
[image: Cover: The Summer Wind, by Mary Alice Monroe]


Praise for the first novel in the Lowcountry Summer Trilogy
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“Monroe knows her characters like no one else could, and her portrayals of the summer girls are subtle, realistic, carefully crafted, and pitch-perfect.”

—Publishers Weekly

“More than just a beautifully written, moving portrayal of three sisters finding themselves and each other after years of separation . . . [The Summer Girls] deals head-on with significant issues so skillfully woven into the narrative that I often stopped to consider the import of what I’d just read. If you’re a dedicated environmentalist, this book is a must-read. If you’re just someone who enjoys a good story, you’ll get that, too, and much more.”

—New York Times bestselling author Cassandra King

“This book contains drama, humor, and romance which any good summer read does. Plus it has the message about the care and treatment of dolphins. Monroe is an expert at making this blend, and The Summer Girls is one of her most successful efforts.”

—The Huffington Post

“A song of praise to the bottle-nosed dolphins that bring so much joy to the men and women who gaze at the creeks and rivers of the lowcountry each evening.”

—New York Times bestselling author Pat Conroy

“Mary Alice Monroe at her best. . . . The Summer Girls reminded me of what I love about Southern fiction.”

—Heroes and Heartbreakers

“A captivating story of how the ocean and a charismatic dolphin reunite sisters in the alluring ecological setting of the lowcountry of South Carolina. The story resonates on a personal level and, moreover, delivers a powerful reminder of the importance of protecting dolphins and the environment in which they live.”

—Patricia Fair, director, Marine Mammal Program, NOAA
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Chapter One
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Sea Breeze, Sullivan’s Island, South Carolina

July was said to be the hottest month of the year in Charleston, and after enduring eighty Southern summers, Marietta Muir, or Mamaw, as her family affectionately called her, readily agreed. She delicately dabbed at her upper lip and forehead with her handkerchief, then waved to shoo off a pesky mosquito. Southern summers meant heat, humidity, and bugs. But being out on Sullivan’s Island, sitting in the shade of a live oak tree, sipping iced tea, and waiting for the occasional offshore breeze was, for her, the very definition of summer. She sighed heavily. The ancient oak spread its mighty limbs so far and wide, Marietta felt cradled in its protective embrace. Still, the air was especially languid this morning, so thick and cloyingly scented with jasmine that it was a battle to keep her eyelids from drooping. A gust of wind from the ocean carried the sweet scent of the grass and cooled the moist hairs along her neck.

She set the needlepoint pattern on her lap to remove her glasses and rub her eyes. Cursed old age. It was getting harder and harder to see her stitches, she thought with a sigh. Glancing at Lucille beside her on the screened porch of the guesthouse that Lucille called home, she saw her friend bent over the base of a sweetgrass basket, her strong hands weaving the fragile strands into the pattern, sewing each row tight with palmetto fronds. A small pile of the grass lay in her lap, while a generous heap sat at her feet in a plastic bag, along with another bag of long-leaf pine needles.

Seeing her longtime companion’s hands lovingly weaving together the disparate grasses into an object of beauty made Marietta think again how imperative her challenge was this summer: to entwine her three very different granddaughters with Sea Breeze once again. Her summer girls.

Mamaw sighed softly to herself. They were hardly girls any longer. Dora was thirty-six, Carson thirty-three, and Harper twenty-eight—women now. Back when they were young girls and spent summers together they had been close, as sisters should be. Over the years, however, they’d become more strangers than sisters. Half-sisters, Marietta corrected herself, shuddering at the nuance of the term. As if by only sharing a father, the women’s bond was somehow less. Sisters were sisters and blood was blood, after all. She had succeeded in corralling all three women to Sea Breeze in June for the summer, but here it was, only early July, and Carson was already off to Florida while Dora was fixing on returning to Summerville. And Harper . . . that New Yorker had her sights set north.

“I wonder if Carson made it to Florida yet,” Lucille said without looking up. Her fingers moved steadily, weaving row after row.

Mamaw half smiled, thinking how Lucille’s mind and her own were in sync . . . again. Lucille had been hired as her housekeeper some fifty years back, when Marietta was a young bride in Charleston. They’d shared a lifetime of ups and downs, births, deaths, scandals, and joys. Now that they were old women, Lucille had become more a confidante than an employee. Truth was, Lucille was her closest friend.

