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To my fabulous friend Millie Warren, who took me back to camp and helped me find this story (while we may or may not have been stranded at sea)










PROLOGUE CAMP HOLLY SPRINGS [image: ]



June 14, 1998


THE FIRST DAY OF CAMP Holly Springs is like shaking a bottle of soda and taking off the cap: an overflowing, effervescent explosion of sweet, delicious chaos. Girls and their parents, counselors, and staff members fizz over in every direction, campers squealing with joy at being reunited, first-years sobbing with fear, counselors and staff trying to comfort or celebrate, and parents seeking someone with whom to discuss their very specific list of concerns.


But six-year-old Daphne Miller isn’t fizzing or sobbing. She is simply studying, taking in the green travel trunks being unloaded from back seats, the brothers and sisters—who likely spend most of their time at home bickering—promising to write, the mothers slathering layers of zinc on their daughters’ noses as if they can make it last for two weeks.


Daphne’s aunt, June, owns Camp Holly Springs, and her mother, Melanie, didn’t come to camp drop-off. She is busy relocating them from the only home Daphne has ever known in sleepy Cape Carolina to Manhattan so they can live with her brand-new husband, Vincent. In fact, Melanie was so preoccupied by the move that she allowed young Daphne to fly here alone, a fact that horrified her aunt June. A six-year-old girl should not, in June’s opinion, be an unaccompanied minor. But, then again, June is not in charge. Melanie is.


Last night, Daphne shared June’s double bed in her small director’s cabin, where June lives all year. “I know it’s hard to be away from your mom, but we are going to have the best summer. This is just the beginning for you, Daphne,” June said. “I came to camp for the first time when I was your age. So did your mommy. So did Grandma Laura. You are a legacy.” That made Daphne’s heart swell with pride. Her aunt, mother, and grandmother were camp-raised by this same snaking blue-green stretch of river next to June’s tiny home. Daphne has been spoon-fed stories of campouts in the woods, talent show disasters, and sneaking cookie dough from the camp kitchen her entire life. She has been preparing for this moment for as long as she can remember, when she would leave her mother to spend a summer making memories and—she’s heard—best friends.


But right now, looking around at the soggy, sniveling group of babies being dropped off at the Songbird Cabin, where the youngest campers stay, Daphne feels like she’s been sold a bill of goods. She can’t imagine making friendship bracelets in the arts and crafts hut with any of these girls, who are acting more like preschoolers than rising first graders.


Then June approaches their cabin. June, the director, is royalty here. Everyone fights for her attention, her respect. Because she is the one who makes dreams come to life.


Today, June feels proud and happy because opening day of camp is what she and her team work for all year long. It is as if Holly Springs knows this. The grass looks greener, the river sparkles brighter, and the sails on the boats point higher toward the sky on the first day. Even the fifty-year-old raw wood cabins, with their screened doors and windows, seem less rustic and more charming.


Even while June’s time is divided among campers, parents, and staff, her thoughts are always with her niece. She worries because, unbeknownst to Daphne, her sister—Daphne’s mother—isn’t only moving. After being clean and sober for seven years, she is back on drugs, the demon she has fought relentlessly. The only change is Melanie’s new husband and his pie-in-the-sky promises. June doesn’t trust him.


Upon seeing her niece, June kneels down and wraps Daphne in a hug. She hopes no one else can see the tears that fill her eyes. Today is a huge day for June, but she is scared for her sister, for her niece.


Over June’s shoulder, Daphne spots Lanier, a girl she knows vaguely, who was in the other kindergarten class at her school. Then she spots Mary Stuart, who looks shy but sweet. Daphne loves the stack of woven ankle bracelets she is wearing and needs to know how to make them. Lanier and Mary Stuart smile tentatively at Daphne. She smiles back shyly.


As Lanier and Mary Stuart approach, June can tell, in the way only a camp director who has been at this a very long time can, that these three have a special connection, a spark. June gathers Mary Stuart and Lanier in her hug with Daphne. It is a magic hug that, somehow, gives them a glimpse into what they have to look forward to this summer. Their lives are about to change.


“It’s here,” June says. “Your first summer.” She pulls back to look at Daphne, Mary Stuart, and Lanier in their matching Camp Holly Springs uniforms. She takes a deep breath. “The summer of songbirds,” she says. “Girls, I can promise you one thing: This will be the best summer of your lives.”


Daphne, cheered by her aunt’s words, wordlessly reaches out to take Lanier’s and Mary Stuart’s hands. They are songbirds. Songbirds help each other, right? She will make them feel at home here. She knows she can. So she puts on her brightest face, the one she sometimes has to fake when her mom is sick. Only, this time, it’s real. “Come on!” she yells.


“Fair winds and following seas!” June calls behind them, the traditional camp See you later filling her heart with pride. She watches as the three little girls run off through the seemingly endless expanse of green under a perfect blue sky. She doesn’t know where they are going, but that is part of the Camp Holly Springs magic. Little girls can be free here. They will find a place. Of that, she is one hundred percent sure.


You belong here, she wants to call after the three little girls. Because at Camp Holly Springs, we all do.










Daphne HARD THINGS [image: ]





Subject: Hard Things


To: daphne@millerlaw.com; lanier@bookmasters.com


Dearest Songbirds,


I AM GETTING MARRIED TOMORROW!! CAN YOU EVEN BELIEVE IT? (That is me screaming at you.) This is going to be the best day of my life, obviously, especially because you two are here to do my hard things!


Daphne—Could you please call the town of Figure Eight about extending our noise permit tonight? They’re telling Ted’s mom we can’t have music after 10 p.m. for the rehearsal dinner dance, and she’s freaking out.


Lanier—Could you please email Ted’s mother (from my account, obvs) and politely tell her that, yes, I will be offended if she wears white to my wedding? I mean, seriously?


Love you to the ends of the earth and cannot wait to see you rocking those bridesmaids’ dresses!


Fair winds and following seas,


Mary Stuart





I cross my legs underneath my desk in my office and look out the third-floor window of what always has been my favorite building in the charming downtown of Cape Carolina. My desk is positioned so I have an expansive view across the tree-lined street of the ice cream shop, the Old-Fashioned Candy Shop, and, conveniently, the dentist’s office in between. If I lean over, I can just make out the Intracoastal Waterway between the buildings.


