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We dedicated The Islanders to our children and grandchildren.

This book is dedicated to our husbands:

Markus John Potter Kruesi

Charles Jaeson May.

May you always remain young at heart.
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CHAPTER 1 [image: ] Back to Dewees Island


THIS WAS GOING TO BE the best summer ever!

I stood at the bow of the ferry plowing along the Intracoastal Waterway. My hands clutched the ferry railing as the salt-scented sea air cut through my hair. I was on my way back to Dewees Island! My heart raced as fast as the big boat engines below, whipping the water into a frothy wake.

To my right I spotted a small motorboat gaining on the double-decker ferry. I hurried to the side, and shading my eyes from the sun’s glare, I squinted and saw a girl with a long blond braid driving the boat. My mouth dropped open.

“Lovie!” I shouted, and waved my arm overhead.

The girl turned and tooted the boat’s horn. Then, with a smile, she gunned the engine. I laughed out loud as she sped past the ferry and soon became a small dot in the distance. Lovie only had one speed—fast.

Seeing her buzz by in her boat, I couldn’t wait to get out on a motorboat again, to feel the wind push back my hair, or kayak on a lazy, slow-moving creek, or swim in the wild waves of the ocean, feeling the sun on my face. I couldn’t wait to do my chores in the golf cart! Most of all, I couldn’t wait to see my friends.

We had all promised to stay in touch during the school year, but it was hard when you lived in different cities and had different schedules. When I did try to text them, I didn’t know what to say. It felt so awkward. Macon and I did meet up online sometimes to battle together in our favorite video games. But when Lovie sent a text—which wasn’t often—our messages went like this:

Lovie: Hi!

Me: Hi

Lovie: How was school? My day was B O R I N G

Me: Yeah. Same.

Lovie: Ok. TTYL

But still, I missed them. And I wouldn’t have to wait long to see my friends in real life!

The ferry slowed in the No Wake zone as the trees grew larger and the dock drew closer on Dewees Island. A cluster of people stood waiting at the dock. It was easy to spot Fire Chief Rand towering over everyone else with his broad shoulders and red hair. Next to him, my grandmother, Honey, looked tiny. Her white hair was longer, pulled back in a ponytail. They were holding up a large sign with bright red letters: WELCOME HOME ERIC AND JAKE!

Then I saw my fellow Islanders—Macon and Lovie—waving madly, jumping up and down and calling out “Jaaaaaaake!”

I spun around and raced down the stairs from the top deck, my feet rattling the metal stairs. I stopped abruptly at the door and scoped out the main cabin through the foggy window. A woman sat with her small dog in her lap. Two construction workers were looking at their phones. An elderly couple sat talking in low voices. My gaze zeroed in on my dad. He sat on the bench with his shoulders ramrod straight in military style and looked out the window. His good leg was bent at the knee, but his prosthesis was stretched straight out in front of him. You couldn’t tell the leg was artificial by looking at it under his pants, but I knew. “Prosthesis” is a big name, but my dad said it’s just a fancy name for a fake leg. I looked at his hands. They lay flat on his thighs, but his fingers were tapping. That was my clue he was nervous. I took a breath and pushed open the door.

“Hey, Dad, everyone’s here to greet us!” I shouted as I ran up to him. “They even made a sign.”

My dog, Lucky, leaped to his feet at seeing me. His tail wagged, he panted, and his eyes were bright. I could always count on Lucky for excitement.

Just like I could count on my dad for being sad. Mom said he was trying really hard and that we had to encourage him. And I do. The pressure at home was one of the reasons I was super glad to be going back to Dewees, where I could just hang out with my best friends.

“Yeah, I see them,” Dad said, turning from the window, then pushed out a smile. “Looks like your friends can’t wait to see you again.”

“And your friend, too,” I replied, trying to make him feel as excited as I was. Fire Chief Rand and my dad had been friends on Dewees since they were kids.

As the boat eased into position at the dock, the other passengers all rose at once and began collecting their bags. I knew my dad would wait until the boat stopped rocking and everyone else had left before he stood up. He didn’t like having anyone behind, rushing him.

