
[image: Cover: Beach House Reunion, by Mary Alice Monroe]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





[image: Beach House Reunion, by Mary Alice Monroe, Gallery Books]



To Kathie Bennett, with great love and gratitude.



Chapter One
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In the spring, mature loggerhead females steadfastly swim thousands of miles through the Atlantic to nest in the region of their birth. The females repeat this journey every two to three years.

ALL ROADS LEAD home. That thought mingled with the soothing sound of Debussy as Cara descended from the majestic highlands of Tennessee toward the sultry lowcountry of South Carolina. Her brand-new red station wagon wound its way past racing rivers and creeks that flowed south to the ocean, past billboards advertising fireworks, fruit stands, deserted gas stations, and tumbledown antiques shops. Signs of spring—yellow jasmine blooms against lush greens—dotted the countryside. From time to time a flock of birds would fill the sky, and she would crane her neck to watch them migrating north. A short laugh escaped her lips. We are all heading home to nest, Cara thought.

She stretched her long legs as best she could while driving in skinny jeans. The cuff of her white cotton shirt was stained with coffee from a quick swerve. Everything had been too fast in the past few weeks as she scrambled to pack up and move home—too many fast decisions and too much fast food. And here she was, journeying the same stretch of road again. Going home never seemed to get easier. She glanced into the rearview mirror as the passing years flashed in her mind. How many times had she made this journey back to the Isle of Palms?

At forty, she’d driven back from the chilly North to seek refuge at her mother’s beach house in the sultry South, as listless as a rudderless ship. Primrose Cottage had been her sanctuary, as it had been her mother’s before her. A special place by the sea to recharge one’s batteries and find renewed purpose. At fifty, she’d buried the past and left again, looking for a fresh start. Now, three years later, like the loggerhead sea turtle she was named for, Caretta was returning to the only place she’d ever considered home.

She leaned slightly to the right to glance in the rearview mirror again. Her dark eyes were smudged with fatigue and had a few more lines around the corners. She wasn’t a child any longer, or even a young woman. Each decision she made now had rippling consequences. Cara felt her resolve stir. She needed to be home now, more than ever.
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LINNEA WAS SO done with the four-lane I-26. She’d sped along that endless stretch of highway from the University of South Carolina in Columbia to her home in Charleston so many times in the past four years that she could drive it in her sleep. And there were some trips that had come dangerously close to that. Red Bull could only do so much. This was her last one, however. She’d graduated at last, and after a final round of parties, she’d crammed everything she could into her blue convertible Mini Cooper and headed home.

At last she exited in Charleston. If she’d been a tourist, she would have followed the main road and got caught in the horrid logjams on East Bay, Meeting, and King Streets. Every time she came home, there was another hotel going up in the city. Traffic was a nightmare. She tapped her fingers on the steering wheel and swore the whole peninsula was going to sink in the next flood.

But, having been born and raised in Charleston, Linnea was no stranger to the city. She made a sharp right, then shot down Broad Street toward the water, ducking down narrow alleys only locals knew about—bumpy cobblestone roads lined with parked cars. After two more turns, she veered sharply into their driveway on Tradd Street, then slammed on the brakes. Panting and clutching the wheel, she stared at the imposing black iron gate and exhaled in relief that she hadn’t hit it. Her father would have tanned her hide if she’d damaged that elaborately curved and exorbitantly expensive ironwork.

“Oh, Mama . . .” she muttered as she collected her wits. Her mother had complained for years about how the tourists brazenly peeked into their walled garden or even through the windows. While gardening one Sunday morning a few months ago, her mother had turned her head to see a strange man standing inside their enclosed garden taking pictures as free as he pleased—including one of her bent over pulling weeds. She’d screamed at him, but he’d only laughed and strolled away. Her first call was to the police and the next to an ironsmith. Of course, being Tradd Street, it had to be a skilled craftsman who could create an elaborate, Charleston-worthy gate in the style of Philip Simmons. Daddy’d had a fit when he saw the bill.

“Hell, Julia,” he’d argued, “that fella just took a picture of your best side.”

Mama had won the argument, of course, as she had with each improvement of the grand house on Tradd.

Linnea had completely forgotten about this when she turned into the driveway. Staring at it now, she had to admit that it was imposing, if annoying.

She dug through her purse and pulled out the slip of paper with the combination her mother had e-mailed to her. She raised her sunglasses, then carefully punched in the numbers, and with a gratifying click, the great gate smoothly split open. Linnea felt pretentious driving through and wondered if that was exactly the effect her mother had hoped for. After all, she did love panache.

Linnea parked in front of the stately cream stucco house and tapped the horn twice in announcement of her arrival. Manicured ivy climbed the walls of the garage along trellises—her mother wouldn’t allow an untidy mess—and flowers exuberantly tumbled from classic Charleston window boxes. Linnea was always proud to bring her friends to her house near the famous Charleston Battery in the golden perimeter known as South of Broad. The handsome Greek revival never failed to impress with its gracious three-story piazza. But, in the end, it was just home.

She ran her fingers through her blond hair, which fell smooth and straight to her shoulders, the same cut she’d worn some version of since high school. She swiped on a bit of rosy lip gloss and blush to cover up the effects of one too many graduation parties the previous week. God knew, her mother had binocular vision when it came to telltale red eyes.

Linnea climbed out of the car and smoothed out her floral swing skirt. One of her passions was vintage clothing, especially from the 1950s. No sooner had she closed her door than her younger brother trotted around the house from the garden.

“Cooper!” she called out. Her knight in shining armor was coming to carry her luggage.

Cooper Pringle Rutledge was wearing baggy beige shorts frayed at the hem and a stretched-out Porter-Gaud T-shirt. He was in that adorable stage she liked to call a man-child. At eighteen, he was tall and long-legged like his aunt Cara. Like her, he took after the Rutledge side of the family with his thick, dark hair and eyes and his strong jaw and proud nose. He looked like a young John Kennedy. In contrast, Linnea was a tintype of her grandmother Olivia. Petite, blond, and blue-eyed, she fit the stereotype of a southern belle, even if the expectations chafed her.

Cooper trotted toward her with his friendly, gangly gait. He was restless, like his father, always tossing a ball in the air, rushing from place to place, playing sports, and perfecting his game. Linnea was more solitary. She preferred to read, sew her own vintage-style clothes, or walk outdoors and observe nature. The Tortoise and the Hare, her mother had called them growing up. The fact that Linnea was mad for sea turtles made the description apropos.

“Hey, Sis,” Cooper called out. When he reached her side, he bent to kiss her cheek. “Nice to have you back.”

“Nice of you to not make it to my graduation.”

Cooper ducked his head with a wry grin. “Yeah, about that . . . sorry. It was the big Porter-Gaud–Bishop England basketball game.”

“Bigger than my college graduation?” she asked, her words ringing with doubt.

“Yeah, well, I’m on the team.” He looked up at her, eyes twinkling. “We can make it up when you come to my graduation next week.”

Linnea could never stay mad at him. She socked him in the arm. “Yeah, well,” she replied, teasing his phrasing, “I’ll see if I can make it. I’ve got a lot of parties and all. . . .”