I smile, about to form my voice reply, when I see that Lanier’s weekly “Hard Things” email has come through as well. This is nothing new. We’ve been sending these emails since we graduated college. And we’ve been doing each other’s hard things since we were eight-year-olds at Camp Holly Springs, when each of us had something we didn’t want to face that didn’t bother another one of us in the least. We tackled each other’s hard things and found the strategy so effective we never stopped.




Subject: Re: Hard Things


To: daphne@millerlaw.com; marystuart@harrispr.com


Dear Songbirds, Blond Division:


Mary Stuart, I will certainly respond to your vapid soon-to-be mother-in-law with an email that makes you seem both charming and witty. As for my list:


MS: I am hosting book club next month, and I just cannot with the menu. Can you plan it, pretty please?


Daphne: One of my vendors is refusing to give me a refund on forty cases of a single title they shipped because they’re saying I placed a non-returnable order. I ordered four cases for the bookstore. Four. Not forty. Help!


FWAFS,


Lanier





“Finn!” I call to my amazing paralegal, who sparkles in so quickly I can only assume he has been standing there waiting.


“Are you ready for your smoothie, my golden goddess?”


Finn just came on board to help me. Had I partly hired him because he was a six-foot-four package of muscle who loved Andy Cohen as much as I do? Perhaps. But he was also a rock star employee.


“What flavor are you having?” I ask. One of my favorite parts of our office remodel is the gorgeous break room, complete with sleek refrigerator/freezer drawers and a Vitamix that I had hemmed and hawed over as if I was purchasing a new Rolls-Royce. Verdict? Worth. Every. Penny. I walk toward the smoothie station, and he follows me.


Finn peers into the freezer drawer at the choices delivered this week. “I think I’d like that new mint chocolate chip flavor,” he says definitively.


I nod. “I need a little pick-me-up. How about a cocoa cold brew?”


Finn shoots me his Colgate commercial smile. “I’ll get the conference room ready for your nine o’clock. Do you need anything before then?”


As I am about to say no, I have an idea. “Actually, yes. Want to play tough lawyer with the town of Figure Eight and fix a problem for Mary Stuart’s wedding?”


Finn looks puzzled. “I always want to play tough lawyer. But why?”


How to keep this simple… “Mary Stuart, Lanier, and I do each other’s hard things. Mary Stuart finds arguing with a town about a noise permit hard. Me? Not so scared of the confrontation.”


“You? Confrontational? No.” Finn winks at me. “I’m on it. I’m always here for your hard things.”


Finn presses a button on the blender, and it springs to life as I open the refrigerator drawer and retrieve one of the refillable glass water bottles with stainless steel screw tops that have replaced plastic in our office. They are so beautiful they give me goose bumps. And all thanks to Mary Stuart, who procured them for me at a shop in her town about an hour away. In exchange I helped her fine-tune a pitch for a PR client she was trying to snag.


I point toward my office, deciding to email my friends back before my meeting. “I’ll be ready in five.”


Finn nods.


I sit back down, hit the Siri button on my keyboard, and say:




Subject: Re: Hard Things


To: lanier@bookmasters.com; marystuart@harrispr.com


Songbirds,


I am giving you the day off. My day is blissfully devoid of hard things. Off to sever heads for both of you.


Sending love and cannot wait to see you at Mary Stuart’s WEDDING!


Fair winds and following seas,


Daphne





As I type the word wedding, my stomach rolls. It makes me think of Huff, my ex and, incidentally, Lanier’s brother. Huff and I haven’t seen each other much since our breakup seven years ago, but since he moved back to the area from Baltimore last month, we keep running into each other. And those run-ins keep getting longer… And I know all the reasons we cannot be together and yet, I cannot. Stop. Thinking. About. Him. I am dying to know if he is going to Mary Stuart’s wedding. I could just ask Mary Stuart if she invited him, but I haven’t told her Huff and I are back in touch. I’m not sure how Lanier will feel about it, and it doesn’t seem fair to tell Mary Stuart and not Lanier.


I pick up my phone. Then I put it back down. Then I pick it back up. I’m being dumb. So I text:


Going to MS’s wedding tomorrow?


He must have his phone in his hand because three bubbles appear immediately and a few seconds later he replies: Why? Hoping my killer dance moves might rub off on you?


I laugh. Huff is a truly terrible dancer. I think you meant to ask, “Am I afraid your dance moves might kill me?”


No bubbles. Was I too mean?


But then a ridiculous dancing dog GIF appears followed by Unfortunately, I’m on call tomorrow night. So I’ll have to give you dance lessons some other time.


Huff is a surgeon, so of course his work comes first. But my heart is simultaneously falling that he won’t be there and pounding at the idea of “some other time.” Finn walks back into my office. “Hey,” he says, “Smoking-hot baby daddy is on line one.” I smile at the embarrassment of quality men today and roll my eyes at Finn.


Finn can’t quite understand why I can’t make things work with Henry’s dad, Steven, and takes every opportunity to remind me how hot he is. As if I didn’t know. Five years ago, I decided to take surf lessons to celebrate two years of sobriety. Steven was the charming, hilarious instructor I randomly chose on Google. By the second lesson, he had taken me to dinner, by the fourth we were practically inseparable, and then, well, Henry happened. Steven was only twenty-three when I got pregnant, two years younger than I was, and we weren’t at a place to consider marriage or a real, true future. But I considered the pregnancy a huge—albeit slightly scary—gift. While I wouldn’t say I’d been worried about my sobriety sticking before that, every now and then I missed relaxing with a glass (okay, bottle) of rosé or the focus (and sleep!) the pills I abused had given me. Henry washed all those urges away. I would read years later that all trauma is a result of separation and that healing is sometimes found in connection. I know that doesn’t help everyone, my own mother included. But I credit my son, my ultimate attachment, with truly healing me.


As a bonus, Steven, whom I had expected absolutely nothing from, turned out to be a fabulous co-parent. He spent his weekends with Henry at my house in Cape Carolina so I wouldn’t have to miss my son, and he, a free spirit who had never held a baby, wouldn’t be fully responsible on his own. It was a great system. Growing up with a totally absent father—even the almost three years I lived with him I barely saw the man—I think I just expected Steven to want an out. He decidedly did not. Sometimes I wanted to squeeze Henry’s face and say, You have no idea how lucky you are to have a father who loves you this much! I mean, I didn’t, obviously. He was only four, and that would be weird.