I walked on one side of my dad as he made his way off the boat, pausing at the six inches of air space between the edge of the dock and the rocking boat. Sometimes, something small can feel very big.

“Need some help?” the mate asked.

I cringed. My dad hated to be asked if he needed help.

Suddenly Lucky leaped with joy across to the dock with ease. He stood on the dock and looked back at us, tail wagging, like he was saying, It’s easy! What are you waiting for?

Dad chuckled and shook his head. “Nope, thanks.” He boldly stepped across the opening.

I paused and thought to myself, I’m back. From the moment I stepped off the boat, I felt I was in another world. The noise faded away. No sounds of city life. Instead of packed neighborhoods, congested roads, and busy shops, I saw trees, acres of green cordgrass, and water everywhere. It felt like all my worries were whooshing out with the deep breath I released, like a balloon fizzing out.

I gave Lucky a pat, and we followed Dad down the wooden dock. Dad kept his shoulders straight and walked at a good pace, but he had a tilted gait. Not a limp as much as a sway when he favored the left leg. I wanted to run but stayed with him.

When we made it to the end of the dock, everyone was clapping and laughing. Honey was even crying. It was only the beginning of June, and already Honey was so tan it made her blue eyes shine like the sky above. They were the same blue as my dad’s, except hers seemed to sparkle like the water around us. Honey began hugging me so tight I could barely breathe.

“Dear boy, I was counting the days, and now you’re here,” she exclaimed.

I pretended to compare my height to hers, moving my hand from the top of my head to over her head. “This year, I’m definitely taller than you.” How tall I was getting was always the icebreaker between us when she visited our house.

“And so you are,” she replied, stepping back and letting her eyes sweep over me like a scanner cataloging every change. I did the same. Honey had lost some weight in a good way and seemed more fit in her usual khaki shorts and Turtle Team T-shirt.

Honey shook her head with a rueful smile. “You’re getting taller and I’m getting shorter. That’s the way it works.” She grinned ear to ear. “I just can’t believe I have my best boys together for the summer!”

With that, she turned to my dad, opening her arms to him. I stepped aside. Dad was her only child, and she doted on him. Honey had a hard time when he was injured last year, especially so soon after she lost my grandpa.

Suddenly arms grabbed me and squeezed so tight I could barely speak.

“What took you so long, bro?” Macon asked as he released me.

Talk about getting taller! I looked up at my friend, and I mean up. Macon had grown maybe four inches since last summer. And what was that growing over his lip?

“Dude,” I said, pointing to his lip at a line of black fuzz. “Is that a mustache?”

Macon shrugged and self-consciously wiped his hand across his mouth. “It’s nothing.”

“You could say that again,” Lovie said with a laugh. “Now, my turn!” She lunged forward to deliver a hug. Then she reached over to wrap one arm around Macon in a group hug. “This is so awesome to all be together again!”

“Personal space,” Macon said, trying to gently wiggle free.

Lovie’s face flamed, and she dropped her arms and bent to hug Lucky, who was super happy for anyone’s attention.

Lovie had changed, too, since last summer, but I wasn’t exactly sure how. Her long yellow braid was the same, and her eyes were still as blue as the ocean on a sunny day. Maybe she was taller. And her brown freckles seemed brighter than I remembered. Something was making her look older. She glanced up at me, flashing her bright smile. My cheeks burned, and I felt awkward not knowing what to say.

Thankfully, I heard Honey calling my name. I turned to see the grown-ups gathering our luggage and heading toward the long line of golf carts parked beside the wooden boardwalk.

No cars were allowed on Dewees. Or stores. This island was a nature sanctuary, and the people living here took care to protect it. No one more than my grandmother. She was one of the very first to move onto the island and took every opportunity to remind folks of that. I saw her walking toward the shabbiest-looking golf cart in the row. A Turtle Team sticker dominated the left corner of the windshield.