“I was just wondering the same thing,” Mamaw replied. “I expect she has by now and is just settling in to her hotel. I hope she won’t be away long.”

“She won’t be. Carson knows how important this summer is to you, and she’ll be back just as soon as she finds out what’s done happened to that dolphin,” Lucille said. She lowered her basket to her lap and looked Mamaw straight in the eyes. “Carson won’t disappoint you. You have to have faith.”

“I do,” Mamaw exclaimed defensively. “But I’m old enough to know how life likes to throw a wrench into even the most well thought out plans. I mean, really,” Mamaw said, lifting her hands in frustration. “Who could have foreseen a dolphin tossing all my summer plans applecart-upset?”

Lucille chuckled, a deep and throaty sound. “Yes, she surely did. That Delphine . . .” Lucille’s smile slipped at the sound of the dolphin’s name. “But it weren’t her fault, now was it? I do hope that place in Florida can help the poor thing.”

“I do, too. For Delphine’s sake, and for Carson’s.” She paused. “And Nate’s.” She was worried about how hard Dora’s son had taken the dolphin’s accident. Only a young boy, he had put the blame on himself for luring the dolphin to their dock and getting it entangled in all that fishing line. In truth, they were all to blame. No one more than herself.

“For all our sakes,” she amended.

“Amen,” Lucille agreed soberly. She paused to sweep bits of scattered grass to the wind. “Don’t you fret none, Miz Marietta. All will be well. I feel it in my bones. And in no time you’ll have all your summer girls here at Sea Breeze again.”

“Hi, Mamaw! Lucille!” A voice called out from the driveway, cutting through the two women’s conversation.

“Here comes one now,” Lucille murmured, returning to her basket.

Marietta turned her head and smiled to see her youngest granddaughter, Harper, jogging toward them in one of those skimpy, skintight running outfits that looked to Marietta like a second skin. Her red hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and sweat poured down her pink face.

“Harper!” Marietta called out with a quick wave. “My goodness, child, you’re running at this time of the day? Only tourists are fool enough to run here under a midsummer sun. You’ll have a heat stroke! Why, your face is as red as a beet!”

Harper stopped at the bottom of the porch steps and bent over, hands on her hips, to catch her breath. “Oh, Mamaw, I’m fine,” she said breathily, wiping the sweat from her brow with her forearm. “I do this every day.”

“Well, you look about ready to keel over.”

“It is hot out there today,” Harper conceded with half a smile. “But my face always turns red. It’s my fair skin. I’ve got a ton of sunscreen on.”

Lucille clucked her tongue. “Mind you drink some water, hear?”

“Why don’t you jump in the pool and cool yourself down some? You look to be wearing a swimming suit . . .” Mamaw trailed off, fanning her face as she spoke. It made her hot just to see Harper’s pink face and the sweat drenching her clothing.

“Good idea,” Harper replied, and with a quick wave took off toward the front door. She turned her head and shouted, “Nice basket, Lucille!” before disappearing into the house.

Lucille chuckled and returned to her weaving. “Only the young can run like that.”

“I never ran like that when I was young!” Mamaw said.

“Me, neither. Who had the time?”

“No time, and certainly not dressed like that. What these girls parade around in today. That outfit left little to the imagination.”

“Oh, I bet the young men can imagine plenty,” Lucille said, chuckling again.

Mamaw huffed. “What young men? I simply cannot understand why she’s not getting any calls. I’ve seen to it that she was invited to a few parties in town where other young people would be present. There was that nice boating party at Sissy’s yacht club . . . Several eligible young men were invited.” Mamaw shook her head. “Harper is such a pretty girl, with good breeding.” She paused. “Even if her mother is English.” Mamaw picked up her needlepoint and added archly, “Her father is from Charleston, after all.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t say she hasn’t been asked out . . .” Lucille said, feeding more grass into the basket.

Mamaw narrowed her eyes with suspicion. “You wouldn’t?”

Lucille’s eyes sparkled with knowledge. “I happen to know that since she’s been here, several young men have called our Miss Harper.”