I pick up the receiver. “Happy Friday, baby daddy,” I say. “Excited for the wedding?”


“I sure am. In fact, I have a flight to Cape Carolina this morning, and I wanted to see if I could fly you and Henry to Figure Eight tonight. I can drop you back off on Sunday.”


Steven is not only a former professional surfer who now teaches lessons, but when the waves aren’t great, he’s also a private pilot. He sometimes mentions continuing his training and getting his commercial pilot’s license, but I can’t fathom that shaggy-haired, savagely tan beach bum having any sort of corporate gig. And that is fine. His laid-back vibe is a balm to my soul. I am saying, “Oh, man, that would be awesome!” as Finn peeks his head in and, eyebrows raised, whispers, “Wendy Carlson is here to see you.”


“Hey, Steven, I’ve got to run. Just text me where to meet you and what time.”


As we exchange goodbyes, I look up at the clock above the door. My meeting with Bryce, Lanier’s fiancé and the contractor who made modern magic out of my tiny office space, is in just ten minutes.


But Wendy Carlson is one of my best clients. She owns a lighting and flooring company that I’m helping her expand to four major markets in North Carolina. To be honest, she was kind of a mean girl when we were in high school together. But she was one of my first clients when I moved back to town and started my solo business-law practice—as was Bryce’s mother, who connected me with her son when she heard I was looking to upgrade my office.


I still contend that I got busy so fast because Mary Stuart launched a ridiculously huge PR campaign when I came back home and hung my shingle. The fact that I graduated first in my class from law school and was filling a niche in a town with too few attorneys probably didn’t hurt either. But Mary Stuart made sure I was in the local paper and magazine and landed me interviews on radio and TV stations. She had even orchestrated an entire “Best of” campaign that included dozens of business categories so that I could be voted “Best Attorney.” All that self-promotion made my skin crawl, but she loved it. Again, hard things made easy.


“Wendy and I don’t have an appointment,” I say, which is dumb because Finn obviously knows this, and that is why he looks so stressed out.


“I know. But she’s in the conference room and says it’s urgent. She’s out almost a hundred thousand dollars from a client who hasn’t paid her for multiple jobs.”


I scrunch my nose as I stand and walk out of my office. Cape Carolina’s population hovers in the low five digits. I know almost all the contractors here, and I can’t imagine any of them getting behind on their bills and not paying people like Wendy—especially in today’s market where everyone has more business than he or she can handle. I sigh. “Okay. I’ll give her a few minutes now, and if we can’t squeeze her in later, give her my lunch hour.”


Finn shakes his head. He hates when I give people my lunch hour. He always says, You are a single mother, and that is your one hour off the whole day. On the flip side, working through lunch is one more billable hour toward giving my son the future he deserves.


My hand is on the stainless handle of the glass door leading into the glass box that is my conference room, nervousness rising in my stomach for a reason I can’t quite name. Wendy Carlson, who I can see through the glass, is texting and looking downtrodden—not at all like her usual confident (and yes, still a little annoying) self. I open the door. “Wendy, what’s—”


She interrupts. “That Bryce Jenkins is the most deceitful, manipulative son of a bitch I’ve ever met.”


My breath catches as my best friend Lanier’s left hand, with its sparkly sapphire engagement ring, flashes through my mind. Bryce Jenkins. The son of one of my best clients. The contractor who made my office en suite bath dreams come true. Lanier’s fiancé. Who I introduced her to.


Finn, studying me, gasps. “Oh my God.” He puts his hand to his chiseled jaw.


“Oh my God,” I repeat.


And, just like that, I realize my entire day has changed. I do, indeed, have one very hard thing. And I would trade it with absolutely anyone.










June BACK IN TIME [image: ]



MY MOTHER USED TO SAY Camp Holly Springs was where she felt closest to God. She would lie in bed with my sister, Melanie, and me, stroking our hair, regaling us with tales of her summers spent by the river, beneath the live oaks. I always had trouble reconciling the mother in the shirtwaist dresses who never let Melanie and me wear bell-bottoms or crop tops with the little girl who loved waterslides and campfires, sleeping in a bunk with no air-conditioning and singing songs in the dining hall.


We grew up counting the six summers until we got to go to Camp Holly Springs, and I cried and cried when my parents filled my mother’s old green trunk to the brim with white starched shorts and green-trimmed, collared shirts that made up the Holly Springs uniform for my sister. That Melanie, who was two years older, got to go without me not once but twice seemed like a cruel joke.


I couldn’t remember Melanie coming home from camp last year. But, this year, when it was time to pick Melanie up two weeks later, I got to ride in the back of my mom’s brand-new Ford Country Squire wagon. Dad had gotten it for Mom while Melanie was at camp, and I couldn’t wait to show it to her. The back window was rolled down, and I was sprawled out drinking an ice-cold Pepsi from a glass bottle, throwing salted peanuts in the top and taking sips, the mixture of sweet, salt, and bubbles exploding in my mouth. It was the taste of childhood. Of summertime.


When I saw Melanie, she was covered in spots. I thought she had chicken pox. We had both had it the year before, and I could still smell the calamine lotion if I concentrated. But Mom laughed when she saw them. “Looks like the Holly Springs mosquitos are just as vicious now as they were when I was at camp.”


My sister hugged me hard. She smelled different, earthier, not like her usual pretty pink soap. I thought she must have hated camp, covered in all those bug bites, but the first thing she said was, “Mom! I want to stay the whole summer next year!” Then she looked down at me. “Actually, I only want to stay the whole summer when Junie is there too.”


I wanted to cry, but I didn’t know why. I didn’t feel sad. I was so happy. My sister only wanted to go to camp for the whole summer if I could go with her. I adored my sister, wanted to be her.


And I couldn’t wait to go to camp.


That night, in our shared room, Melanie got up and opened the window. “I can’t sleep in all this still air,” she said. Camp had changed Melanie.


“What about intruders?” I asked.


My parents were always talking about intruders, although, to my knowledge, Cape Carolina didn’t have any.