“Let’s all stop off at the Nature Center first,” Honey exclaimed. “I have a little party set out. Nothing much, just some cake and soda. I’m so glad you’re finally here, and I want to show y’all what I’ve done to the place.” She spoke to all of us, but her eyes were on my dad.

“You go on. I’m, uh, not ready for parties yet. I’ll head to the house, if you don’t mind,” Dad said. “I’ll get settled in.”

I winced. My dad didn’t like parties or attending events ever since the war, and I could tell by his tense smile that he was uncomfortable being away from home. It was as though every new place he went was a series of tests he had to endure.

Honey’s smile fell, but she hoisted it back in place. “Oh… of course. I can show you the Rec Center later.”

Chief Rand plopped my duffel bag into the golf cart. “Y’all go ahead,” he boomed in a cheery voice. “I’ll take Eric to the house. It’ll give us a chance to catch up. We’ll take my cart.”

“I’ll save you both some cake…,” Honey offered.

“All right. See you guys later,” Dad said, and turned to walk toward Chief Rand’s cart. He met my gaze. “See you later, son.”

Macon, Lovie, and I exchanged glances. I narrowed my eyes as I watched Honey head toward her golf cart without another word.

Macon stepped closer and said in a low voice, “Hey, how’s your dad doing?”

I shrugged, feeling my defenses going up even with my best friend. “Oh, he’s okay. He just gets tired easily.”

“Let’s go to the Nature Center,” Lovie said, bringing cheer back to the conversation. “You’ve got to meet Pierre.”



Pierre stared back at me from his large tank. The diamondback terrapin stood on his hind legs, his front legs clawing at the glass. He looked to be the size of my hand, with a brown shell and gray speckled skin.

“Look closer,” Lovie said, by my side. “See the black line along his beak?” She giggled.

“Hey, he has a mustache,” I said, turning to look at Macon. “Just like you!”

“Ha, ha. Very funny,” Macon replied, putting his nose up to the turtle tank for a better look. “The sign on his tank says they are the only turtle species to live their entire life in the salt marsh.” Macon straightened. “That’s a cool fact.”

“You should feed this guy,” I told Honey. “He acts like he’s starving.”

“Oh, he’s just being Pierre,” Honey said with a wave of her hand as she walked closer. “I just fed him a few periwinkles and insects. He always bangs on the glass like that. He just likes the attention.”

Lovie looked up. “I thought turtles didn’t like to be held.”

“They don’t,” Honey agreed. “They prefer to be left alone, like Shelley over there.” She guided us to a separate aquarium, where another turtle, all brown, sat on a rock, her nose to the corner. It looked like she wanted to stay far away from us… and Pierre. “Pierre has a crush on Shelley, but she’s a mud turtle and wants nothing to do with him. She snaps at him if he gets too friendly.” Honey sighed dramatically. “Our Pierre is just a lover.”

“Oh, that’s so sad,” Lovie said, and bent to look closer at the turtle. “I’ll be your friend.”

I gazed around the Nature Center. It felt fresh and new, with posters of local animals and birds and several shelves of books all neatly categorized. There was even a section for Dewees Island T-shirts, ball caps, and mugs. Next to the merchandise display hung a big cork board decorated with a summer activities calendar and a local news section. On it were pinned newspaper clippings and photos of Dewees residents out and about doing island things. What caught my eye was the front of the Post and Courier newspaper tacked dead center to the board. The headline read:

LOCAL TREASURE HUNTER FINDS GOLD COIN ON DEWEES ISLAND

Beneath the headline was a close-up photo of an old man’s wrinkled hands holding a dark, dirty coin with specks of gold shining through the grime and sand. Not taking my eyes off the article, I hollered for my friends.

“Hey, guys! Check this out!”

Lovie and Macon leaned in to see what I was reading.

“A gold doubloon!” Macon yelled as he started unpinning the newspaper clipping from the board. He read sections out loud.


Harold Maynard, a resident of Dewees Island, walks the beach daily with his metal detector, hunting for lost items in the sand. Today he made a rare find buried slightly beneath the sand: a gold coin the Vietnam War veteran believes was unearthed by the storm system that pounded the coastline this week. Local historians said Maynard’s find could be a coin long buried by the famous pirate Blackbeard. Maynard said, “I like to believe there’s a lot more treasure hidden out here on this little island. I won’t stop looking, either.”



