time you can do it proper.”


“I thought we did do it proper,” Cara replied with slight irritation. “I wore a white dress.”


“You got married at a justice of the peace. You didn’t even invite me.” She frowned. “And we’d been friends forever.”


Cara would never hear the end of that decision. Emmi had been deeply hurt. But it was what she and Brett had wanted. Cara’s mother had passed, and Brett would have had to invite his whole boisterous family if he’d invited even one of them. As Brett had put it, “I’m just happy to catch this slippery fish. Now all I want to do is reel her in.”


“Well, stop complaining,” Cara replied. “You’re invited to this one. You’re even a bridesmaid.”


“Yes, I am,” Emmi said with pleasure. Then with a smirk, “The matron of honor.” She huffed.


“But…” Cara felt like cringing. “Isn’t it a bit frivolous, even silly, for a woman my age to be having a big wedding? Aren’t we both kind of old to put on long dresses and parade down an aisle carrying flowers?”


Emmi shrugged one shoulder. “Maybe, back in the day. It used to be that if you were over forty”—she put her hand over her mouth to feign a secret—“much less fifty, you got married in a quiet little ceremony in a tasteful little suit. Preferably blue. But things have changed. You deserve whatever kind of wedding you want. Every woman does. Regardless of age.” Emmi waved her hand, conceding a point. “Naturally, you want to be sensitive about things. Like your dress—which you still haven’t purchased.” She made a face. “I’m just saying. Ticktock.”


“I know, I know.”


“And for sure you don’t want to show up in a Cinderella carriage or have smoke effects or switch the music from Pachelbel to ‘Baby Got Back.’ ”


Cara burst out laughing. She could always count on Emmi to lighten her mood.


“If anyone is going to get twitters from the back row, it’s me,” Emmi added. “I’m the sorry old divorced woman walking down the aisle.” She pointed her finger. “And there’s no way I’m going to catch your bouquet.”


“I won’t throw one. I promise.”


“Well, thank God for small mercies.”


Emmi looked at her hands, a bit large, tan, and freckled. Her nails were short and polished a spring pink. She wore no rings, but her gold pendulum earrings dangled. For a moment, she grew reflective. When she turned her gaze back to Cara, her tone was serious.


“Cara, who cares how old we are? We’re forever young, right? If you were one hundred years old, I’d still tell you to go for it. David wants you to have this wedding. He’s so excited he’s busting his buttons. If I didn’t love you so much, I’d be jealous. I think it’s terribly romantic.”


“I think a quiet wedding with just David and me can be every bit as romantic.”


“That ship has sailed, my friend. You already announced your engagement to the world. You’ve made the public declaration. Besides, it’s all arranged.” Emmi gestured toward the big house in the distance. “It’s too late to back out now. Money’s been put down.” She paused for emphasis. “And now, we’re done talking. We are going inside to finalize the food, the flowers, the wine, the timeline, the tents, the number of chandeliers.… And don’t forget, I got my dress.”


Emmi was thrilled with all the details of this grand wedding. Cara looked at her friend, saw the hope for love still shining in her eyes, and it moved her. She hoped Emmi would find love again someday. Tom Peterson, her childhood love, had broken her heart after years of marriage. When he’d asked for a divorce, it seemed to have come out of nowhere. Emmi had been shaken to the core. She’d lost direction, her identity. It had taken Emmi a long time to recover. But she had. Now Emmi was strong and independent… but lonely. Especially since Cara had found David. Emmi had not been as fortunate. She’d dated a long stream of men over the years, some of them nice, but never one who had staying power. Cara had worried that a big wedding would be shoving her happiness in Emmi’s face; but quite the contrary, Emmi was all for it. Emmi was conservative in politics and loved glitter and romance. Cara was conservative in dress and freethinking. But they were sisters of the heart.


“Cara, don’t be selfish. Weddings are social events. You are celebrating announcing your commitment to the world.”


“That’s just it. I’m not making a commitment to the world. I’m making a commitment to David. My husband-to-be. To one person.”