“There aren’t intruders at camp,” Melanie said. “It’s so far out in the woods that most people don’t even know it’s there. And, June, you wouldn’t believe the waterslide. And we learned how to kayak. I can shoot a bow and arrow now! Did I tell you that?”


I wanted to listen to my sister talk forever. But, well, I was only five years old. I felt myself start to drift off, the cadence of her voice carrying me away. The last thing I heard was, “Next year will be your Songbird Summer, Junie. You’ll get to be a Songbird, just like Mom and I were.”


I fell asleep that night dreaming of flying in the sky with my sister, out of town, over the river. I woke the next morning to the sun streaming through the open window, a little bird sitting on the windowsill. This must be what it felt like to sleep with the windows open. I stretched, somewhere between sleeping and waking, still half in my dream. And I knew one thing for sure: It was going to be nice to be a Songbird.


That five-year-old girl had no idea that one day she would be without the three people she loved most: that sister and those parents. And she never could have imagined that she would one day own that camp whose stories captured her imagination from toddlerhood. But here I was, now fifty years old, sitting at the desk that had been in this same camp office since my mother’s Songbird Summer.


I always thought about my niece, Daphne, in moments like this, when I was trying to find ways to stretch the dwindling money in the camp account, the ledger I still kept by hand open in front of me. I thought about her when I had calls from developers offering me obscene amounts of money to level the fifty-two waterfront cabins, mess hall, offices, dance building, craft center, and sailing hut that had been my life’s work. But I especially thought of her when Jillian, my perky assistant and a former camper, burst through the door, a thick printout in her hand.


“Final roster!” she practically sang.


I couldn’t help but smile. With the opening session of Camp Holly Springs’s four two-week summer sessions beginning in three months (some girls, like Melanie and I, stayed all four!), there would still be a bit of movement in this list. A few girls would get cold feet, strep throat, a broken arm—but, by and large, this list contained the names that would fill our slice of paradise with their sweet smiles and big voices all summer. I tried to ignore what Jillian and I had discussed ad nauseam over the past few weeks: the list was smaller than we needed it to be. Instead, I focused on the good. The front page was filled with campers attending their first summer here. “This is so exciting!” I exclaimed. And despite my financial woes, I meant it. This was why I did this job. I loved to watch these girls develop the sea legs and self-confidence that weeks of independence gave them. As Jillian handed me a cup of coffee, I sank into my happiness.


“It’s worth fighting for, June. I know we need to get creative about how to keep camp open, but we can do this.”


I nodded, but my eyes flipped to the business card that was clipped to my ledger. Price Development. A number was written, in Sharpie: $5,000,000. Their starting offer had been $3,500,000 for the three hundred fifty acres of pristine, unobstructed water view. When I said I wasn’t interested in selling, most developers went away. David Price kept raising his offer. I would lie in bed at night here, alone, listening to the cicadas chirping, the frogs conversing, the moonlight streaming through the windows, and reason that I had bought this summer camp more than twenty-five years ago—the first time it was failing—and had a good run. Now it was time to let it go. Not for the money. But because, after the pandemic shut our doors for a whole summer, I couldn’t, even with the moderately successful next year we had, keep it open.


But then morning would come, and I would have a change of heart, not wanting to take away the place where little girls like Daphne—girls who didn’t have stable families and home lives—came to be made strong and brave. Then I would inevitably find myself behind this aging, chipped laminate desk with my ledger, a line of tape pouring out of my giant adding machine, to see if I could make the math work. It never did.


Jillian sat down across from me and sipped her coffee. “What time are you leaving for Daphne’s?”


I was so lost in my thoughts that, for a moment, I forgot why I was going to Daphne’s. “Oh! Mary Stuart’s wedding!”


Jillian laughed. “You need a break, June.”


Mary Stuart was another one of my Holly Springs lifers who came to camp when she was six and stayed until she was a twenty-one-year-old counselor. She was one of Daphne’s best friends, along with Lanier, who was also due to walk down the aisle soon.


Jillian leaned over the desk, looked at my ledger, and sighed. “Have you told them how much trouble we’re in?” Jillian asked. “Maybe Mary Stuart can work some of her PR magic. Or maybe Daphne can help us get a loan somehow.”


The thought made my throat feel tight. If only I had been more aggressive in asking for the Covid funding the government provided, we might not be in this mess. But the funding window had long closed. “I can’t tell them. Not yet.”


“Well, it will work out. We’ll save it. You’ll see.”


I didn’t have the heart to tell her she was wrong. I had put every penny I had received after my parents died into this camp. I had sacrificed everything for it. And now… Wanting to change the subject, I said, “Do you think Daphne will ever get married?”


Jillian laughed. “Well, if she didn’t marry Steven…”


Steven had tried to make things work with Daphne when, after a few months of dating, she discovered she was pregnant. She adored him but thought he was too young, too unstable. But she was really the one who could never quite commit. She had sworn up and down from the time her mother died that she would never get married, never have children. Everyone who’d ever loved her had left her. I wanted to argue with her, but what leg did I have to stand on? I’d never done those things either. Henry was a welcome surprise to all of us, but my niece seemed set on the not getting married part.


“Actually,” Jillian amended, “I take that back. If Daphne didn’t marry Huff, then she was never going to get married.”


Huff and Daphne had been madly in love in their twenties and, when things went south between them, her relationship with Lanier—who was practically her sister—almost didn’t recover.


“Oh my. We’re really going back in history now, aren’t we?” I joked.


Jillian tapped her finger on my open ledger. “That’s what I want you to do. I want you to go back in history to when things at camp were great and you didn’t have to worry about any of this. Have fun at the wedding. Visit with the girls you love most. Dance with a man.” She waggled her eyebrows at me. True, it wasn’t terribly easy to meet age-appropriate men when you lived at an all-girls camp year-round. Of course, if I took my off-seasons to have a life like everyone hounded me about constantly… But no. Camp was my bubble. I was safe here. And, as I’d learned quickly, being a camp director was a year-round gig. It wasn’t just getting ready for the summer or being there to supervise. There were fundraising campaigns to launch, camp nights to host, books to balance, and a million other things I’d never thought of before I became a director myself. I didn’t have time for anything else.


My phone beeped and I looked down at a text from Daphne.