They laughed, both knowing she wouldn’t miss it.

A shiny black pickup truck pulled up, dwarfing her car. She was blinded by the amount of chrome on the grille. The big engine rumbled loudly, and inside the cab she saw four boys she’d watched grow up since the first grade. She greeted them all warmly, congratulating them all on somehow managing to graduate high school.

“Gotta go,” Cooper called out as he climbed into the truck—probably the driver’s graduation gift.

Linnea was flabbergasted. “What? You’re leaving? I just got here!”

He shrugged with an endearing grin, and she couldn’t help but laugh. That boy’s smile is going to get him into trouble someday, she thought as she called out, “Thanks for helping me with my luggage!”

The truck’s engine roared with a show of testosterone and whipped out of the driveway. Before it squealed down the street, she heard Cooper bark out to a friend, “Shut up, that’s my sister!”

Linnea shook her head and wondered what kind of trouble her brother was going to get into this time. Mama had called her just last week, worried to leave Cooper home alone for her graduation since Missy Bond’s house had just been trashed by a graduation party.

She wiped away the perspiration forming along her brow. It was four o’clock on a steamy May afternoon. Summer had come early this year. The azaleas had bloomed in February, and it was already hitting the nineties. Early springs and late winters seemed to be the new normal.

She almost burned her fingers opening her trunk. “Thanks a lot, Cooper,” she groaned upon seeing it packed to the gills. As she began tugging out the boxes, though, she heard the rumble of the garage door opening.

Rescue came in the form of her father.

“Daddy!”

“Hey, baby girl! Welcome home!”

She set a box down on the cement and hurried into his embrace. Her daddy, Palmer Rutledge, took after his mother’s side. Like her, he was blond and blue-eyed. In bare feet he reached five feet eight inches, but most of his shoes boosted his height another inch. Being relatively short was a sore point between him and her aunt Cara. She was tall and dark; he was short and blond. Palmer claimed their mother got the genes mixed up.

He was a handsome man, dependably clean-shaven and well presented in his usual uniform of polished shoes, a pale polo, and tan trousers. Looking at him in the full sun, Linnea could see his hair was thinning on top. His belly was fuller, too. But it was his ruddy cheeks so early in the day that concerned her. In his hand was a thick-cut crystal glass half-filled with ice and a brown liquid she’d bet good money was bourbon.

“It’s a little early for a cocktail, isn’t it?”

He squinted and shook the ice in his glass. “I got home early to see my little girl and now she’s busting my chops?”

“Sorry, Daddy. I’m just teasing,” she said quickly, though it wasn’t true. When her parents had come up to Columbia the previous weekend for her graduation, Linnea had been shocked at how much her father drank. He downed bourbon like water, morning and night. When she’d mentioned it to her mother, Julia had simply tightened her lips and shaken her head, both in resignation and refusal to discuss it.

“Look at you,” he said, holding her at arm’s length. “I swear, you look more like my mama every day.” He smiled wryly at her skirt. “Or maybe it’s just ’cause you’re wearing her clothes.”

“Hey, Daddy,” Linnea said with a teasing pout. “I made this skirt myself.”

“It’s right pretty,” he said, and gently tapped her nose. “Just like you.”

Palmer looked around as he walked toward her car trunk. “Where’s Cooper? I sent him out here to fetch your luggage.”

Linnea followed him. “He took off when a truck full of his friends pulled up. Lord, all those babies are becoming men already. Unleashed on an unsuspecting world.”

“I swear, that boy’s never around when you need him. He’s perfected the art of the dodge.”

“At least he made it through high school.”

Her father made a face. “Thanks to a handshake and a hefty donation. Cooper never took to school like you did. He hasn’t the sense God gave a mule.”

“Oh, he’s smart,” Linnea countered, reaching into the trunk. Defending her little brother was second nature to her. “He’s just lazy.” She pulled out a box and handed it to her father. “And he sure is cute. The girls must be going crazy.”

Palmer rubbed his jaw to hide his smile. It was obvious her father doted on the boy. “Can’t shoo ’em away with a flyswatter.” He narrowed his gaze on her. “What about you? You’ve got some fish on the hook I should meet?”

“Nope,” Linnea said, turning back to the trunk.

“Why not?” he replied, hoisting the box. “You’re as pretty as they come. I used to sleep with a shotgun by my bed when you were in high school for all the tomcats crying at your window.”

She didn’t reply because it was true. In high school she’d been an incorrigible flirt. With experience, however, she’d grown choosier.

Palmer started walking toward the house. Over his shoulder he called, “You’re not getting any younger, you know.”

Linnea felt the drag of the suitcase. “I’m only twenty-two! Hardly an old maid!”

“Your mama married me at your age.” He set the box by the door with a thunk. “Graduation in May. A bride in June.”

She wanted to say, And look how well that turned out, but she wasn’t that stupid. Linnea just parked the luggage by the door, turned on her heel and walked back to the car to carry the last vestiges of her college life into her childhood home. With each step, she felt her family’s expectations closing in around her.
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THE SKY WAS as black as tar by the time Cara left the mainland to cross the Connector Bridge to the island. Few stars shone through the night, the moon was hidden by clouds, and the vast acres of salt marsh were as inky as the sky. Ahead, tiny red lights blinked on the island’s water tower, and here and there golden light shone from a few houses. At last, she’d arrived.

“Isle of Palms.”

The name slid from her mouth in a sigh. The gentle name of the small barrier island off the Charleston coast was synonymous with home to her. A sun-kissed place where visitors came to feel the caress of salt-tinged breezes, dip their toes into the warm waters of the Atlantic, and stare out over the expanse of sea and sky. Here they could escape from the sometimes overwhelming strains of a hectic life beyond the marshland. Her mama used to say that barrier islands protected the mainland from the storms. But in truth, the marshes protected the islands from the stress of the mainland.

Life was different on the islands. The pace was slower, the summer wind stronger. And that threat of losing all possessions during the hurricane season had taught Cara early that true joy came from loved ones, not loved things. Knowing that helped her feel free.

Cara flashed back to one particular blustery night when a tidal surge from a hurricane had pushed past the dunes to race through the house. She and her mama had huddled in the attic crawl space, clinging to each other while the water rose higher and higher. On that terrible night, Lovie had held her hand, looked deeply into her eyes, and told her she was leaving the beach house to her, because Lovie knew Cara understood the power of the beach house as a sanctuary.

And it was true. Cara had always been happy at the beach house. Her best memories had been born on this island. She prayed that many more happy memories were yet to be forged. She felt buoyed by an air of expectancy.

Out in the ocean’s swells, the female loggerheads were biding their time, poised to swim to the beaches and begin the summer saga of nesting. Cara hoped it would be a good year, with lots of nests and thousands of turtle hatchlings to scramble to the sea. In a few weeks, the tourists would also return, swelling the island population to more than double. The summer was a busy time along the southeastern coast, but Cara wouldn’t rent her beach house this summer. Or ever again.

This time, she was home to stay.

She turned west onto Palm Boulevard, then slowed when she passed the small gray-brick house on the creek that sat tucked behind a giant live oak tree. She’d spent ten happy years in that house with Brett. A stab of bittersweet memories hitched her breath. Widowhood was a lonely state of being. She’d worked fiercely to create a new life in Chattanooga, but after three years, she still mourned. Now a strange car was parked in the driveway.