Emmi raised a brow. “And that one person wants to invite his family and friends.”


Cara tapped her fingers with budding irritation and ground out, “I just feel forced into this—this huge event.” Her voice rose. “That I don’t even want!”


Emmi hesitated; her brows gathered. “I didn’t realize you were so angry.”


“I don’t know if I’m angry… just frustrated. Em, you’ve known me my whole life. I’m not into parties or big events. I’m more private. And now I’m having this enormous shindig and must walk down the aisle in a wedding gown. With all those eyes on me.”


“Then why did you say yes to all this?” Emmi asked with a hint of exasperation. “You could’ve stopped it before we got to this point.”


Cara looked down at her slim, French-manicured hand where it lay on her navy pencil skirt, over which she wore a crisp white shirt. Her only jewelry was the impressive diamond on her ring finger and small diamond studs in her ears.


There’d always been the slightest hint of competition in David’s mind for her affection, because he knew how deeply she’d loved her first husband. Cara would always love Brett Beauchamps. She’d loved him with her whole being. It had been a struggle not to feel guilt at falling in love with another man, as if she were cheating somehow. Over time, she’d resolved her grief, and she did love David, with her whole heart. And since it reassured him, she’d agreed to a grand wedding: dress, cake, décor, and—she glanced up at the impressive antebellum house—this gorgeous wedding venue.


“I’m doing this for David. He wanted me to have what he thought was the wedding of my dreams, because he believed I wanted it. At least, that was what he told me. I thought about it and realized that perhaps David was the one who wanted to have a big wedding. He wanted to announce to the world that we’re a couple. I don’t know, it seemed miserly of feeling to deny David this joy.” She shrugged. “He’d been sad for such a long time after the death of his wife. Then, of course, that brief debacle with Natalie.”


“So, you’re doing this for David.”


Cara nodded.


“Because you love him.” She waited for Cara to nod again.


“Yep. Head over heels.”


“Well, then!” Emmi lifted her hands. “That settles it. ‘Mahwage is what bwings us togethah today,’ ” she said, imitating the heavily accented line from the film The Princess Bride.


Cara had to laugh, captivated by her friend’s incorrigible sense of romance.


“Kiddo,” Emmi said with renewed seriousness, “if you’re going to do this, don’t be resentful.”


“You’re right, of course,” Cara agreed, her voice decisive. “No point in hashing this out over and over. I said yes and I should stop complaining. Let’s just chalk this up to last-minute wedding jitters.”


“You’re good?” Emmi asked, confirming.


Cara conjured up David’s image in her mind: his tanned face, soulful dark-brown eyes under bushy dark brows. She smiled. If she was totally honest, there was a part of her—hiding deep inside—that wanted to share the joy of the day and dance with her family and friends. She was, indeed, blessed to have the occasion for joy after so many days of sadness.


“I’m nervous,” Cara said with a laugh. “I still have to walk down the aisle. But, yes, I’m good.”


“You still need to get your dress—”


“One thing at a time.”


Emmi sat back with a huff. “Cara,” she said plaintively. “I’ve been working in women’s clothing for almost fifteen years.”


“Part-time…”


“Even still. I’ve worked minimum wage to salary. I’ve worked weekends and holidays and more overtime than I ever got paid for. For your information,” she said with a shake of her shoulders, “the women’s fashion buyer consults with me about purchases. And do you know what?”


Cara shook her head.


“You’ve never, not once, asked me for advice. Not on a dress for a date, or if the color was right for you, or—or even anything for Hope!”


Emmi put her hand up when Cara opened her mouth to speak. “I know our tastes are different. And you wouldn’t have to take my advice. But, it would’ve been nice to have been asked.”


“I didn’t know that mattered to you,” Cara said, genuinely surprised. She’d never meant to hurt Emmi, but it was true. Their taste in clothes was night-and-day different. Cara couldn’t imagine wearing some of the outfits Emmi put together. Not that they were bad, but they were definitely more colorful.