June, I have a problem.


I sighed, looking back at the ledger open in front of me. Don’t we all, Daphne. Don’t we all.










Daphne YOU JUMP, I JUMP [image: ]



I AM STANDING STOCK-STILL IN the glass conference room I usually find so calming, my heart racing out of my chest. What in the world has Bryce done?


Wendy Carlson doesn’t have time to elaborate before the door to our office chimes and Bryce himself flies through the door yelling, “Daphne!” He is in his usual jeans and polo shirt, his cute black glasses giving him this Clark Kent air that I find totally adorable—for Lanier, anyway. He is my height, five eight, much taller than my super petite friend who lies and says she is five two. The first time I met him at a meeting with his mom almost two years ago, I just knew Lanier would be into him. I set them up on their first date a few weeks later, right about the time Bryce and I had our first meeting about my office remodel. They were both attractive, successful, fun, and, let’s be real—single people our age in Cape Carolina were hard to come by. Before Bryce, I’d worried Lanier would leave our hometown—and me—because she couldn’t find her person here. Fortunately, she fell in love with Bryce, and I looked forward to meetings about flooring options over cocktails with my favorite couple.


I shake my head, hoping he won’t say what I think he’s about to say. I have been Bryce’s attorney for more than a year now, but I’ve been his family’s business attorney since I passed the bar four years ago. Bryce’s mom is one of the queens of McCann Media, a national corporation that houses several of its most popular publications in Cape Carolina. God love her, she took a chance on me because, as she said, people had done the same for her when she was young. Attorney-client privilege will probably prevail here no matter what, but if I just don’t have to hear whatever leaves Bryce’s lips then maybe I can still tell my friend about this accusation. Maybe.


“I’m finishing up a meeting, Br—”


“I can’t believe you would show your face here!” Wendy yells.


Instantly, Bryce transforms into the Bryce I know. Cool. Calm. A little too charming. It’s like a switch has flipped. “Wendy, how long have we been friends? I’m telling you. I’m good for the money. One of my jobs is behind on paying me, but—”


Wendy puts her hand up. “I’m in danger of not making payroll this month. I’ve been bankrolling you for months. I’m done.” She pauses. “And I’m not your friend. Not anymore.”


I look at Finn, who jumps into action. “Ms. Carlson, I have you down at noon to meet with Ms. Miller. I’m very sorry, but she has an appointment with another client now.”


To my surprise, she gets up from the end of the conference room table. She puts her finger in the center of Bryce’s chest, and I feel my breath catch. You can tell by looking at Bryce that he’s not one for physical confrontation. But Wendy? Wendy got suspended once for pulling out a girl’s extensions so… “You’re going to pay for this.” She turns to me. “I presume you’d never represent this scum, so I will see you at noon.” She walks out in a huff. Representing either of them would be a conflict of interest, so whether she comes back is of little consequence.


This is one of the seedier scenes to have played out in my pristine office. Business law in a small town is usually more contracts and less showdowns over money. My initial reaction, as I sit Bryce down and take the seat across from him, is to be on his side. After all, we are friends. I should be Team Bryce. This has to be a misunderstanding.


Then I remember the brand-new truck he just bought, the huge house he is building to live in with my best friend. Mary Stuart and I have questioned how he is doing all that he is doing. But Bryce’s mother is a McCann with the family money and business savvy to prove it, so we assumed he had some sort of trust that had come through. My head throbs.


“This isn’t what it seems like,” Bryce says. “But I’m here because I’m in trouble.”


I nod, caught between sympathy and anger. “I can see that.”


He puts his head in his hands. “I don’t want to file bankruptcy.”


My eyes widen. Bankruptcy? This is serious. “So how bad is it?”


“Four major projects are in jeopardy.” He sighs. “I’m taking responsibility for it. I have another builder who’s going to finish them, but in the meantime, I need to figure out how to keep people like Wendy from suing the homeowners. I don’t want them to find out what happened.”


I laugh incredulously. “Bryce, what is going on? You aren’t paying your vendors or subcontractors?” Now my head is really hurting. Not only is Bryce in trouble; the homeowners and business owners he’s working for might be, too. If he isn’t paying for the work that’s been done on their houses, they could ultimately be responsible for the bills he took their money for—the bills he never paid.


He looks sheepish. “Well, I mean, I had it under control. I got a little overextended, so I was using money from one project to pay for a previous one. It was all going to be fine, but then—”


“But then it wasn’t,” I fill in. What he is doing is highly illegal. “Why did you need the money? Are you in trouble?” I lean closer to him, peering at his face. “Are you on drugs?” I know what on drugs looks like. I dealt with a mother on and off drugs for much of my young life. I can even spot the hard-to-spot, super common ones like too much Valium, off-prescription use of Adderall, and mixing antidepressants with alcohol.


“Daphne, calm down. I’m not on drugs.” He looks down at his hands. “It was all going so well, but then I got overzealous with my purchasing… and, well, I need you to help me.”


There is more to ask, but I have to know one thing first: “Please tell me you’ve told my best friend.”


He grimaces and leans back in his chair. “I haven’t told her. And if I can keep the homeowners from finding out, she won’t have to know. No one has to know.”


I scoff. “How will they not know? How many people do you owe besides Wendy? And how much?” He clears his throat but says nothing, and my heart starts to race. I am way too emotionally involved in this to be impartial. “How much, Bryce?”


“Close to a million.” He cracks his knuckles. “But I swear, I’ve got this, Daphne. It’s handled.”


I shake my head. “I can’t take this case, Bryce. Wendy is my client—who knows who else.” I run through my mental Rolodex. I gasp. “Did you do this same thing on Amelia and Parker’s pool house?”


He nods slowly and I feel my blood run cold, thinking of the adorable Cape Carolina couple with the cutest twins, who also happen to be my clients—and McCann Media employees. They live in this old family house way out on the end of the peninsula that is too great for words. I recommended Bryce to them. And now, I know, if they didn’t have paperwork signed guaranteeing that Bryce had paid the vendors and subcontractors—paperwork that would be very unusual for a residential build—they would be on the hook for all the money he has stolen. I feel a little guilty over the relief that swamps me knowing I did have that paperwork signed. And I make a mental note to always protect my clients in this way in the future.