“Really?” Mamaw fumed silently, wondering why she hadn’t been made aware of this. She didn’t like being the last to know things, certainly not about her own granddaughters. She reached for the Island Eye newspaper and used it to fan the air. “You’d think someone might’ve told me.”

Lucille shrugged.

Mamaw lowered the paper. “Well . . . why hasn’t she had any dates? Is she being shy?”

“Our Harper might be a quiet little thing, but she ain’t shy. That girl’s got a spine of steel. Just look at the way she won’t touch meat, or white bread, or anything I cook with bacon grease.”

Mamaw’s lips curved, recalling the row at the dinner table Harper’s first night at Sea Breeze. Dora was nearly driven to distraction by Harper’s strict diet.

“She’s only just been here a month,” Lucille continued. “And she’s only staying another two. She don’t have her light on, is all. And who can wonder? With all she got on her mind, I reckon dating a young man is low on her list.”

Mamaw rocked in silence. All Lucille had said was true enough. It seemed everyone had a lot on their minds this summer at Sea Breeze—she certainly did. The summer was flying by, and if she couldn’t find a way to forge bonds between her granddaughters, Mamaw knew that come September, Sea Breeze would be sold, the girls would scatter again, and she’d be sitting on the dock howling at the harvest moon.

The previous May, Mamaw had invited her three granddaughters—Dora, Carson, and Harper—to celebrate her eightieth birthday at Sea Breeze. She’d had, however, an ulterior motive. In the fall, Marietta was putting Sea Breeze on the market and moving into an assisted living facility. With the demands of an island house, she simply couldn’t keep up living alone any longer, not even with Lucille’s help. Her hope was that, once here, all three women would agree to stay for the entire summer. She wanted them to be her summer girls again—as they had been as children—for this final summer before Sea Breeze was sold.

Countless previous invitations of hers had been rebuffed by all the girls over the years, with just as many excuses—I’d love to but I’m so busy, I have work, I’ll be out of town—each sent with gushes of regret and replete with exclamation marks.

So this time, Mamaw had trusted that her granddaughters had inherited some of her ancestral pirate blood, and she’d lured the girls south with promises of loot from the house. And the little darlings had come, if only for the weekend party. Desperate to keep them on the island, Mamaw had resorted to a bit of manipulation when she’d threatened to cut them out of the will if they did not stay for the entire summer. She chortled out a laugh just remembering their shocked faces.

Carson had just lost her job and was pleased as punch to spend the summer rent-free on the island. Dora, in the midst of a divorce, was easily persuaded to stay at Sea Breeze with Nate while repairs were done on her house in Summerville. Harper, however, had thrown a hissy fit. She’d called it blackmail.

Mamaw shifted uncomfortably in her seat. Blackmail, really. Harper could be so dramatic, she thought as she rolled her eyes. Surely there was a more refined, gentler term for the actions of a concerned and loving grandmother set on bringing her granddaughters together? A smile of satisfaction played at her lips. And they’d all agreed to stay the summer, hadn’t they?

But now, only midsummer, and Carson had already left—though she promised to swiftly return—while Dora had one foot out the door.

Mamaw closed her eyes, welcoming another soothing ocean breeze. She couldn’t fail in her mission. Eighty years was a long time of living. She’d survived the loss of a husband and her only child. All she had left that mattered were these three precious jewels, her granddaughters. Mamaw’s hands tightened to fists. And come hell or high water—or hissy fits—she was going to give them this one perfect summer. Her most private fear was that when Sea Breeze was sold and she’d moved on to a retirement home, the fragile bond between the sisters would break and they’d scatter to the four winds like these bits of sweetgrass that fell loose from Lucille’s basket.

“Here comes another one,” Lucille said in a low voice, indicating with her chin the sight of Dora rounding the corner of the house.

Mamaw’s gaze swept over her eldest granddaughter with a critical eye. Dora was dressed in a khaki suit and a blouse the same pale yellow color as her hair. As Dora drew closer, Mamaw noted that she was wearing nylon stockings and pumps. In this heat! She could see pearls of perspiration already dripping down Dora’s face as she dragged a suitcase behind her through the gravel toward the silver Lexus parked in the driveway.

“Dora! Are you off?” Mamaw called out.

Dora stopped abruptly at hearing her name and turned her head toward the guesthouse.