“So, you found out about Mr. Maynard’s discovery?” Honey said, walking closer. “That’s been the talk of the island.”

“When did he find it?” asked Macon.

“Take a look at the date on the article,” she replied. “Get the facts, children.”

“April twenty-sixth,” said Lovie, her nose close to the newspaper clipping. She turned to face us, eyes wide. “That was just five weeks ago.”

We all looked at one another in silent amazement for a few seconds. Then an idea burst out of me.

“We’ve got to find that treasure!”
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CHAPTER 2 [image: ] Nature makes children of us all


SEVERAL GATORS LAZILY SUNNED ON the bank at the far side of the pond as Honey and I cruised along the road to the Bird’s Nest, Honey’s house. I was back behind the wheel of our golf cart, and it all came back to me, just like riding a bicycle.

Next to me, Honey balanced a plate of leftover cake on her lap. I slowly turned off the road where the small wooden sign read THE POTTERS, DEWEES ISLAND, SC. When I left last summer, her driveway had been cleared of debris, but it was overgrown again. Overgrown grasses and palmetto fronds scraped the cart as I plowed through the morass. Living on a wild island, things grow wild!

The Bird’s Nest got its name because it stood high on wooden pilings to nestle up in the trees. Sun rays cut through the tall branches and dappled the house. I breathed in the salt-scented air and smiled. I’d come home. I knew this place. I loved it. I felt safe here.

I’d be lying if I didn’t admit it’d been a tough year since I left Dewees. We moved to nearby Mount Pleasant from New Jersey with high hopes because Mom got a new assignment flying those huge C-17 cargo planes in the Air Force. And being closer to Honey was great for the family.

Only we never visited Dewees Island in the past year. Not once.

Honey came to visit us in Mount Pleasant because Dad couldn’t climb all the stairs of the Bird’s Nest. My new school was okay. I made a couple of friends, but they were just kids I hung out with at school. I didn’t invite anyone over to hang out at my house.

Living with Dad was like walking on eggshells. Mom kept telling me to be patient, that he had a lot of changes to get used to, like being medically discharged from the Army. And losing his leg. And dealing with the death of his friends.

Yeah, those were really big things. But we were all getting used to those changes.

“Park to the right of that cart, Jake,” Honey said, pointing to a spiffy new golf cart.

“Nice and easy,” I replied, using Honey’s words from the time she taught me how to drive a golf cart. I eased like a pro into the spot right next to the other cart. This cart was a shiny moss-green color with clean, rugged tires. Parking next to it made Honey’s old golf cart look even worse.

“Whose golf cart is that?” I asked, hopping out to inspect it.

Her eyes gleamed with pride as she put her hands on her hips. “It’s a surprise for your dad. I thought he’d enjoy it. It’s what they call ‘street-worthy,’ with power steering, seat belt, and a few adjustments he needs for… well, you know.”

I knew she meant my dad’s prosthetic leg. Why didn’t she just say the word? It’s like everyone avoided what we all could see right in front of us.

“So now you own the oldest and the newest golf carts on the island?” I teased her.

Honey laughed and, putting her hands on my shoulders, turned me to face the old golf cart. “And that means this cart is officially yours now.”

My mouth fell open. “You mean, like, it’s mine?”

“All yours. Take good care of it.” She lifted one brow. “And remember the island rules.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I replied with a wide grin. I remembered my first cart ride with Honey last summer, when she taught me how to drive. The safety rules included a warning about Big Al, the biggest, baddest, most respected alligator on Dewees.

“Come along, Jake. I’ve got a few more things to show you. This old bird has been feathering her nest.” Honey pointed to the back corner of the house, where a large metal box contraption stood. There was a glowing silver button on a wall next to it.

“An elevator!”

“Sort of. It’s called a lift. I got it installed so your dad can get up to the house without the worry of all the stairs here.”