“Bryce, this is serious. You might have ruined people’s lives. You could be in huge legal trouble.”


He shakes his head. “No, it’s going to be fine. I’ll fix it.” He sighs and shakes his head. “But how am I going to tell my mother?”


Bryce, unlike most people, does at least have a safety net. He can right this wrong. Even still, I feel my anger rising. How could he put Lanier in this situation? For better or worse, her reputation is tied to his now. “Well, good, great. You fix this. I can’t help you, but I wish you well.” In this moment, I very much do not wish him well. I feel my blood pressure rising as he stands up, and I can’t help but add: “Lanier has a right to know. You’re marrying her. And I’m sure whatever it is, she’ll understand. She loves you.”


I don’t know if she will understand. I don’t, but he isn’t giving me much to work with.


“Daph, I don’t know that she will. Lanier is the greatest thing that ever happened to me, and I can’t lose her. I can’t take the chance that she won’t forgive me.”


I roll my eyes, but, I mean, of course she’s the greatest thing that’s ever happened to him. She’s amazing. “I assume you know you have put me in an impossible situation.” I feel my face reddening. Over the past few years, I’ve become practically expert at remaining cool under pressure. But now I can’t stay calm.


Bryce shakes his head again. “I’m sorry, Daphne. I really am. But I’m not going to tell Lanier, and you can’t either. Because if you do, well… You understand the repercussions.”


As Bryce walks away, I realize he might have been dumb enough to get himself into this mess, but he was smart enough to trap me in it with him. I can’t tell Lanier what’s going on without breaking the attorney-client privilege oath I take seriously. But Lanier is my best friend, my sister. And the only thing that has ever come between us is the secrets we have kept. I won’t let that happen again.





This is pretty much the worst-case scenario, I am realizing as I sit in the carpool line at my son’s school. The whole scene seems like it must have been a dream. A nightmare. I pinch myself. Nope. I’m definitely awake. Which means my lunch meeting with a furious Wendy was real too. Bryce’s actions are about to cause a lot of collateral damage, I’m afraid.


I tap my fingers on the steering wheel, wondering why June hasn’t called me back. It isn’t like it’s summer, when she’s busy helping girls into kayaks or over homesickness. I can’t tell her what’s going on, but I need to hear her voice. She is my safe place.


My stomach is in absolute knots. In fact, I’m not sure I really understood that phrase until today. I glance up at the empty school playground. No kids have come out yet. I have at least ten more minutes of waiting in the line and why isn’t June calling me back?


My phone rings and I jump. But it’s only Finn. Although maybe that is better. I can actually talk to him about this. “Hey.”


Finn starts rambling. “You won’t have to break attorney-client privilege or tell Lanier. It won’t be a problem. People will find out when one of the subcontractors or homeowners talks and when they do it will be all over the news and—”


“Finn!” I interrupt. “Think. I’m McCann Media’s attorney.”


I lean my head on the steering wheel.


“Oh… right. It won’t be anywhere. Because they own all the newspapers, radio, and TV stations.”


“Yup. And even if they didn’t, I can’t really see this making the news. I mean, a contractor not paying his bills isn’t exactly exciting.” Until he gets arrested, I add in my head.


The fifth graders in their matching khakis and red polos file out onto the playground, which means Henry, who is in preschool, will be out after the older children get into their parents’ cars. Seeing them, I can’t help but remember all the days Lanier and I played on this very playground, skipping rope side by side, saying we’d marry brothers so we could be sisters for real. I have to tell her what I know.


Finn is back at it with the chattering, and I love him for the distraction. “Well, it isn’t that bad, right?” he says.


“Finn! He literally stole almost a million dollars from people! And the shitty thing is, worst case, he’ll probably file bankruptcy and walk away scot-free. Those people he’s stolen from will get totally screwed, maybe even lose houses or businesses. And he’ll just get away with it.”


The only real, true punishment for Bryce would be losing Lanier. Which he will because I will tell her. And then Bryce will turn me in to the bar. And I will get disbarred for breaking attorney-client privilege. Which, well, I probably should. I took an oath to protect my clients’ secrets. If I break that oath, my career is over.


Then I think of Lanier again, of her family. This would affect all of them. I remember how close Lanier’s mom, Paula, and my mom became when they met at camp pickup for the first time. Paula loved my mom in spite of her periodic relapses and stints in rehab; she took care of both of us. I spent so many school nights at Lanier’s house because my mom was strung out. Paula—who always waited to make sure Mom showed up—would take me to their house and feed me a snack, make sure I showered, fix my hair, help with my homework. She let me move in with them when, after my mom died, living with my dad became unbearable. She got little more than my undying love and devotion in return, which dictated that I should tell. For Lanier’s sake, yes, but for hers too. Even though it would mean losing my job. Even though it would mean putting my child’s future in jeopardy.


But wouldn’t that break the oath I had made to myself when I found out I was pregnant? That I would give Henry a stable future at all costs? It’s why I had ended my relationship with Steven. If we ever broke up, Henry’s life would be uprooted; if we were happily coparenting, he would always have two parents who got along. He would never have to feel untethered like I had. If I told Lanier, I would save her future, but put his in jeopardy. It was an impossible choice.


“I can tell her,” Finn says, breaking me out of my thoughts. “I’ll tell her and then you don’t lose your job. I’ll lose mine.”


What a love he was. “If only it worked like that, sweetie.”


“Is this an I jump, you jump situation?”


“I’m afraid so.” I sigh. “We just need to take a deep breath.” And we both do, audibly.


“Well, my golden goddess,” Finn says a few seconds later, “you have months before she walks down that aisle. Months. We’ll figure something out. We will.”


Among the throngs of children, I spot Betts, a little girl in Henry’s class, filing out the front door. I make it a personal policy to never be on the phone when I pick Henry up.


“I have to go,” I say. “Thanks for everything. Thanks for staying so I could get Henry. And please have a good weekend. This is my problem, not yours.”


“Well… You jump, I jump, Jack.”


I laugh. His words make me feel slightly better. But not nearly as good as when I get out of my car and my tow-headed bundle of Paw-Patrol-backpack-wearing joy tears down the sidewalk and into my arms. He has my green eyes, Steven’s olive skin, and precious, tousled curls all his own. “Mommy! It’s time for the bookstore!”