“It might’ve mattered a while ago, but not anymore.” Her tone changed. “Until now. We’re not talking about a dress to wear to work or on a date. We’re talking about your wedding dress!” Her voice grew more impassioned. “You’re my soul sister. My best friend. I’m your maid of honor.” She pointed at Cara. “And don’t you dare correct me and tell me I’m your matron of honor. I’m not married. I’m a maid. I don’t want to be a matron. That sounds so old.”


“Maid it is.” Cara didn’t dare smile, but her lips twitched.


Emmi nodded sharply to imply that issue was settled. “Now,” she said, “I don’t understand why you’re dragging your feet on getting a wedding dress, but it’s time. And I hope you’ll ask me to be there. This is the one time it does matter to me. I love you, Cara. I want to share this with you, if you’ll let me.”


“Of course, I’ll let you. You’re my best friend too. I couldn’t manage any of this without you. Let’s get this menu done today, and we’ll move on to the dress. Together.”


“Good,” Emmi said, her green eyes bright. “I’ve been saving bridal magazines and I’ve circled a lot of dresses I think will look fabulous on you.”


Cara wanted to groan, but loved her friend enough to simply smile and say, “Great!”


“Okay, then.” Emmi shifted in her seat to face forward. “We’d better get this show on the road.”


The red Volvo wagon lurched forward as they drove past the gates along the tabby drive toward the house. Cara slid into a parking spot, rolled up the windows, and grabbed her purse. As they stepped out into the heat of late afternoon sunshine, her gaze swept across the Ashley River. A long dock stretched out from Lowndes Grove into the racing water. She envisioned it festooned with flowers and wondered if she and David could make their exit from the wedding party in David’s boat. It might be fun, she thought with a smile, getting into the mood.


They turned and made their way to the redbrick patio in front of the shining white plantation house.


A slender, attractive woman in a vividly patterned J.McLaughlin dress stepped out from the glassed porch. The wedding planner had shoulder-length dark hair and a vibrant smile. Lifting her arm, she waved in a graceful arc over her head.


“Welcome!” called Elma Garcia.


Cara waved back, then linked arms with her best friend. “Are you ready to sample more cake?”


Emmi scrunched up her nose. “Cake, flowers, plates—I’m ready for it all. But let’s start with the wine.”










Chapter Three
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Sea turtles are generally solitary creatures. They rarely interact with one another outside of courtship and mating. When it is not nesting season, sea turtles may migrate hundreds or even thousands of miles.





MUCH LATER IN the day, Cara pulled into the driveway of Primrose Cottage and turned off the car lights. Night was falling. She lazily climbed from the car and stretched. Across the car, Emmi did the same.


“I’m so stuffed, I have to loosen my dress,” Emmi said with a groan.


It was true. They’d tasted and approved the four appetizers, followed by a salad of oranges, fennel, and olives served with a delicately crisp pinot grigio. The main course was filet mignon, mashed potatoes with truffle oil, and glazed carrots, accompanied by a lush cabernet. The coconut cake was as light as a feather. And, of course, a dry and delicious champagne. Cara was the designated driver and didn’t swallow most of the wine. Emmi, however, was feeling delightfully giddy.


“It was fun, wasn’t it?” Emmi asked her. “Come on, admit it.”


“Okay,” Cara replied with a reluctant smile. “It was fun. But now,” she said, glancing at her wristwatch, “I must hurry to get to the ferry. David’s meeting me with Hope and Rory.”


“You’re going back to Dewees again?” Emmi asked. “You practically live out there now.”


The tone was slightly accusatory, and Cara knew it was because Emmi missed spending more time with her.


“You know they share a nanny, and David covers when I work late. It’s easier for me to stay there on Dewees than try to catch a ferry back home. Especially when I’m going to take her back to Dewees the next morning. Or when I’m running late—like tonight.”


“Okay, I get the hint,” Emmi said, as she retrieved the remaining white boxes full of the food samples and leftover cake that they knew Flo would enjoy.