This meant that we’d be able to come to Dewees more often. Smiling ear to ear, I walked closer for a better look. “Sweet! Let’s go on up!” I said, reaching out to press the silver button.

“Oh, no,” Honey said, pushing away my hand with one swoop. “You are an able-bodied twelve-year-old. You can take the stairs. It’s good for you.”

“Just once?” I moaned.

“Someday. But,” she said, opening the metal gate and stepping into the lift, “I find I like taking the ride, too. And there’s only room for one.” With a gleam in her eye, she said, “Race you up!” She pushed the button.

I heard the grinding gears of the lift and spun on my heel toward the steps, and ran up the two flights to the front door. I bent at my knees, winded but glad because the lift was slower than a turtle. As I waited for Honey, I looked around the front porch and saw colorful wildflowers spilling over the sides of the wooden containers. So different from last year when the planters only had sprigs of green weeds and dead brown plants.

“What took you so long?” I asked with a laugh when Honey stepped from the lift.

She ruffled my hair and opened the blue front door. I stepped in and was hit with a delicious smell. Dad and Chief Rand were sitting on the sofa talking. Dad was smiling.

“Hey, Dad!” I called out. Lucky quickly jumped up, his paws slipping on the shiny wood floor as he hightailed it to my side. “Hey, boy!” I said, bending down to scruff his face and let him nuzzle my neck.

I straightened and let my gaze glide across Honey’s house. Large windows encircled the house, and I blinked in the brilliant sunlight as I took in all the changes. It was the same house, but so different. All the dusty piles of books that had been scattered haphazardly last summer were neatly stored in new wooden bookcases. Her big, cushy sofa had a new tan slipcover and lots of colorful pillows. Honey’s ratty old recliner was gone, too. In its place was a big leather recliner.

“Wow,” I said with wonder, turning around with wide eyes. Then a thought hit me. I headed for the fridge. I grabbed the handle, then paused, flashing back to the previous summer when I found plastic containers filled with mystery meats, moldy cheese, and sour smells. I held my breath and pulled open the door.

“Wow…,” I whispered again. Clear containers of fresh fruit and vegetables were neatly stacked on the glistening shelves, just like Macon’s mom had in her fridge. There were applesauce cups, yogurts, cheese sticks, and… I couldn’t believe it. Cokes in glass bottles! The ultimate treat.

“Hey, Honey! You’ve really got this fridge stocked!”

“Yes, sir,” she replied, coming closer and looking pleased that I noticed. “Want a soda?”

This was definitely a change from the start of last summer. “Yes, please.”

“I thought I’d celebrate your island return with a little shrimp and grits tonight.” She lifted the lid off a pot on the stove to stir the grits. “I caught the shrimp early this morning.”

“You caught them?” I asked, trying to imagine Honey tossing out a cast net.

My dad turned my way from the sofa. “Your grandmother can harvest, hook, or catch anything Mother Nature offers.” He looked over at her and his gaze held pride. “Mama, let me peel the shrimp for you.”

“You sit back down. Today you’re my guests. Let me fuss over the food. Don’t you worry. I’ve got chores enough waiting for you tomorrow.” As she spoke, she walked over to the sink and lifted out a bowl. “Besides, I’ve already got them prepped to cook.”

“I best get going then, so y’all can enjoy your meal,” Chief Rand said, rising to stand.

“You should stay. I’ve got enough for four,” Honey offered. “I’ve cooked many a meal for you over the years.”

“I do remember. But I’ve got some paperwork to finish up at the fire station. Thank you for the offer, Mrs. Potter,” he replied. “I’ll belly up to the table another time.” He gave her a quick hug goodbye before heading out the door.

Honey lowered the shrimp into a pan of sautéed onions and bacon. “These shrimp take just a few minutes, so you go wash up, hear?”

“Yes, ma’am.” On my way to the bathroom, I stopped dead in my tracks when I spotted a laptop and a Wi-Fi router on a small desk off the hall. I couldn’t believe it! I shouted as I ran back to the kitchen, “Honey! When did you get Internet here? And a computer?”