With a quick sniff, Cara gripped the steering wheel and drove on. No looking back, she told herself. She hadn’t returned to this island to wallow in the past. She’d come to build a new future, one filled with hope. Turning seaward, she drove the final few blocks. Anticipation thrummed in her veins the closer she got to home. Then she saw it: Primrose Cottage.

The pale-yellow house sat perched on the dune in the shadows of the starless night, dwarfed by the imposing mansions on either side, as small and demure as the wildflower it was named after. A few of the postwar cottages still remained on the island, nostalgic reminders of a quieter time long gone. Back when a nearly impassable maritime forest dominated the northern end.

Cara drove up the short, pebbled drive and came, at long last, to a shuddering stop. She leaned back against the headrest and breathed deeply, letting the sensation of miles flowing beneath her subside. “I’m home,” she whispered, feeling the impact of the words radiate through her body. Home at last.

The porch light shone bright over the ocean-blue door, a beacon of warm welcome.

“Thank you, Emmi,” she said, as a small smile of gratitude eased across her face. Emmaline Baker Peterson had been her best friend since childhood. She’d lived next door during the summer months for as long as Cara could remember. Cara knew she’d find milk, bread, and eggs in the fridge; fresh linens on the bed; and windows open to the evening breeze.

A whimpering noise from the backseat immediately brought her to attention. Cara swiftly glanced again in the rearview mirror. She smiled when she saw the sweet face staring back at her. The baby girl’s large, dark eyes blinked sleepily under her dark brown curls as she yawned widely. Then her legs began to kick, and her plump hands moved in agitation as she started whimpering again. Cara jumped into action. The precious child had slept for hours with nary a peep.

“I’m coming,” Cara said, and quickly released her seat belt. She swung open the car door and stepped out into the moist, balmy air. She paused a moment, breathing in the welcoming scents of wildflowers and sea after hours in the cramped, air-conditioned car. But another whimper sent her scrambling to the rear door.

“I’m here,” she crooned as she lifted the year-old child into her arms, bringing her tight against her breast. The baby smelled of milk and soap and something intangible God put there in His wisdom to protect the innocents. She kissed the top of her head, feeling the delicate strands of hair graze her lips. Soft as a prayer.

“Welcome home, Hope!”
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CARA BALANCED THE baby on her left hip as she struggled to find the right key to the front door. On the ground was a box with a chirping bird inside. The baby was slipping, and her arm strained to maintain her grip. At last a key slid in and the lock clicked. With a gusty sigh, she pushed open the front door and hoisted Hope higher on her hip. “We’re here,” she said, and stepped inside.

She immediately felt the welcome of the beach house. All was in readiness. The floors had been washed, furniture dusted, flowers set in vases. She could smell the oil soap. A small table lamp shone golden light across the living room. Not a chair or painting was out of place. All was just as she’d left it three years earlier.

Cara was humbled by her friend’s thoughtfulness. After a long day’s drive, she didn’t have to open the door to a steamy, stagnant, and stuffy house. She always had so much on her mind, projects and endless to-do lists, so when a friend took the time to do something thoughtful to make her life easier—better—just because she cared, Cara had to stop and remember that life was so much more than a job’s progress or a list of accomplishments. Life, if lived well, was enjoying random acts of kindness that elicited joy from giver and receiver alike. Each time she was reminded of this, she vowed to try to be a better giver than a receiver.

This was one of the reasons she’d returned to this beach house on Isle of Palms. Cara needed the help of her friends and family to learn how to be a good mother to Hope.

And I need the security of this little house, she thought as she surveyed the small rooms. The beach house was not grand, but it had loads of vintage charm. A row of windows overlooked the breadth of the Atlantic Ocean and gave the house an open, airy feeling. Even now when the ocean was cloaked in the evening’s velvety blackness, she could hear the gentle roll of the waves through the open windows, as soothing as a cat’s purr.

Even though the beach house was now hers, in her mind it would always be the cottage of Olivia Rutledge, Lovie to all who knew her. It had changed little over the years. The art on the walls had been painted by her mother’s friends, local artists. The same ruby and blue Oriental rugs colored the wood floors. Even the plump upholstered furniture was Lovie’s. When Cara took it over, she didn’t want to change a thing; she’d simply freshened it up. She’d painted the walls a soft ocean blue with crisp white trim, replaced the Palm Beach-y chintz with durable white fabric, and removed the countless knickknacks her mother had in every nook and cranny.

“What do you think?” she asked Hope with a gentle squeeze. “Shabby chic, but not too shabby, eh?”

The baby looked back at her with wide, uncomprehending eyes. Chuckling, Cara kissed her cheek. “Well, we look a bit shabby after that long drive. And,” she added with a sniff, “you smell like you could use a change. Let’s freshen you up. How does that sound?”

She went out the front door to pick up the bird box. Her canary, Moutarde, skittered about but didn’t utter a sound. She set the box on the table, then made a beeline to her childhood bedroom down the hall. She paused at the door, stunned by the transformation. Her old black iron bed was gone, and in its place was a brand-new white crib dolled up with pink floral sheets and ribbon-trimmed blankets. Where her painted wooden desk had once sat was a cushy white upholstered rocking chair with pink piping and a small bookshelf filled with children’s books. Cara laughed aloud at seeing the sweet green-and-pink-shaded lamp—it was a sea turtle. Emmi had raised two boys but had always wanted a girl.

“She must’ve had a field day fixing up your room,” she told Hope as she laid her on the changing table. She chatted with the baby to distract her from getting her diaper changed. “You’re going to love your aunt Emmi. I’ve known her since I was just a bit older than you. No one has a smile like Aunt Emmi.” Cara envisioned her friend’s wide, Carly Simon smile. “She’s going to make you laugh. Oh yes she will,” she added, tickling Hope’s belly and eliciting a giggle. “And smother you with kisses.” She nuzzled Hope’s cheeks. Cara had never known what joy a baby’s laughter could bring.

“And your Aunt Flo,” she continued, reaching into her baby bag and pulling out footie pajamas. Cara still felt clumsy in her newfound motherhood and secretly feared she was doing something wrong. For her, it was all trial and error. “Aunt Flo will tell you the best stories,” she said as she lifted Hope into her arms. “Most of them about turtles. She used to take care of me when I was your age.”

Cara set Hope inside the crib, noting the quick frown of disapproval that flashed across the baby’s face. “It’s okay,” she crooned. “Just stay here and play with this turtle.” She placed a stuffed toy in Hope’s lap. “I’ll be right back.”

Hope immediately began to protest, lifting her arms and crying to be picked up. Cara’s heart pinged. She couldn’t bear to hear Hope cry. “I just have to get the suitcases,” she explained with a hint of panic. “I’ll only be a minute.”

Hope was having none of it. Her cries followed Cara down the hall and out to the car. They spurred her on like stings from a whip. She dragged suitcases, bags of baby supplies, and personal belongings out of the rear of the car and up the gravel drive and front stairs, not pausing for a breath and working up a sweat. She dragged in the last bag and plopped it on the kitchen counter, winded.