“Hey, ladies,” she called out with a wave, upon seeing the two women sitting side by side on the front porch. “Yes,” she replied, pasting on a smile that didn’t quite meet her eyes. “I’ve got to dash if I’m going to get to my lawyer’s appointment on time. It’s going to be a long morning.”

Dora left her suitcase and came over to join them. “Look at you two, sitting there like two birds on a wire, chirping away the morning.” Dora stepped up onto the porch and into the shade.

Mamaw set her needlepoint aside and gave Dora her full attention, studying her eldest granddaughter’s face. Of all three women, Dora was the one who could best mask her emotions with false cheer. Had always done so, even as a child. On her wedding day, her father, Mamaw’s only child, Parker, had arrived at the church unforgivably drunk. Dora had smiled as she walked down the aisle with her stepfather instead of her biological one. She’d smiled through the whispers behind raised palms, smiled during Parker’s rambling toast, smiled while friends escorted Parker to the hotel to sleep it off.

Mamaw studied that same fixed smile now. She knew too well the sacrifices Dora had made to present the facade of a happy family. This divorce was striking at her very core, shaking her foundation. Yet, even now, it seemed Dora was intent on giving off the impression that she had everything under control.

“You look very . . . respectable,” Mamaw said, choosing her words carefully. “But isn’t it a bit steamy today for that suit and nylons?”

Dora lifted her blond hair from her neck, to allow the offshore breeze to cool the moisture pooling there. “Lord, yes. It’s so hot you could spit on the ground and watch it sizzle. But I’ve got to make the right impression in front of Cal’s lawyers.”

Bless her heart, Mamaw thought. That suit was so tight. Poor Dora looked like a sausage squeezed into its casings.

Dora dropped her hair and her face shifted to a scowl. “Calhoun’s being flat-out unreasonable.”

“We all knew when you married him that his elevator didn’t go all the way to the top.”

“He doesn’t have to be smart, Mamaw. Only his lawyer does. And I hear he’s got himself a real shark.”

“You called the Rosen law firm like I recommended, didn’t you?” Dora nodded. “Good,” Mamaw said. “Robert will catch that shark on his hook, don’t you worry.”

“I’ll try not to,” Dora replied, smoothing out wrinkles in her skirt. “I still want to set a good precedent, though.”

Mamaw reached up to the collar of her dress and unpinned her brooch. It was a favorite of hers. Small pieces of bright coral were embedded in gold to form an exquisite starburst. Her granddaughter needed a bit of starburst in her life right now.

“Come here, precious,” she said to Dora.

When Dora drew near, Mamaw waved her hand to indicate Dora should bend close, then she reached out to pin the large brooch to Dora’s suit collar.

“There,” she said, sitting back and gazing at her handiwork. “A little pop of color does wonders for you, my dear. The brooch was my mother’s. It’s yours now.”

Dora’s eyes widened as her stoic facade momentarily crumbled. She rushed to hug her grandmother with a desperate squeeze. “Oh, Mamaw, thank you. I didn’t expect . . . It means a lot. Especially today. I have to admit, I’m nervous about confronting Cal after all this time. And his lawyers.”

“Consider it ceremonial armor,” Mamaw replied with a smile.

“I will,” Dora replied, standing erect and smoothing out her jacket. “You know, I’m so tickled I can fit back into this suit. Between Carson not letting us have any alcohol in the house and Harper getting us to eat all that health food, I’ve actually lost a few pounds! Who would have thought?”

A genuine smile lit up Dora’s face, and Mamaw suddenly saw a flash of the dazzling young woman who once had enchanted all who met her with the warmth of that smile. Over the past ten years of an unhappy marriage and caring for a child with special needs, Dora had committed the cardinal sin of a Southern wife—she’d let herself go. But worst of all, her sadness had drained the sunlight from inside of her. Mamaw was glad to see a glimmer of it resurface in her eyes this morning.

“Is Nate going with you?” Lucille asked.

Dora shook her head and grimaced. “I’m afraid not. I just came from his room. I begged him to come with me, but you know Nate when he’s got his mind made up. He barely said more than one word—no. I don’t think he likes me very much right now,” Dora added in a softer tone. “It was like”—her voice choked with emotion—“like he couldn’t wait for me to leave.”