“I’m old, but I’m not deaf!” Honey dried her hands on a towel and came closer, her eyes sparkling. She opened the laptop with pride. “I was wondering how long it’d take you to spot it.”

Across the room, Dad was watching, chuckling at my response.

“But, Honey,” I sputtered. “I thought you didn’t ever want the Internet in your house. When did you get it? Why didn’t you tell us? I thought you didn’t believe in it?”

“One question at a time, child,” Honey said, holding up her hands in mock defense. “First of all, I believe in the Internet. What kind of notion is that? I always knew it’s a part of daily life for families and businesses. That was never it. I was just reluctant to have it here, in my home. It didn’t feel right here on Dewees. And I admit, I was a bit of a snob about it. Still,” she added, fire returning to her voice, “I think people are online too much, especially you kids.”

Dad interjected. “I’ve got to admit, Mom, I’m as surprised as Jake. What changed your mind?”

A small smile played at her lips. “Working at the Nature Center. It’s a right handy tool to order books and supplies, and when I want to do research. I still go to my books, of course,” she added with import. “But it’s awfully quick, I’ll give it that.” Honey carefully poured the cooked shrimp from the pot into a strainer bowl in the sink.

“What’s your Wi-Fi name and password?” I asked, pulling my cell phone out of my pants pocket.

“Now, hold your horses there, mister,” Honey replied. “I guess this is as good a time as any to talk about all this.” She moved her arm to indicate the table, all set with cloth napkins and candles. “Why don’t we all sit down and I’ll serve dinner. Everything is ready and”—she turned to me—“I thought I heard your belly rumbling,”

In short order, Honey served us heaping helpings of shrimp and grits, and she was right. I was starving. I dove in. The shrimp was as sweet as I’d ever tasted, but I couldn’t wait to find out more about the Internet here at the house. I still couldn’t believe it. That was a game changer.

“I can use the computer this summer, right?” I asked, going back to the topic.

Honey waited until she’d finished chewing, took a sip of water, and dabbed her lips with a napkin. “Just because I have Internet access does not mean we’re going to be online all hours of the day.”

I heard the resistance in her voice. “Oh, yeah, sure,” I said to reassure her.

She looked at me with her no fooling expression.

“Yes, we now have a computer in the house. But no, it doesn’t mean everything is going to change around here. I see the value in having it. But it will not run our lives, hear? We will limit how many hours we will use it. And only certain uses are permitted. I don’t want to ruin the life we have here. We need the quiet that lets the wild into our hearts and our souls. That quiet, when we can hear our thoughts, is when God comes in.” She paused. “Do you understand?”

I thought all that talk about God was grown-up stuff. When I was alone outdoors, or lying in my bed in my loft, I did a lot of thinking. It helped me figure out what was important. What I wanted and what I didn’t want. What I needed. If that’s what she meant by God talking to me, then I got that.

“Yes, ma’am. I think so.”

“Nicely said, Mom.” Dad raised his glass in a toast.

Honey smiled. Looking at my empty plate, she said, “Go help yourself to seconds. And get your father some while you’re up.”

I hurried back from the stove with our plates, brimming with steaming shrimp and creamy grits. Sitting, I went back to the topic. “Can I bring my gaming system over?”

Honey sat straight in her chair. “Absolutely not. Never. Not ever,” she said, folding her arms in front of her chest. “I swear, give an inch and they take a mile,” she said to my dad.

He only shrugged and gave me a look that said, Sorry, buddy.

“Okay, I won’t.” I worried I’d be booted from the Internet before I even had a chance to log on. “I promise.”

“The wild outside this house is better than any video game,” Honey said with a huff.

“But what about when it rains?”

“You can read.”

“You’re not lacking in books around here,” Dad added. “It’s like they multiply while you sleep, Mom.”

We all laughed because it felt like the truth.

Honey said, “This is new for me, and we just have to find a balance. I’m sure we will. We don’t want to spend so much time on the computer that we lose time outdoors, being creative, or reading books. Jake,” she said, turning to me and narrowing her brows. She stood up and gathered our now-empty bowls, then paused to say, “The Wi-Fi password is taped to the side of the router.”