They chatted as they walked along the pavers to the side kitchen door. The house was dark and the two women shared a worried glance.


“Flo! I’m home!” Emmi called out as she stepped inside.


It was nearly 7:30 p.m., but the kitchen and living room were empty. Emmi balanced a box on her knee and stretched her hand along the wall to the light switch. Instantly, light filled the room.


Cara followed her into the country-style kitchen, letting the screen door slam behind her, and laid the boxes on the wooden table. She could walk through this house with her eyes closed. When they were children, she and Emmi, sisters from other mothers, had played at Flo’s house. It was neutral territory, a place without as many rules. Flo’s mother was an eccentric artist who’d provided art, dancing, and singing lessons. Flo was more like an aunt to both Cara and Emmi. She had acted as the buffer between the girls and their mothers when they wanted to stay up late at a nest with the turtle team.


Years later, when Emmi was grown and divorced, she’d purchased the house from an aging Flo. Though the owners were different, as before, the kitchen doors of the two neighboring houses were always open—but with Lovie passed, their turtle team gatherings had shifted from Cara’s beach house to Emmi and Flo’s place. Cara, Emmi, and Flo continued to spend hours talking in this kitchen. Flo’s mother had decorated the Victorian house in early bohemian. After Emmi bought it, she’d promptly painted the white exterior a Caribbean blue with coral trim and tastefully decorated the house in the southern shabby-chic style that she loved. Flo never gave much mind to décor and was happy anywhere the people were kind, the food good, and the turtles nearby.


They heard Flo’s voice from the stairs. “Who’s there? Emmi? That you?”


“It’s just us chickens!” Emmi called back, opening the white baker’s box and bending near for a sniff.


Flo appeared at the kitchen entrance wrapped in a mousy-gray chenille robe, her thin white hair sticking up from her head and her blue eyes blazing. Her face was pale, and there was a look of panic in her eyes.


“Where were you?” Flo’s voice rang with fear.


Emmi’s hands stilled and she straightened to study Flo’s stricken face. All humor fled from hers, replaced with concern. “Flo,” she said in a calm voice, “I was at Lowndes Grove with Cara. The wedding venue. We went to sample the food and wine. Don’t you remember?”


Flo blinked hard several times, then shook her head. Cara saw the confusion in Flo’s eyes and hoped it was from being awakened, and not the Alzheimer’s that had been getting worse.


“I was worried,” Flo said in a scolding tone. “You left me alone. It’s late!”


“I was only gone for a few hours. I’m sorry you were worried.” Emmi turned her head to deliver a meaningful gaze to Cara.


Cara bit her lip, anxious at seeing further evidence of Flo’s Alzheimer’s disease taking hold.


Emmi walked closer to Flo and asked gently, “Did you eat?”


“No. There was nothing to eat.”


“But I left you some dinner. It’s wrapped in foil in the oven.” She turned and went directly to the vintage O’Keefe and Merritt oven that had baked cookies and cakes for them since they were children. She grabbed a mitt from a hook and retrieved a covered plate, then carried it to the table. “See? There’s chicken and a baked potato. And salad in the fridge. It’s all written down on this note,” she said, pointing to a sheet of paper on the kitchen table.


“A note?” Flo scoffed. “I didn’t see any note.”


Emmi sighed audibly and looked again at Cara for help.


Cara felt as if a bowl of ice water had just been dumped over her head. The progression of dementia seemed to be advancing more rapidly. The change in Flo was shocking. She looked more frail, older, much less able to care for herself.


“Flo, come sit down,” Cara urged kindly. “Look what we’ve brought you. Delicious samples from the wedding menu for you to taste. I need your opinion. They’re all delicious.”


“What in heaven’s name?” Flo asked. “The wedding menu? What wedding?”


“Cara’s wedding,” Emmi said as she returned to Flo’s side. Gently she guided the old woman to the kitchen table. “You remember Cara and David are getting married?”