“No wonder only young women have babies,” she muttered. She cast a weary glance at the pile of brown bags littering the kitchen, but a boisterous cry from Hope focused her anew. “A bottle,” she muttered, and rushed to the kitchen sink to fill the teakettle. “Mama’s coming!” she called out as she set it on the stove.

As the water heated, Cara put her fingertips to her temples to calm herself. She had adopted Hope in February, and with that single decision she’d once again changed her life. The past four months had been a steep learning curve for a woman in her fifties who had never had much to do with children. A single woman at that. Cara was never one to let the moss grow under her feet, however. Once a decision was made, action followed.

She’d given notice to the Tennessee Aquarium that she was resigning her position as the PR director—a job she’d loved—and made plans to move home to Isle of Palms to raise her child. Despite her seeming confidence, there were times, such as now, when the professional businesswoman was a complete and utter klutz.

The baby began howling. From the box on the dining room table she heard the worried peeps from her bird. With mounting hysteria Cara ripped through her carefully packed bags in search of bottles and formula. She tossed bottles, nipples, and tops onto the counter and finally found a matched set. But her success was short-lived. Opening the formula tin was like breaking into Fort Knox. Especially with her shaky fingers. Just as she pried off the stubborn lid at last, the kettle whistled, and jolting forward to grab it, she bumped the open jar of formula powder. She watched in horror as it plummeted in slow motion to the floor, exploding white, powdery milk all over the clean hardwood.

Cara gasped and stared disbelievingly at the mess. “No, no, no,” she cried, dropping to all fours and scooping what she could back into the container. As soft and fine as talcum powder, the disrupted formula created milky clouds in the air.

In that ignominious moment, all the stress of the baby’s incessant crying mixed with the strain of quitting her job in Tennessee, packing up their things to move to South Carolina, and the long, exhausting drive came crashing down on her. She slid her long legs across the floor, leaned against the counter, and brought her powdery hands to her face as her cries blended with the baby’s.

Who did she think she was fooling? She was hopeless when it came to mothering. An utter and complete failure. She was a fifty-three-year-old career woman. Her résumé was great for a PR executive, but she’d never bag a job as a mother. She couldn’t even make a bottle without screwing up.

At moments like this, her greatest fear would surface. Was it a mistake to adopt Hope?

Help me, Mama, she cried into her hands.

The baby’s cries pierced through her desolation. Cara was never one to wallow in doubt and self-pity. Her nature was to get things done. And that bottle wasn’t going to make itself. She finished scooping up as much formula as she could and dragged herself to her feet. She washed the powder from her hands and face, and with a determined swipe of her nose on her sleeve, she started anew to prepare the bottle. She worked quickly, with steady hands, but as she shook the bottle, she suddenly noticed the house had gone quiet. She froze. Hope had stopped crying.

Cara turned on her heel and rushed to the bedroom. She screeched to a halt at the door and sucked in her breath. Fear fluttered in her heart. But as she slowly exhaled, the fear dissipated and wonder took its place. It was as if time were standing still. A hazy white light shimmered near the crib. Hope was standing, clutching the railing. No longer crying, her face bore the sweetest grin of pleasure as she cooed and babbled at the glowing light beside her.

And in that shimmering light Cara saw her mother, or rather, a ghost of Lovie. Transparent yet real. There was no mistaking her. Lovie’s hair was pulled back in her usual chignon, her profile serene as she gazed at the child. Then, in a breath, her mother turned her head and looked up.

Cara felt the unspeakable power of a mother’s gaze. The light seemed to enter her soul, permeate her being, and warm her. Reassure her. Comfort her. Lovie smiled, and Cara felt the weight of her hopelessness lift from her shoulders. In that miraculous instant, she knew she was going to be all right.

Then, in a blink, the light disappeared, and Lovie was gone.

“Mama?” she called out. Cara suddenly wondered if she’d imagined it all. She shook her head and looked down at Hope. The child gazed back at her with innocent eyes.

Cara hugged the little girl and crooned softly as she rocked her in her arms. The room was filled with the scent of jasmine. Her mother’s scent.

“Thank you, Mama.”



Chapter Two
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The scientific name for loggerheads is Caretta caretta. It is the third largest of seven sea turtle species, including the leatherback, olive ridley, hawksbill, flatback, green sea turtle, and Kemp’s ridley.

THE MORNING SUN crept into the room like a thief, slipping through openings in the plantation shutters and stealing away precious moments of sleep. Outside her window a cardinal sang his dawn song as strident as a bugle’s call, signaling the start of a bright spring day. Cara plopped a pillow over her head with a groan. Every muscle ached from the push of packing and the long drive. Plus, Hope had awoken three or four times in the night. She was teething, poor dear, but they were both paying the price for it. Cara yawned. Even her bones ached. She wanted to sleep for hours.

No sooner did drowsiness slide over her again than she heard a short cry from Hope. Cara held her breath, hoping it was a passing whimper and she would be able to go back to sleep. But no . . . the dulcet tones of Hope’s cries soon joined the birdsong. She groaned again. This song she couldn’t ignore. She tossed off the pillow and covers, then dragged herself out of the cushy bed.

Her mother’s four-poster was high off the ground and dominated the room. The floors and trim were dark wood, but everything else was white—the walls, the lace curtains, the crisp bed linen. Unlike the rest of the house, where paintings covered the walls, only one hung in this room. It had been her mother’s favorite, commissioned when Cara and her brother, Palmer, were very young. In it, two children played together on the beach, building a sand castle with a bucket and spade, the boy with white-blond hair, the girl’s dark. The island had been a paradise for Cara and her brother growing up, and she intended to pass on that lifestyle to her own daughter.

She rose and went to the bathroom to splash cool water on her face. She glanced in the mirror as she patted her face dry, then lowered her hands and studied her reflection. She let her fingers comb through her very short hair. Seeing the new style still had the power to startle her. She’d worn her thick, dark hair to her shoulders, or longer, all her life. It was a glossy mane, an enviable feature and arguably one of her better ones. When she’d adopted Hope, however, she wanted to make a different statement. Cutting her hair short seemed a powerful way to embark on a journey of personal transformation. What better way to begin than with the literal cutting off of the old and starting anew?

Hope was standing in the crib, her arms outstretched, when Cara arrived. She paused, her heart beating quicker. She never failed to be amazed that this sweet baby wanted her and accepted her as her mother . . . despite her ineptness. Cara brought the baby close to her, kissing her cheeks that were still flushed and warm from sleep. Ah, yes, she thought. This makes waking up at dawn worth it.

She changed Hope’s diaper, grateful it was just wet, and managed to fasten all the snaps and buttons without caffeine. She plodded into the kitchen, then stopped and surveyed the mess of scattered bottles and spilled formula from the night before. She took a deep breath.

“Our first day home,” she told Hope with a gentle shake of encouragement. “Let’s make it a good one.”

After a few clumsy attempts at keeping Hope from rummaging through the bags, she managed to get the high chair set up and Hope strapped safely in. She set a few Cheerios in front of her, then began to clean the floor and counters, still groggy from lack of caffeine.