I washed the dishes while Dad wiped down the table and countertop. The chef doesn’t do dishes was an old rule at our house.

“All right, men,” Honey called out from the living room. “I have something I want to present to you.” She waved her hands. “Come take a seat.”

Dad and I sat on the sofa, and Honey stood in front of us. She clasped her hands. “Let’s talk about our summer routine. You know the drill. Same chores as last summer. Jake, you’re still in charge of taking out the trash, collecting the mail, and filling up the water jugs as needed. You were very reliable, I must say.”

I grinned, and my dad reached over to pat my shoulder.

“Eric,” she said, turning to my dad, “you’re in charge of making sure everything works around here—the golf carts, appliances, air-conditioning. You’re a pretty good handyman, if I recollect.”

Now it was my turn to beam at my dad.

Honey bent to pick up two black-and-white composition notebooks from the coffee table. I recognized them as the same kind she gave me last summer. She handed one to me and one to Dad. “Your new nature journals!”

“Cool,” I said, pleased. I was proud of the journal I’d created last summer.

My dad looked at his with confusion. “Thanks.” He lifted the notebook, as though testing its weight. His smile was rueful. “But I’m hardly a kid anymore, Mom.”

“You’re never too old to journal! And it’s something you can share with Jake. Besides, I wouldn’t want to leave you out of the fun.” Honey smiled. “Nature makes children of us all.”



That evening, I climbed up the wooden ship–style ladder to my room. It was my favorite place in the entire house. It was a loft, which means instead of a fourth wall, there was the ladder and a big wooden railing that I could lean against and see the entire floor below. Like on a ship.

Above the twin bed was what I called the Heidi window, a large round window just like the one in the classic novel. Instead of Heidi’s mountains, however, I looked out at a maritime forest filled with live oaks, palmettos, and pine trees. And beyond, glimpses of the mysterious marsh and winding creek. The sky was turning shades of deep blue and purple, with streaks of magenta and orange. The sign of the final minutes of daylight of my first day back on Dewees Island.

This room had been my dad’s growing up. It was still filled with his things. And it was now mine. I unpacked my duffel bag, laying claim to the space. After I put my clothes into the painted wooden dresser, I went to the bookshelves and let my fingertips glide over the rows of well-read books. They’d all been my dad’s, and last summer I’d read a lot of them.

And then there were the journals. Last summer Honey gave me a composition notebook, and I’d torn pages from it and written letters to my dad when he was at the hospital. He’d saved them all and had them bound into a leather journal, like the one he’d has as a kid. Now my own leather-bound journal sat next to my dad’s.

I laughed, thinking of Dad’s face when Honey told us we both had to create new journals this summer. I’m glad she did that. I liked the idea of doing something together this summer. Dad and I had spent a lot of time around each other this past school year. But I couldn’t remember doing anything fun with him. What did Honey say tonight? Nature makes children of us all.

Later, when I lay in my bed, my hands under my head, I yawned, feeling the fullness of the day. My eyes blinked heavily as I stared out my large, round window. This was one of my favorite times. When the sky was dark and I could stare out the window way high into the sky to see what stage the moon was in, or if there were stars out, or if clouds were moving in.

When I’d returned to the island, I’d thought I wanted everything to be exactly the same as I left it last August. But there were so many changes. Having the Internet was the biggest change. The house was cleaner, for sure. It was like I could see Honey’s new happiness reflected in the house. Even Macon and Lovie seemed different, more grown up. It was weird, because I felt like I hadn’t changed at all.

And Dad… Mom said to me just before she left for deployment that she hoped Dad would find himself again on Dewees Island. The place where he grew up. But I think it was more than that. Though none of us said it aloud, we all worried he would never face the challenge of losing his leg. It made my stomach tighten thinking about it.

I blew out a plume of air. In the shadowy light, I took a final sweep of the room. At least here, in my room, everything seemed the same.
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