Flo did not reply.


Cara went to the cupboard and pulled out a fresh plate. Grabbing tableware on the way back, she set it all in front of Flo. “We sampled food and wine for the wedding menu,” she explained again.


“Wine, you say? Just how much wine did you sample? You two are acting mighty strange. What’s that?” Flo asked, pointing to a mozzarella, tomato, and basil stick. She picked it up and inspected it more carefully.


“You go on,” Emmi said, shooing Cara out with her flapping hands. “You’ve got that ferry to catch.”


“Are you sure? I can stay for a while.”


“Don’t be silly. We’re fine, aren’t we, Flo?”


Flo was chewing, her mouth full, focused on her food.


Emmi followed Cara to the door. She looked over her shoulder to check on Flo. The old woman’s head was bent intently over her plate.


“Oh, Em,” Cara said with dismay. “She’s slipping faster now.”


“Yeah, I know. She’s becoming more and more dependent on me. She’s afraid when I leave her alone.”


“This isn’t just your problem. When you bought the house, you didn’t take on the responsibility for Flo.” Cara paused, hoping to convince Emmi she wouldn’t have to bear this burden alone. “Emmi, both our mothers are gone, God rest their souls. Flo is a second mother to both of us. A treasured aunt. We’ve always said that. I’m here to share this with you.” She put her hand on Emmi’s shoulder. “You won’t be able to keep this up on your own much longer.”


Emmi looked away but didn’t reply.


Cara was aware of having to catch the ferry. “Listen, this is a big discussion. I don’t want to miss the ferry. Let’s arrange a time to talk about this. Soon. I’m afraid it’s time. We have to make some decisions.”


Emmi sighed with resignation. “I’m afraid so. But it breaks my heart.”


“Emmi? You there?” called Flo. “What’s this? Can’t figure out if it’s potatoes or cauliflower.”


“Be right there, Flo!” Emmi called back. She delivered a quick kiss on Cara’s cheek. “All good here. Today was fun. Thanks for including me. See you tomorrow.” Then without another word, she shut the door against Cara’s “Good-bye, Flo!”


Night had fallen. Cara walked along the garden path toward the white fence that separated their two properties. The reality of Flo’s condition weighed heavily in her thoughts. She and Emmi both knew that eventually—someday—they’d have to make decisions regarding Flo’s advancing dementia, but that day had always seemed a ways off. Tonight, Cara witnessed how quickly the disease was progressing, and how much the burden of care had fallen onto Emmi’s shoulders. She’d never complained. Never uttered a word. That was like Emmi, Cara realized. Partly a saint, partly denying a reality she didn’t want to face.


The gentle breeze carried the heady scent of the spring honeysuckle blooms. Cara breathed deep and exhaling, she heard in the distance the sound of a woman humming. She held her breath. There was something familiar about the song, but she couldn’t place it. She swung her head toward the sound, squinting in the darkness.


In the dim light of the rising moon, Cara saw a slight woman dressed in vintage clothing coming from the beach. The woman stopped to bend and investigate a wildflower. Even in the darkening sky, Cara could see the luster of her blond hair. Straightening, the woman began humming again, strolling slowly toward her.


“Mama…” Cara whispered on a breath, sure she was seeing a ghost.


The woman continued to approach. Stepping into the warm yellow glow of light pouring across the path from Emmi’s kitchen windows, she looked Cara’s way, stopped, then waved exuberantly.


“Aunt Cara!”


Cara’s breath returned in a rush, and she laughed inwardly at her own foolishness.


“Linnea? What on earth are you doing here? You should be in California!”


Linnea rushed up the beach path into Cara’s outstretched arms. They were far more than mere aunt and niece. They were confidantes. Friends.


“Dear girl,” Cara exclaimed, her gaze taking in the vintage clothing that Linnea preferred, “you gave me a scare. You looked so much like my mother!”


Linnea giggled. “And you thought you were seeing the ghost of Lovie?”