“Now, honey, don’t pay him no mind,” Mamaw said in a conciliatory tone. “You know that child’s still hurting from what happened to that dolphin. It was traumatic for him. For all of us,” she added.

“Carson should be calling with news about that dolphin soon,” Lucille said comfortingly.

“And I just know it will be good news,” Mamaw agreed, ever the optimist. “I’m sure Nate will come around then.”

“I hope so . . .” Dora replied, and hastily wiped her eyes, seemingly embarrassed for the tears.

Mamaw slid a glance to Lucille. It wasn’t like Dora to be so emotional. Dora checked her watch and gasped. “Lord, I’ve really got to go or I’ll be late,” she said, all business now. “Are you sure y’all can handle Nate while I’m gone? You know he can get squirrelly when I leave.”

“I feel sure that three grown women can handle one little boy. No matter how testy,” Mamaw said, arching one brow.

Lucille laughed quietly while her fingers worked the basket.

“Yes, of course,” Dora muttered, digging into her purse for car keys. “It’s just he is particularly difficult now, because he’s all upset about that dolphin, and that I’m going to see his father.”

Mamaw waved Dora off. “You go on and don’t worry about anything here. We’ll all be fine. You have enough to contend with getting your house ready for the market.”

Dora’s eyes narrowed at mention of the house. “Those workmen had better be there or I’ll raise holy hell.”

Mamaw and Lucille exchanged a glance. That was the Dora they knew. Pulling out her keys, Dora turned to go.

“Dora?” Mamaw called, stopping Dora as she made to leave. Dora stopped, turned her head, and met Mamaw’s gaze. “Mind you remember who you are. You’re a Muir. The captain of your own ship.” She sniffed and added, “Don’t you take any guff from the likes of Calhoun Tupper, hear?”

The brilliant Muir blue color flashed in Dora’s eyes. “Yes, ma’am,” she replied with heart, and straightened her shoulders.

The two old women watched Dora rush to her car, load the suitcase into the trunk, and roar out of the driveway, the wheels spitting gravel.

“Mmm-mmm-mm,” Lucille muttered as she returned to her basket weaving. “That woman’s hell-bent on taking her fury out on all the men in town today.”

Mamaw released the grin that had been playing at her lips all morning. “I don’t know who I feel more sorry for,” she said. “The workmen at the house, or Calhoun Tupper.”



Chapter Two
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Charleston, South Carolina

Dora sat clenching her hands tightly together in her lap in her lawyer’s office. The air-conditioning was working valiantly against the day’s record-breaking heat, but the two lawyers and Cal had removed their suit jackets and rolled up their sleeves. Dora was the only woman in the room, and she still had her suit jacket on. She was resolved not to remove one shred of her armor. And in her mind’s eye she could see the safety pin holding her skirt together because she couldn’t quite fasten the button. So she sat with her jacket on, chafing at the collar and sweltering with a simmering fury while Cal’s lawyer, Mr. Harbison, went on explaining why the amount they were offering for settlement was exceptionally fair.

It was all she could do not to jump from her seat in frustration and rage. Fair? The amount offered wasn’t enough for her to live on, much less take care of Nate and all his therapy sessions. She glanced at her lawyer, Mr. Rosen, hoping to catch his attention. He had been very clear that she mustn’t engage but simply respond when directly questioned. His gaze was fixed to the pile of papers beside his open laptop and he was busily making notations as the items were discussed.

Frustrated, Dora glanced across the long conference table at Cal, raising her brows in a signal. Her soon-to-be ex-husband sat resolutely looking at his hands. He’d not bothered to meet her gaze when she’d stepped into the office. Nor did he offer a word, or even a glance of comfort or concern during the entire morning’s meeting. He never once established eye contact. Cal had never been a touchy-feely sort of man, but today at the lawyer’s office he was positively void of all feeling.

She hadn’t seen Cal in the past few months, though they’d talked on a need-to-know basis. When she walked into the office earlier that morning, she’d been surprised to see he’d lost the spare tire around his waist and that he was taking more care with his appearance. He wore the classic Southern seersucker suit and she’d had to take a second look to believe his dapper bow tie.