Suddenly the kitchen door flew open and an elderly woman breezed in. Her bright white hair was cut short, and she wore brown nylon cargo pants and a green TURTLE TEAM T-shirt. Her blue eyes were as bright as a torch, and she was all smiles.

“Caretta!”

“Flo!” Cara exclaimed, her hand at her heart. She shouldn’t have been surprised. Flo had freely strolled into her kitchen for as long as she could remember. Her mother’s best friend, Flo Prescott was like a second mother to Cara and Emmi, especially since both of their mothers had passed. Cara ran into the old woman’s arms.

“You scared me half to death!”

“Welcome home, baby girl,” Flo said, her soft arms wrapping around Cara and patting her on the back. She leaned back and gently shook Cara’s shoulders, her bright eyes shining. “Took you long enough.”

Cara took a moment to absorb the shock of Flo’s aging. Her skin was paler, her short hair wispy at the crown, and the sharp gleam in her eyes dimmed. It had only been a year since she had last seen her . . . but in that short time, Flo had aged dramatically.

“Hey, girlfriend!” Behind her a younger woman with fiery red hair and a wide grin entered with beckoning arms. This one hadn’t changed at all.

“Emmi!” Cara ran to her, lingering a moment in her best friend’s tight embrace, comforted by her familiar scent. She was transported back to childhood. School was out, she’d just arrived on the island, and the first thing she did was run straight to Emmi Baker’s house. They’d squeal as they ran into each other’s arms and hug as if they’d been apart for ages instead of one school year. Now women, they still hugged each other with the same enthusiasm.

“Lord, I’ve missed you,” Emmi said into her ear with a squeeze.

“It’s so good to see you both again. I’ve missed you, too,” Cara said, pulling back. Emmi was already lightly tanned and her nose and cheeks were sprinkled with freckles. They were the same age, born only a week apart, and when Cara saw the wrinkles forming around Emmi’s eyes and on her forehead, she knew Emmi was spotting them on her face as well. Thanks to L’Oréal, neither of them showed any gray. Emmi’s hair was the same Scottish red. The only change was the additional pounds she’d gained each year since menopause that seemed to settle in her hips. Broad in the beam, as Lovie used to say.

Emmi scrunched up her face. “You haven’t changed a bit. Except for your hair. You cut it!”

Cara’s hand flew to her cropped hair. “I needed a change. What do you think?”

Emmi crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes as she considered it. “Very Anne Hathaway of you. You still look sensational, damn you. With your bone structure, you can pull off that short hair. Me? I’d look like Howdy Doody. If he had big hips.”

Emmi’s big smile and laugh were so infectious that Cara had to laugh too.

“I’ve put on almost ten pounds this year,” Emmi told her with a pat on her belly. “I started watching TV and stopped exercising. But the turtle team season has started and I’m out on the beach walking every day. It’ll drop off.”

“If you lay off the wine,” Flo muttered.

“Never!” Emmi fired back with a laugh. “Speaking of which,” she said to Cara, “there should be a few bottles in the fridge.”

“I can’t thank you enough for all you did to get the house ready. I didn’t get in until very late, and it made all the difference in the world to have a clean house and fresh sheets.”

Flo just waved her hand in friendly dismissal. “Pshaw. It was nothing. You’d do the same for us. Now, enough talk. Where’s that baby?” Her sharp gaze darted around; spotting the baby, she clapped her hands together. “Look at you!” she exclaimed, making a beeline toward Hope. “Aren’t you precious? Give me some sugar.”

Cara watched with uncertainty as Flo bustled toward the baby. Hope’s eyes widened and her lips quivered. Flo was a dear, but her personality could come on a little strong sometimes.

“Don’t pounce. You’ll scare her!” Emmi admonished.

Flo stopped and looked back, confused. But it was too late. Hope scrunched up her face and wailed.

Cara rushed to pick her up and soothe her. It wasn’t how she’d hoped this first meeting would go. She wanted Flo and Emmi to love Hope just as much as she did.

“She’s tired,” she said by way of excuse. “Neither of us got much sleep last night. She’s teething and must’ve woken up half a dozen times.”

“Oh, honey, no worries. It’s just the strange place,” Emmi said. “She doesn’t know where she is, is all. She’ll get used to it.” She laughed. “In time.” She bent at the waist and spoke to Hope in high-pitched baby talk. “Well, hey there, butter bean. Aren’t you a pretty thing? I’m your aunt Emmi. I’ve been waiting to meet you. We’re going to be the best of friends.”

Cara watched as Hope listened, eyes wide and clutching Cara’s robe. She rewarded Emmi with a shaky smile.

“Well, lookee there,” Flo said with a shake of her head. “I guess I am a tad loud for babies.”

“Hope just needs to get to know you,” Cara was quick to reply. “Soon she’ll be running over to your house like Emmi and I did. And you’ll teach her all about the sea turtles, like Mama would have.”

Flo took a seat at the table and rested her elbow on it. “I expect you’ll be teaching her all about the turtles. You’re coming back on the turtle team, aren’t you?”

Cara puffed out a breath. “In time,” she replied, hedging.

“The time is now,” Flo said matter-of-factly. “Season’s already begun. We’ve got three nests already.”

“Three already? We don’t usually get any till maybe next week.”

“We had the earliest nest on record. April thirtieth.”

“April?” Cara repeated, stunned.

“So, we’re off and running.” Flo paused, and shrugged wearily. “I’m not as up-and-at-’em as I once was. Moving a bit slower now. Emmi could use some help on the team.”

Cara felt Hope’s body meld into hers, as though she’d always belonged in her arms. This little one had changed her every decision.

“I don’t know,” she said in a tone that implied no. “Mornings are pretty unpredictable with Hope. I can’t just tell her to wait for breakfast.”

“Why not?”

“Flo!” Emmi said with a guffaw. “What you know about babies wouldn’t fill a thimble.” To Cara she added, “I think we should let her babysit one morning and see for herself.”

Flo shot Emmi a withering look.

“You’ll both have ample opportunities to babysit,” Cara said, putting Hope back into the high chair. After a few squawks, Hope relinquished her grip on Cara’s robe, and soon her chubby fingers were grabbing Cheerios. Cara brought her hand to her throbbing head. “I can’t make a decision until I make coffee.”

Emmi rushed to the sink. “I’ll make the coffee. You sit.”

“Thank you. I am tired. Everyone always tells you how glorious it is to have a baby. How cute they are. How fulfilling. And that’s all true. . . . But no one tells you how hard it is physically. It’s been a grueling few months. Honestly, when I look back, I can’t believe how completely my life changed in such a short span of time. Utterly and completely changed.”

Emmi filled the kettle, then put it on the stove to boil. “We really don’t know very much about it.”

“And we’ve got a lot of questions,” added Flo. She indicated the child with a thrust of her chin.

“I’m sure you do. Let me get Hope settled before I launch into my story.” Cara ran her hand through her tousled hair and sighed. “It’s a long one and complicated.” She rose.

“I’ll do it,” Emmi said. “Just tell me what you want done.”