Cara shook her head, a bit embarrassed. “It wouldn’t be the first time. But, Linnea! What brings you back? Where’s John?”


“Long story. I came right from the airport. My phone died.” She rolled her eyes. “I decided to see you before Mama and Daddy. They’re out anyway. But of course, you weren’t here. So I took a walk along the beach. It’s good to see the Atlantic again. But those mosquitoes are eating me alive.”


“The wretched things. I’m sorry you had to wait. I was at Lowndes Grove making wedding plans.”


Linnea’s eyes lit up. “Fun.”


Cara sighed, letting that go. “I stopped off at Emmi’s. I’d have hurried home had I known you were here. Let’s get you inside. I’ll rummage something up in the kitchen. You must be starved. And you might try to call your parents.”


“I’d like that. They’re probably camped out by the phone by now.”





LINNEA LOOKED AROUND dear Primrose cottage and was relieved that little had changed since she’d lived here a few years ago. It still held the same comfort of both old and new. The walls were painted white or a whitewashed blue. The polished floor was heart pine, adorned with Persian rugs in vibrant hues of red and blue. The upholstered furniture was covered in creamy linen slipcovers, and the long, matching linen drapes at the windows were open. Cara went around the room lighting the lamps on the side tables, creating pools of yellow light.


“I see you still keep the windows uncovered,” Linnea said.


“Of course,” Cara replied, straightening. She’d kicked off her heels and walked barefoot in her long-legged stride across the room to the kitchen. “I prefer to look out and see the ocean.”


“Like Grandmama Lovie. What was it that she always used to say?”


Cara chuckled as she uncorked a bottle of wine. “She used to say she kept the drapes open because she had to check on her old friend the ocean first thing every morning.” She eased the cork from the bottle. “To see what kind of mood he was in.”


Linnea chuckled. “Yeah, that’s it.”


“Grab yourself a glass. Just one. I’m not having any.”


“Oh?” Linnea said, a tad disappointed. She never liked drinking alone. Her mother said it was something a lady never did, which seemed old-fashioned and Linnea didn’t believe it, but her mother’s voice was still in her ear.


“I tasted wines all afternoon.” Cara answered the unvoiced question. “But could you grab me a tall glass? What I need is water.”


Like the china, the cottage’s crystal was an assortment of favorites collected from family over the ages. Never a full dozen, usually twos and threes of a pattern. This Baccarat pattern had always been Linnea’s favorite. Cara generously filled it with a Malbec. Linnea took a tentative first sip. It was delicious. Cara never served bad wine.


“Here you go,” Cara said, handing her a plate of crusty, French bread topped with fresh mozzarella, a slice of tomato, and sprigs of fresh basil. “This should tide you over.”


“Yum. It’s perfect.”


“Let’s get comfy and put our legs up,” Cara suggested. She led the way across the hall to the living room where lamps on the tables were lit. Outside the large window, the sky and sea were velvety black.


Linnea studied her aunt as she followed her. Cara always managed a chic look, sophisticated and subtle. Her thick, dark hair, a Rutledge trait, was a tad longer now, reaching her chin and worn in a blunt cut. Linnea admired her aunt. Despite lack of money, Cara had always exhibited excellent taste. Linnea rarely saw her disheveled and never with a fallen hem, a missing button, or a scuffed shoe. Except out on the beach. There she literally and figuratively let her hair down. In most things, her aunt was Linnea’s role model.


“So, tell me,” Cara said, curling up on the sofa like a contented cat. “What brings you home so suddenly? Is everything all right?”


Linnea sat on the opposite side of the sofa, setting her plate on the coffee table and bringing her wineglass near. She swirled the red liquid in her glass, considering Cara’s question.


“I take it you haven’t been talking to my father.”


It wasn’t a question. Cara’s brows rose. “Palmer? We talked just last week.”


Linnea thought about that. “Daddy never mentioned that I’d lost my job?”


“No!” Cara said, and from her tone, Linnea knew this was true. Cara swiveled her legs to the floor and leaned forward, her dark eyes focused. “What happened?”