Henry and I go to Lanier’s bookstore every Friday afternoon. It is our routine, a routine that, I hope, Henry will look back on and remember fondly as part of a safe, stable childhood.


I hug him tight, breathing in the scent of the Johnson’s Baby Shampoo I still use on his four-year-old hair. My baby. The one I have sworn to protect. “Of course we’re going to the bookstore!”


And I know then, without question, that I cannot ruin my child’s life. I cannot lose my job. My home. My stability. Even if that means lying to the sister I never had. Even if that means losing my very best friend.
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“HOW DID YOU GET OVER here?” I asked a copy of Jane Austen’s Emma, which was inexplicably mixed in among the books in the Harry Potter section.


Seeing the books made me think of Annalee, the previous store owner, and how she used to swear she survived off “Harry Potter days,” when a new book in the series would come out and there would be a line of people around the block at midnight waiting to get it. She would do an entire week’s worth of sales in a few hours. Now, thanks to a combination of increased tourism, an emphasis on shopping local, and a general post-pandemic uptick in reading, we had a “Harry Potter Day” at least once a week. Business was great.


I climbed the wooden ladder with its brass fittings and track that always made me feel like Belle from Beauty and the Beast and reshelved Emma in the appropriate spot with the rest of the Austens in the Classics section. As I did, the front door tinkled. “Welcome to Bookmasters!” I turned to see my best customer: my mom.


Mom was dressed in head-to-toe Lululemon, not a hair out of place. I’d never quite understood how she could spend an hour on a Pilates reformer and not break a sweat, but thirty-plus years of experience had proven that it was possible. She was holding something to her chest like a secret she couldn’t wait to share.


“It’s here!” Mom chirped. “The proof for the wedding invitations is here!”


I gasped, taking the cream rectangular piece of paper from her. We both studied it briefly, my eyes filling with tears as I ran my finger around my name and Bryce’s in perfect calligraphy. My best friend Daphne walked through the open door, holding her son Henry’s hand. “Guess who’s here?” she called in a singsong voice.


“Why, my best buddy Henry, that’s who!” I scooped him up. “There’s something special in the Henry spot. You must go see!” Behind my desk, on the bottom shelf, I always kept a treat for Henry. A new book, a piece of candy, a cute freebie from a publisher.


Daphne smiled at her son and then at me. “Daph, the invitation!” Mom exclaimed, and as she handed her the paper, I could have sworn Daphne’s face fell. But she recovered quickly, and I realized I must have been wrong. No one—not even my mother—was as excited about this wedding as Daphne. She said it was because she was never getting married, so this was basically her wedding too. Which is why I had perhaps spent longer picking out her maid of honor dress than I had my own gown. It was my day, but I wanted it to be perfect for her, too.


“Wow! Is it invitation time already?” Daphne asked Mom.


“Almost! Just think, I’d been worried Lanier would never meet a man in Cape Carolina. And then you introduced her to Bryce, and it’s like the stars aligned.”


Mom wasn’t wrong. Bryce was so right for me. He was literally building things all day, every day. He was stable and steady—a direct contrast to me, who would always rather have her nose in a book, her head in the clouds. I mean, he wasn’t perfect. But who was?


Daphne bit her lip. “Oh, well, I wouldn’t say that I had a huge hand…”


“Don’t be modest,” I chimed in. “I owe my eternal happiness to you.”


She laughed, but it seemed forced. I pushed my tortoiseshell frames up my nose.


Henry tore around the corner, striking a Superman pose and holding a book high in the air. He put it nearer to his face. “P-r-e-s-s H-e-r-e,” he sounded out.


“Whoa! Buddy, that reading is off the charts!” I put my hand up for a high five and he smacked it.


“Lanier, would you read it to me please?” he asked, smiling with dimples that were destined to break a million hearts.


“Buddy, go play with the trains for just a minute,” Daphne said. “Mommy needs to talk to Aunt Lanier.”


“Okay!” He ran off to the children’s section at the back of the store, which featured the same BRIO train sets Huff and I had played with here as kids.


“So, what do you think?” Mom asked Daphne.


She grinned broadly. “Oh, it’s just gorgeous. Absolutely gorgeous.” Daphne paused and reached her hand out for the invitation again. “The engraving is perfect, the crest is beautiful… And I cannot believe that John agreed to pay for them.” My dad was known for his thriftiness. She raised one eyebrow, a talent I’d been jealous of my entire life.


I knew what Mom was going to say before she said it. “He didn’t, exactly. But, girls, that will be our little secret.” She winked. That had been Mom’s line for as long as I could remember. Bought an extra pair of shoes? Our little secret. Got Botox and didn’t want Dad to know? Our little secret. Snuck chocolate after school when Dad had made us all give it up for Lent? Our little secret. But, as I’d come to find out, not all of Mom’s “little secrets” were actually that little…


“And when do these go out again?” Daphne asked.


“Eight weeks!” Mom practically sang.


“Eight weeks,” Daphne said. She bit her lip again.


“Hey, what’s with you today?”


She smiled almost automatically. “Nothing! I’m just so excited!” Maybe I was reading too much into it. Daphne’s plate was really full.


“Sweetie,” Mom said, “before I go, ring me up for whatever new hardback you think your father might like.”


I smiled and walked over to the New Releases shelf, grabbing a new crime novel Dad would love. Mom and Dad must have hundreds of unread books for as many as they bought from me each week. Not only did they help keep me in business, but they were also the reason I had this store in the first place. I had gotten a full scholarship to Duke—my father’s alma mater—and my parents had promised I could put what they saved for my tuition toward a down payment on a house. (It wasn’t enough for Duke, but it was a nice nest egg.) But I didn’t need a house; I needed this store. My parents’ scrimping and saving set me up with the down payment for my dream career.


I rang Mom up, giving her my ten percent book club discount. Yes, owning this store meant a lot of long hours, late nights at author events, and online book sales, which, quite frankly, I despised. But the reward of spending a life surrounded by books, the joy of receiving advance copies and the smell of all those fresh pages… It was a dream come true.