“It’s easier if I just do it myself.” Cara went to the counter and mixed dry baby cereal with formula as Emmi gathered mugs, pulled cream from the fridge, and scooped tablespoons of ground coffee into the paper filter. Cara couldn’t help but notice how Flo stayed seated and was gently tapping her fingers on the high chair to amuse Hope. Years back, Flo would’ve been a tornado in the kitchen, pushing them aside to get the tasks done.

Soon the heady scent of freshly brewed coffee filled the air. Cara carried a steaming mug in one hand and the baby’s bowl in the other. Emmi carried two more cups and handed the one with lots of milk and one teaspoon of sugar to Flo, her familiarity a product of the two women sharing the house next door for more than ten years.

Cara spooned cereal into Hope’s mouth, and for several minutes the women watched in silent amusement as the little girl opened her mouth eagerly, fists clenched, for every bite.

Flo said, “She looks like a baby bird.”

“She has a good appetite,” Cara said a bit smugly.

“Count your blessings,” Emmi said. “For as tall as my boys grew, they were finicky eaters. Mealtimes were battles.”

Flo chuckled. “Well, you won the war. You raised some strapping fellows.”

Emmi smiled with satisfaction. “I did.” She sipped her coffee.

Emmi’s older son, James, was a surgeon living in Chapel Hill. He was married and had made her a grandmother. “How old is Jamie now?”

“I have to think,” Emmi said with a short laugh, and counted on her fingers. “Thirty-one.”

“You have a thirty-one-year-old son,” Cara said, bringing another spoonful to Hope’s open mouth. “And here I am raising a one-year-old. It’s rather daunting. And that makes John . . .” She paused, doing the math. “Thirty?”

“Last month.”

“What I want to know is how you found this sweet baby to adopt,” Flo said. “You don’t tell us anything until that phone call announcing you’d adopted a baby girl. You could’ve knocked me over with a feather.”

“What do you mean?” Emmi asked. “Cara always wanted to adopt. Don’t you remember? It was Brett who didn’t want to.” She darted a look at Cara, gauging how she reacted to the mention of Brett’s name.

“I did,” Cara said in a calm tone. Hearing Brett’s name was still a pinprick in her heart, but after three years she could handle it. “But that was while I was married. After Brett died, I didn’t pursue adoption. As a single older woman, I didn’t think I had much of a chance.”

“That’s not true,” Flo said. As a former social worker, this was her area of expertise. “I’m long retired, but I keep up in my field. More people are adopting later in life than ever before. Age is no barrier, except you still have to be twenty-one.”

“So I learned. . . .” Cara let her fingertips gently smooth back the soft curls from Hope’s face. “Hope found me.” Cara spooned the last bit of cereal into Hope’s mouth, dabbed away the mess with the bib, then wrestled her out of the high chair and into her lap.

“Let me hold her,” Emmi said, setting down her mug. She came over and smiled at the baby, hands out.

No one could resist Emmi’s smile. Cara was convinced that was what had snagged the boy both of them were angling for in seventh grade. Hope fell for the charm too and went willingly into Emmi’s arms.

“You didn’t pursue the adoption?” Flo continued. “Then how . . . ?”

Cara paused, gathering the pertinent details of the long and emotional story. “I met this young woman while working at the aquarium. She was an intern. Pretty, vivacious, a bright girl. She was interested in nonprofits, particularly in PR, so she latched on to me.” She smiled in memory of the girl she’d grown fond of over the year. “We got along well—you know how I love mentoring young women: Toy, Heather. And then Elena. That was her name. In a way, each of them was like a daughter to me. I guess that makes me the proverbial wise old crone.” She laughed and looked down at the channel-set diamond wedding band she wore on her right hand now. Her smile faded, remembering how this story ended.

“Elena shadowed me for several months, and we grew quite close. Neither of us knew many people in the city. She was from Mexico; did I mention that?”

The two women shook their heads.

“But her English was flawless. We would have lunch together at work, and once we even went to a Spanish guitar concert together. Then she just disappeared.” She lifted her shoulders. “No good-bye, no note. Nothing. I was hurt, I can’t lie. But I wrote it off to the callousness of youth.”

Hope made a noise, but Emmi gave her the spoon, which she promptly inserted into her mouth.

Cara continued in a somber voice: “It wasn’t callousness at all, though. I should have known that wasn’t like Elena.” She paused. “It turned out she was pregnant. Apparently a one-night stand with some American boy she thought was cute. She drank too much. . . .” She shrugged and lifted her palms as if to say, You know the rest of this story.

“ ‘Apparently’?” asked Emmi. “You don’t know?”

Cara shook her head. “I never talked to Elena. Never saw her again. One day last January I got a message from Social Services. They told me that Elena had died after a car crash and that she had a daughter. They contacted me because Elena had listed me as next of kin at the hospital.”

“Next of kin? But . . .” Emmi tilted her head. “Can she do that? You’re not related.”

“Apparently she can.”

“Next of kin is a legal term,” Flo explained. “But . . .” She turned again to Cara. “The agency seeks first to place the child with family, a relative. Didn’t she have parents? Grandparents?”

“She does. In Mexico. Elena was in the country illegally, so it slowed the investigation down. Eventually they tracked her family down through the school she was enrolled in in Chattanooga. Turns out they’re a well-to-do family, and I’m sure they were heartbroken by the news. But according to the agency, they were ashamed that Elena had had a child in America and cut her off.”

“Imagine cutting your child off in a foreign country,” said Emmi. “There’s nothing my boys could do that would make me that kind of angry.”

“We don’t know what really happened,” Flo said. “They may have offered to fly her home, put the baby up for adoption.”

Cara spoke again. “Poor Elena. Whatever they said, she didn’t feel like she could go home, and she remained here as an illegal alien. Trapped between a rock and a hard place. Pregnant, alone, and then with a new baby. It must’ve been very hard. She worked as a maid at a hotel.” Cara exhaled heavily. “Now that I’m taking care of Hope, I swear, I don’t know how she managed.”

“Horrible. Sad,” Flo said, her eyes flashing. “I’ve seen that happen far too often.”

“That was pretty much Toy’s story,” recalled Emmi. “Her parents gave her the boot and Lovie took her in.”

Cara remembered the bumpy road she’d traveled with Toy Sooner, her mother’s caretaker, when she’d arrived at the beach house after leaving Chicago. She’d been jealous of their relationship at first, but in time she came to feel like Toy’s older sister. She adored Toy and was an aunt to her daughter, Little Lovie. That sweet child had filled a deep void in her and Brett’s life during the years they’d tried for a child of their own.

“I only wish Elena had tried to contact me. I’d have helped her. I remember how tough it was when I first left home. My parents had abandoned me. I felt I was on my own with no one looking out for me.”

“You made it,” Emmi said with admiration.

Cara nodded. She didn’t think she could ever fully explain to her best friend how hard and lonely those years of being young, alone, and without support had been and what they had cost her.

“Look how far Toy has come,” Emmi added.

“I’m sure Elena could have too. But she’ll never have the chance now. . . .”

The women lapsed into silence, each brooding over the sadness of the situation.

Flo scratched her head. “I’m trying to get this straight. The agency tried to place the baby with relatives first. And no one claimed her? No uncles or aunts?”