She looked at Cara and shrugged lightly. “I call it the San Francisco debacle.” She laughed without humor. “First the startup company I was working for closed. Too bad, really. They were smart and motivated, but they couldn’t make a go of it.” She shrugged. “We worried it might happen. A lot of startups fail. But still, it was crushing. We all worked so hard.” She shook her head. “Then I couldn’t find another job.”


“Did you give it enough time?”


“No, probably not,” Linnea admitted. “But I ran out of time.” She was ashamed at the tears that pricked her eyes. She angrily swiped a traitorous tear from her cheek. “John and I split up.” She was looking at her wine when she spoke, but she could hear Cara’s heavy sigh.


“I’m sorry to hear that,” Cara said with sincerity. After a pause, she asked, “What happened?”


Linnea tried to sum up all the thousands of words she and John had shared in round after round of heated discussions and fights.


“He didn’t want to…” She paused. “Or he wouldn’t commit to us being long-term.”


Cara pursed her lips in thought. “How long have you been together?”


“Two years.”


“You’re young. That’s not a long time, in the scheme of things.”


“Maybe not, but there’s more.” Linnea took a long sip of wine. Cara waited, sitting like a cat on the sofa, her lovely dark eyes watching.


“You see,” Linnea began, “I always knew that commitment was difficult for John. He had a hard time telling me he loved me and asking me to move in with him. I think he was rocked by his parents’ divorce. Maybe it shook his faith in commitment or marriage, or something.…” Linnea shook her head. “Who knows? But he’s also a Peter Pan. He likes his freedom. Hanging out with his bros. John will take off for a few days on a moment’s notice. He always felt bad about leaving me behind because, you know, I had to work. I told him it was okay, but still… it made me feel like a drag on him. Like I was second place. That he’d rather go out with the guys than be with me.”


“Watching you two together, I never got that impression. He seemed to truly enjoy your company. You hung out all the time. I used to see you on the porch, talking and talking.…”


“Yeah.” Linnea sighed and shrugged. “It started out that way. Once we started living together, it seemed the more we were together, the more he needed to carve out his private time. He’d talk about his day to his friend on the phone, while I was sitting next to him.” She shook her head in frustration.


“We were working through that issue. I thought…” She made a tiny movement with her hand. “I can’t be sure anymore. When I lost my job, though, things really got tense. I could tell he was uncomfortable with the idea of supporting me. He kept asking if I’d applied for a job, and where. I was sensitive about it, of course. It was humiliating. I mean, who wants to be a moocher? But his questions were more concern about him supporting me than about me finding the right job. I tried to help out more—clean the house, do errands, pay for groceries, all while looking for a job. But I couldn’t pay rent. I never made that much working for a nonprofit, so I had no savings.” She looked at Cara. “I definitely was not going to ask my father for help.”


Cara, who knew the history, huffed through her nose. “No,” she agreed.


“That’s when we got into heavy discussions about our future. What our relationship was all about. Some of them became arguments.” She snorted. “Pretty heated. And… that’s when it came out that John doesn’t want kids.”


Cara sat back against the cushions. “Oh. Well.”


“Right,” Linnea added with an eye roll.


Cara tilted her head. “Isn’t he young to be making that kind of a decision?”


“Is he? He certainly had a lot of reasons why he didn’t want them. The population. Climate change. The time dedication that having kids brings. He’d obviously given it some thought.” She took another swallow of wine and stared into her glass.


“Learning to live with someone is complicated. Even when love is involved. Maybe especially then. It’s not just about compromise—to succeed, one must actively try to make the other person feel comfortable. Loved. If you’ve lived alone for a long time, it’s all the harder to even recognize when you’re being selfish. I believe that’s why living together before commitment often leads to a breakup. It’s just too hard to stick it out.”


“So, you think I shouldn’t have moved in with him?”


Cara shook her head. “I’m not saying that. Your situation made sense at the time. Only you can decide that.”