Daphne walked over to the counter as I handed Mom the book and she handed me her credit card. “You know,” Daphne said, “this wedding is coming so fast, and with Mary Stuart champing at the bit to get pregnant, I was thinking maybe we should move your bachelorette party up.” Mom sighed, taking her credit card back and putting it in her wallet. “Oh, you girls. On that note, I’m going to leave and let you plan your weekend of debauchery.” She shouted, “Love you, Henry! And love you, too, sweetie.” She kissed Daphne on the cheek. Ever since Mom met Daphne and Melanie, she had been a second mom to Daphne and a support system for her mother. Melanie’s death was a battle Mom clearly felt she had lost. But, after all they’d been through together—and the two years she lived with us—Daphne was practically her daughter. Every now and then, it pained me to remember that, in all likelihood, she once believed she would be her daughter-in-law one day too.


“Bye, Paula. Let me know how I can help. You know I’ll do anything at all!” Daphne said, waving as Mom walked out the door.


My phone beeped in my hand. I looked down at the screen.


Huff: Mom has sent me thirty-seven pictures of the wedding invitation. Can you imagine when you have a kid?


I hid my smile, not wanting Daphne to ask what it was about. Huff was the one thing we didn’t discuss. So maybe that’s why I asked, “How are things going with Walt?” Walt was a guy Daphne had met a few weeks ago and been on four or five dates with. She said she liked him, and I took that as a good sign. I think, secretly, I always hoped Daphne would find “the one” despite her proclamations she’d never marry, and then I would be off the hook for ruining her chance at happiness with my brother.


Daphne shrugged. “He’s a nice guy. I like him. But I’m not going to see him anymore.”


“Daphne!” I scolded. “You literally always do this.” Except with Huff. I felt a pang of guilt. “Why would you break up with him?”


“Because I know he ultimately wants to get married, and I’m not going to marry him, so what’s the point? It wouldn’t be fair.”


I rolled my eyes. “Daphne, you have to date someone before you can decide if you want to marry them. That’s the whole point.”


“No, the whole point is that I already know I’m not going to. Besides, it’s hard enough to have the ‘Hey, by the way, I’m sober’ conversation on the first or second date when they inevitably want to order drinks. How do you think it feels to have the ‘Oh, by the way, my mother died of an overdose and my dad and I literally haven’t spoken in years’ conversation?”


“Yeah, but that isn’t your fault,” I interjected.


“Maybe not. But it also doesn’t exactly scream, ‘Yay! Perfect to bring home to Mom!’ ”


My heart broke for Daphne. I never even considered this might be an insecurity of hers. “Daph, they’d be lucky to take you home to their mom. You just don’t ever give them the opportunity.”


“Maybe not. But, unless I’m really into them, it’s easier to just move on than to have the hard conversations.” She shrugged, and I realized she was finished talking about this for the day.


“Okay. Bachelorette,” I said, changing the subject. “Look, I don’t want something big.” After her history with her mother—and a scare of her own seven years ago—Daphne didn’t drink, so I didn’t want her to feel pressured to plan a big, splashy weekend. “Let’s just do a girls’ night here.”


Daphne shook her head. “I have another idea. What if we went back—just you, me, and Mary Stuart—and spent a long weekend at camp?”


I gasped, clasping my hands together. My favorite memories were from Camp Holly Springs, but I hadn’t been back in almost ten years. Gosh. It was hard to believe we were thirty.


I had been a counselor there for the last time the summer before my junior year of college. I’d planned to work there for two more summers, like Daphne and Mary Stuart had, but I’d begged off, saying I’d been offered an internship I couldn’t refuse. In reality, I couldn’t face Rich, my crush-turned-boyfriend, who I had let down in the worst possible way. He was the current director of Camp Rock Springs, the all-boys camp adjacent to Holly Springs. I’d pushed thoughts of him aside for years, even though I knew, logically, that the chances I’d end up with someone I met at camp were negligible.


“Oh, Daph! What a great, great idea! I haven’t been back since…”


She winced. “Ugh. I know. But you’ll be okay going back now, right?”


The full-time staff would just be moving back and, as the properties for Camp Holly Springs and Rock Springs literally touched—and several employees worked for both camps—there was a chance we would see everyone who was returning for the summer. I was surprised to find that the thought of running into Rich filled me with equal parts dread and euphoria. Daphne searched my face. “Do you want to see him?” she whispered.


Did I want to see him? And, if so, what did that mean? “I don’t know. I mean, maybe. I guess I want him to see that I’ve grown up now, that I’m not that same girl who made all those stupid mistakes and nearly ruined his life all those years ago.” I laughed, but it was forced.


“I doubt you ruined his life. I think he forgave you. I think he would have completely forgiven you if you’d—”


“Okay!” I shrugged, not wanting to think about that terrible time. “Well, let’s hope I don’t see him. Then I don’t have to unpack how I feel about it. But, in the meantime, I think a bachelorette at camp is a wonderful idea!”


She smiled brightly. “I’ll talk to Mary Stuart and get some dates. And I’ll make sure June is all ready to help us reenact our glory days. The blob, the zip line, sailing—”


“Campfire!”


“Campfire!”


“La-nier!” Henry called, saying my name as if it was two separate words.


I turned toward him. “I’m coming, buddy!”


When I looked back, Daphne was staring out the window distractedly. “Hey.” I put my hand on her forearm. “Are you okay?”


She nodded. “Lanier, you should know…” She paused, then pinned on that fake smile again. “You’re getting married in four months!” she practically squealed.


I sensed something there besides excitement. I assumed she was worried about how our relationship would shift after I was married. We saw each other at least a few times a week right now.


“Nothing will change,” I said. “I promise.”


She smiled, maybe a little sadly. “Of course things will change. But that’s okay. I only want you to be happy. I want you to have everything you’ve ever dreamed of.”


I still felt like there was something she wasn’t saying. But Daphne had never been one to spill everything that was going on in her life. And, well, because of attorney-client privilege, there was so much she couldn’t talk about anyway. And that was just as well because, of all the girls at camp, no one—and I do mean no one—could keep a campfire secret quite like Daphne. It was one of her best qualities and made her an incredibly loyal friend.


As I walked back to her son, that bright little light that had surprised and delighted us all, I hoped against hope that he would love his summers at camp as much as we did. And, even more, I hoped that one day he would find a best friend as wonderful as Daphne.
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