Cara shook her head. “No one.”

“So they contacted you.”

“Yes.”

“Extraordinary.” Flo smirked. “I’m guessing they did an assessment to determine you were, as they say, fit and willing?”

“Oh, yes,” Cara replied with an eye roll. “Honestly, I didn’t think I’d pass the grade. A single woman in my fifties. On the one hand, getting older isn’t easy on the ego. But on the other hand, I can be proud that I’m financially stable and”—she lifted her brows in mock modesty—“relatively mature. We older parents have devoted decades to building careers and are now ready to say yes to being parents.”

She took a long sip of her coffee and set the mug back on the table. “And a lot of us are women like me who’ve spent years trying. Infertility treatments, waiting and waiting, only to be disappointed. The heartbreak. The money spent. The years wasted. All those years dreaming and hoping. Then giving up. And then suddenly this . . .” Even now, after all these months, the realization had the power to give her pause. “This opportunity to be a mother came out of nowhere. I was speechless. A deer caught in the headlights. I swear I couldn’t breathe for days while I agonized over the decision.”

“But why?” Emmi asked. “You’d wanted this for so long. It was a gift.”

“I wasn’t sure if I was up to the task.”

“Why didn’t you call me?” asked Emmi, her voice gentled.

“I couldn’t. I didn’t want to call anyone. This decision I had to make alone.”

“I guess I can see that,” Emmi said softly.

“I had a lot to think about. Was I too old? What would I do about my job? Could I afford it? Did I want to be a mother at my age? When Brett died, that dream died with him. I was trying hard . . . so hard . . . to move on. To make a new life for myself.”

Emmi reached out to place her hand on Cara’s arm in unspoken understanding.

“Then one night I had this dream. It was so real, like watching a scene in a movie, only I was in it. Mama, too. I could smell her perfume.” She looked at Emmi and Flo to gauge their reaction. The two women had leaned forward, listening intently. “It was during the hurricane, that last summer with Mama.”

“Ah, yes,” Flo said in a breath of understanding.

“The tidal surge had pushed into the house, and the water was rising foot by foot. I’ll never forget walking through the blood-warm water in the middle of the night, worrying about snakes or God knew what else. We were sitting in the dusty, steamy attic space, holding on to each other while the wind screamed and tore at the roof overhead and the inky waters rose higher in the house.”

Cara shivered in memory.

“But despite the storm’s fury, Mama was as calm as the eye of the hurricane.” Cara could feel again her mother’s arms around her. “I heard her voice as clear as a bell in my dream. She told me the same thing she did that night. She spoke in that same raspy voice. Remember that?”

“Of course,” said Emmi.

“It was from all the coughing,” added Flo.

Emmi prodded, “So what did she say?”

Cara wiped her eyes, remembering. “I’m sorry. I’m just tired.”

Emmi reached for her hand. “We miss her too.”

“That night I asked Mama,” Cara continued, “ ‘How will I find my happiness? How will I know?’ Mama cupped my face and smiled. I swear, in my dream I felt the force of that smile enter my soul like a beam of light. It gave me strength, filled me with faith. ‘You’ll know, my precious,’ she told me. ‘One day you’ll look up and see it—and just know.’ ”

She looked at Flo and Emmi, silent and thoughtful.

“When I awoke the following morning, I was filled with a sense of peace. Like a storm passing, my mind was clear. Later that day I met Hope for the first time. It might sound strange, but it felt predestined. I looked at her and I just knew she was mine.”

“Oh, Cara . . .” Emmi said.

“And I knew I had to come home. I want to raise Hope here, at the beach house where I’ve been happy and where I hope she will be too. Here, with you.” She squeezed Emmi’s hand. “And you.” She looked over to Flo and met the older woman’s blue gaze. “And Toy and Ethan, Heather and Bo, Palmer and Julia, Linnea, Cooper. You’re my family. I need you. And so does Hope.”

“It takes a village,” Flo said in summary.

“We’re here. Right next door. And our door’s always open.”

Cara nodded, taking a resolute breath. “I know.”

“By the way, did you name her Hope?” asked Emmi. “Because it’s kind of perfect.”

Cara shook her head and looked at Hope, her dark brown eyes never wavering from Cara’s. She felt the love for her child pumping through her veins. “Elena named her Esperanza. ‘Hope’ in English.”

Emmi smiled. “Like I said. Perfect.”



Chapter Three
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Loggerheads have gorgeous reddish-brown carapaces and get their name from their massive heads and strong jaws that can crack hard-shelled creatures like conch, crab, clams, mussels, and sea urchins.

IT WAS STRANGE living back under her parents’ roof. For the last four years, Linnea had lived an independent life. She liked being able to do what she wanted, when she wanted. That freedom had been hard-won from her hovering parents, and she wasn’t willing to relinquish it.

Although, she thought with a glance around her room, it is a beautiful prison. Linnea was lying on her back, legs crossed, on her four-poster rice bed. Their house on Tradd Street was a historic gem. Her grandmother, Lovie, had restored it from near ruin back in the 1960s when she and her grandfather, Stratton, bought it. Lovie had returned the great house to its original state of elegance. She’d expanded the gardens, too, and to this day, the house was on the city’s garden tour schedule. When Linnea’s father inherited the house from his parents, her mother had upheld Lovie’s standards. Julia truly loved the house and had not only maintained it but also updated it with impeccable taste befitting the treasured family antiques. Her daddy was always complaining about the cost, but Linnea knew he was proud of the family home.

Linnea’s room had once been her aunt Cara’s. Her mother had redecorated it with gorgeous wallpaper covered with creamy white magnolias. She also had her own bathroom with vintage black-and-white linoleum that she’d begged her mother to keep. Cooper slept in his father’s childhood room down the long hallway with a guest room in between—which suited her just fine. The house was divided into “the upstairs” and “the downstairs.” Though never spoken, it was understood that the upstairs was spared her parents’ purview, since their master suite was on the main floor.

Linnea stretched out on her mattress, closing her eyes. Her head was still spinning and her mouth felt like it was filled with cotton after last night. The long string of graduation parties was continuing in Charleston as more of her high school friends returned home from colleges all across the country. Texts were blowing up her phone. She opened her eyes and checked her texts.

Dale back! Party at the Darling at 8

Going to the darling? Can I borrow your red Louboutins?

Leslie’s is on SI. Bring wine . . . lots of wine

She found the endless round of parties to be just a continuation of the college weekend binge drinking. Only it seemed to be a perpetual weekend. They were blending one into the other—lots of drinking, laughing, acting like high school students again. She could predict what the next round of parties would be. Dale’s would be a private dinner party for twelve in a private room in a restaurant thrown by his exuberant parents, who were thrilled he’d been accepted to med school. Then it was on to Jessica’s family beach house on Sullivan’s Island. The cottage would be crammed from porch to rafter.

Linnea had had way too much to drink at last night’s party. She usually wasn’t a heavy drinker, but last night, Darby Middleton had shown up. They’d been serious in high school and he’d been her escort to her debut at the St. Cecilia Ball. But their parents’ calculated efforts and not-so-subtle hints, like showing how beautiful her new monogram would be, helped split them up. They went their separate ways in college—he to Sewanee and she to USC. Last night, however, Darby had looked even more handsome than she remembered. Unfortunately, he ruined the impression by getting too handsy in a dark corner. She’d remembered him being a good kisser, but something was missing. As with the parties, Linnea had grown bored and pushed him away.