“We’d said we were going to try. To see how things went.” She scraped her nail. “I guess we found out. I don’t know if John will ever be ready.”


“And you?”


“I hope so. Maybe not right now. One thing’s for sure: I’m not looking for a man to save me.”


“Good. Because a man can’t save you. You have to save yourself.”


Linnea nodded. Though that was easier said than done. “I’ve thought long and hard about this. John doesn’t want to get married. He doesn’t want kids. He doesn’t want to live in Charleston.” She spread out her palms, and her chin shook. “What’s left?” she asked in a wavering voice. “Nothing.”


Cara considered this in the silence. “You seem so decided.”


“I am.” Linnea wiped the wetness from her cheeks with her palms.


Cara’s voice softened. “Then why the tears?”


Linnea shook her head, pinching her lips.


“You still love him?”


Linnea wiped her face again, then nodded.


“Does he love you?”


Linnea wiped her nose with her cocktail napkin. “I think so. We shared so much. But is love enough?”


“Oh, Linnea, that’s a question for the ages.”


Linnea took a long, shaky breath. “I made my decision.”


“I am sorry. I like John. I’ve known him for years. He’s the son of my best friend.” Her expression froze. “I fear Emmi will take this harder than all of us put together. She was ready to post the banns.”


“Oh, God…” Linnea groaned.


They shared a commiserating laugh.


Linnea was grateful to Cara for her orderly thinking, her lack of being judgmental. If she had commiserated with her misery, Linnea felt certain she’d end up a puddle of self-pity, the kind of person one pitied yet avoided. Cara’s firm certitude allowed Linnea to believe that eventually her life would return to normal, albeit a life without John. Cara accepted without conjecture that Linnea had been dealt a blow and that, in time and with determination, she’d get over it. She wondered if failure was even in Cara’s vocabulary.


“That’s neither here nor there,” Cara said by way of conclusion. “If John is holding back from a commitment, or unable to make one, better to know now than later.”


“Right you are.” Linnea raised her glass in a toast of agreement.


“But…”


Linnea’s hand froze in midair.


“I can see why you’re not anxious to tell your father.”


Linnea’s arm dropped even as she felt her blood surge. “I know! Right?”


“He’s going to sit back like the cat who ate the canary. There’s nothing Palmer loves more than to be in the right. I can hear what he’s going to say now.”


“I told you so,” they said in unison.


“I’m not sure what I’m more embarrassed about,” Linnea said. “Losing my job or getting dumped by my boyfriend.”


“Well, my dear, you will have to go home and face them. They’re eager to see you.”


“They had some event they had to go to tonight. On the way here, I texted them that my flight was delayed so I could see you first,” she confessed.


Cara offered a sympathetic look. “Even still. It’s getting late, you look exhausted, and I have to catch the last ferry to Dewees.”


“Oh, why didn’t you tell me?” Linnea exclaimed, scrambling to her feet. “I’m sorry I kept you.”


“No problem. I texted David and let him know I was coming on the later ferry. All’s good—unless I miss it. Hope will be quite angry with me. She’s getting quite opinionated.” Cara rose in a graceful motion.


Linnea laughed, imagining the little girl she’d once babysat for. “I miss her. I’m sure she’s changed a lot.”


“You have no idea. Come back once you’re settled. Hope will be thrilled to see you. David too.”


“Thanks for lending an ear,” Linnea said as they walked to the door. She pulled out her phone from her purse. “I just needed to get my bearings.”


“Wait,” Cara said, observing Linnea with her phone. “You don’t have a car. Hold on, I’ll grab my keys. I’ll drive you.”


“I can just call a car. You’ll miss the ferry.”


Cara glanced at her watch. “If we hurry, I can make it.”


Linnea helped Cara put away the cheese and wine and after dragging the enormous suitcase into the trunk of the red Volvo, they were off to Sullivan’s Island.


“One more thing,” Cara said as she drove down the darkened streets. “What’s going on with the job front?”
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