She and her girlfriends had ended up crashing on the spare beds of the beach house like a pile of puppies rather than risk driving home. She’d risen at the crack of dawn, drunk gallons of water, then made her way back to Charleston. Thankfully the iron gates didn’t squeak. She’d tiptoed into the house as quiet as a mouse, careful not to awaken her parents, then spent the day in her room, sleeping and drinking coconut water for hydration.

She put her arm over her eyes to quiet her throbbing temples. She was finished with these endless parties. She felt restless, but she wasn’t sure what her next step should be. She was a college graduate. She was supposed to be a grown-up ready to tackle a nine-to-five job, Monday through Friday. The trouble was, she couldn’t find a job in her field and she had no idea what to do without one. Should she seek an internship? But she’d done that, and it felt like just postponing her leap into the real world. Marriage was not even on the table, much to her mother’s despair. Maybe grad school? But she hadn’t a clue what area to focus on. She’d been searching for a job for months. Organizations wouldn’t hire her because she didn’t have experience, yet no one was giving her a job to get that experience. It was all such a merry-go-round and so very frustrating.

The dinner bell sounded. Linnea groaned. She hated that dinner bell. Her mother had brought back an enormous cowbell from Switzerland and thought it was a clever way to call the children to dinner. It might’ve been clever when Linnea was ten years old, but at twenty-two, it was insulting. She pushed herself up on her elbows. Her mother would bang that damn bell until she came running.

“Coming!” Linnea called out, then grimaced as pain ricocheted through her head. There wasn’t enough water and aspirin in the world to flush this hangover away. With an aggrieved sigh, she slid from her bed and walked into her bathroom. She splashed cold water on her face, relishing the shock to her sluggish system. She stared back at her face, pale and wan, from behind the towel. She looked terrible. Her blue eyes were traitorously red-rimmed and puffy. She rummaged through her makeup drawer for eyedrops and a bit of brown shadow. Then she added blush to her cheeks and even applied lip gloss. Finally, she ran a brush through her blond hair and pulled it back with a clasp. She had to pass her mother’s radar. She slipped a green vintage sundress over her head and while she did up the front buttons slid her feet into sandals.

The bell rang again, more persistently this time. Linnea turned off the light, but instead of going directly downstairs, she took a detour to check on her brother. She raised her fist in the air to knock, then paused to sniff. There was no mistaking the scent of pot. She knocked once and swung open the door without waiting for a reply. In the darkened room her brother slept like the dead, snoring and stretched out on his belly, his feet hanging over the side of the mattress. Apparently, the dinner bell hadn’t registered through his haze. She crinkled her nose at the stench of stale alcohol.

“Cooper. Get up,” she said, wiggling his foot. “It’s dinnertime.”

He waved her away drunkenly. “Go away.”

“It reeks in here.”

No reply. She wiggled his foot again but only got a grunt for a response. At least he was alive. She drew closer and gave his shoulders a hard shake.

“Whaaat?”

“Get up. It’s dinnertime.”

“Don’ wann any,” he slurred.

“What time did you get in last night?”

“One,” he mumbled against his pillow.

“That’s not too late.”

“Afternoon.”

“What?” Linnea was stunned. “You stayed out all night?”

He only grunted in reply.

“Mama’s going to kill you.”

“She knows.”

Linnea felt frustration bubble in her veins. If she’d dared stay out all night in high school, she’d have been disowned.

“I went fishing.” Cooper turned to his side. His dark curls fell over his thick brows, covering his bloodshot eyes.

Linnea smirked. She knew fishing and hunting weekends at the lodge were nothing but excuses for the boys to go out to the country and drink themselves senseless. God help anyone fool enough to put a gun in their hands. She hated to think what would happen.

“Well, come on, then. You need some food in your stomach.”

He groaned and fell back on his stomach. “Can’t. Sick.”

Linnea looked around the darkened room. Clothes were strewn upon the floor, drawers were spilling over, and dirty dishes cluttered the desk. It smelled like a sty. A flicker of worry brought her closer to sit on the edge of his bed.

“Hey,” she asked in a gentler tone, “are you okay?”

“Yeah.”

“Look at me.”

“Go away.”

“I’m serious. Look at me.”

Cooper groaned again, more from annoyance, but he complied, raising himself up on his elbows and opening his eyes. He stared at her with bug-eyed exaggeration.

“See?”

Linnea peered into them and was satisfied the pupils were not dilated. “Okay,” she said, “but slow down on the drinking. You look like shit.”

He smiled lazily. “I love you too.”

She shoved him gently, smiling. “So,” she said, trying to start a conversation. “How are you? Really.”

Cooper pushed the thick curls from his face and shifted to sit back against the bed frame. “Okay,” he said on a long yawn. “Glad to be out of school. I need a break. Soccer was tough. Basketball was the bomb.”

Linnea knew sports were important to Cooper, so she feigned interest. “Go Cyclones. What college sports will you play?”

Cooper’s face darkened. “I don’t know. I was recruited by USC for soccer.”

“That’s great!”

He shrugged and picked a nail. “I’m going to the Citadel.”

“Oh, well then, go Bulldogs.”

“Yeah.”

He seemed despondent, but it could’ve just been the hangover. “Are you excited to begin college? Get out of the house?”

“No.” He snorted. “I’ll just be on the other side of town.”

“Yeah, but you’ll still be out.”

“I’ll be a knob.”

Linnea couldn’t help her outbreak of laughter. “Sorry,” she said, covering her mouth. That was the term for freshmen at the Citadel. He’d have his head shaved and live a military lifestyle. And the hazing of knobs was legendary. This was the first she’d heard that he’d chosen the Citadel. She’d been asking her brother about his college decision for months, but he’d been evasive.

“What made you decide on the Citadel?”

Cooper stared at his hands. “Dad decided.”

The humor fled. “Oh. But you agreed, right?”

“I did what I was told.”

“Oh, Coop,” she said.

Linnea studied her baby brother. He looked like the perfect jock and privileged boy, but he had a soft underbelly. Under his nonchalant façade, she knew he felt things intensely. And he avoided confrontations. Cooper was a team player, a trait that helped in sports and popularity, but took its toll in his personal life. Sometimes, though, like now, she wanted to give him a swift kick in the butt.

“It’s your life, Coop. You’re not a kid anymore. I mean, you’re the one going to college.”

“Not college. The military. I’m going to the Citadel.” He spat the name out with venom.

She stared at him. “You don’t want to go there?”

Cooper’s face flushed with anger. “No, I don’t want to go there!”

She was taken aback. Cooper was slow to anger. “Then why did you apply?”

“I didn’t choose it. Dad did! I wanted to go to USC and told him that. Even got some scholarship money for basketball.” He released a short laugh. “If you could go there, why couldn’t I?” He shook his head. “That’s when I got the long lecture about how Rutledge men go to the Citadel. How he went, and Granddad went, and how I damn well was going too.”
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