She kept her rigid posture and blasé expression, but beneath the table her foot was shaking. She glanced at the clock on the wall. It was nearing noon. She had endured a brutal morning listening to the cold recitation of positions from both lawyers. Now they had moved on to itemizing her and Cal’s possessions.

She followed the long itemized list as the lawyer droned. But when Cal’s lawyer began divvying up the Muir family antiques, Dora sat straight in her chair and blurted, “No!”

The room immediately went silent as the three gentlemen turned their heads toward her.

“There must be some mistake,” she said. “We are not divvying up the family antiques. Cal and I have already agreed that he would get his family furniture and I would get mine.”

Mr. Harbison offered her a benign smile. “I’m afraid, Mrs. Tupper, that wouldn’t be equitable.”

“I don’t . . .” She stopped when Mr. Rosen placed a hand on her arm.

“You see, all your possessions are considered communal property,” Mr. Harbison continued.

“No, they most certainly are not,” she barked at him, feeling her face color. “I don’t care if it’s equitable, communal, or whatever you want to call it.” Her voice was rising. “My family furniture is mine and he can’t have it. We’ve already discussed this and agreed.”

Cal’s face mottled. “Dora, we may have discussed it, but it was premature. It’s clear that’s no longer fair.”

Dora’s eyes narrowed. “Because now you know how much some of my pieces are worth. You went and had the furniture appraised. I can read the report.”

“If it were just a few hundred dollars . . .” he said. Cal tapped the papers in front of him, a slight flush rising in his cheeks. “But the Chippendale chairs and sofa, and the Empire chests . . . Those alone are worth over one hundred thousand dollars! The silver is worth another thirty.”

Dora lifted her brows in acknowledgment. Their value had been a pleasant surprise, but she couldn’t bear the thought of selling off pieces of her lineage to the highest bidder.

“This is not about the money. I don’t want to sell my furniture. It’s been in my family for generations. And it’ll go to Nate after me. We’re only the caretakers for the next generation. We don’t sell.”

“We do when we have to,” Cal said succinctly. “And with the costs of Nate’s therapy and the fact that the house you wanted has turned out to be a money hole, we have to now.”

“Those expenses are not new,” Dora fired back. “And let me remind you that you wanted that house every bit as much as I did. You saw the potential profit. But you never thought we needed to fix the house up before. You wouldn’t let me do anything. It was good enough for us to live in. Suddenly we need the money to make all the repairs and update the appliances?”

Mr. Harbison cleared his throat, entering the fray. “Mrs. Tupper, I realize this is an emotional subject. The repairs are minimal, just enough to make the house marketable. In the end, the purpose is to bring in a better price, for both your sakes.”

Tears threatened and Dora pinched her lips to stop them from trembling. The men in the room shifted in their seats and exchanged glances in a manner that seemed to say, What could we expect? She was a woman, after all. She couldn’t handle the proceedings without a display of emotion.

Of course she was emotional! These men were dispensing her personal possessions with the same nonchalance as if they were divvying up potatoes. And she was getting cheated in the bargain. Dora remembered Mamaw’s words—You’re a Muir. The captain of your own ship—and bridling, she turned to Cal’s lawyer with resolution. She was not accepting Cal’s ultimatum.

Dora delivered a hard look to Mr. Harbison. “Let me make my position clear. I don’t care what price the house brings in. Nor do I care what the value of my possessions are,” she said, making an effort to speak in an even voice. “I’m not parting with my family antiques. They belong to my family. I’ll have my grandmother write a letter to that effect. Y’all know Marietta Muir well enough that she’ll make certain nothing leaves the family’s hands.” She sat back in her chair and folded her hands in her lap. “That’s all I have to say.”

Mr. Harbison’s lips tightened in acknowledgment of the truth in that statement. He shot a glance at Cal, who stared at Dora with barely concealed frustration.

“Very well, Mrs. Tupper,” Mr. Rosen said in a conciliatory tone. He adjusted his spectacles and addressed Cal’s lawyer. “I suggest that we discuss this matter with our clients individually and meet again. We can consult our calendars and pick a date at a mutually convenient time.”

Dora resolutely looked at her hands during the uncomfortable time it took the lawyers to tidy up the few remaining details. She felt battered by the ordeal, refusing to look up for fear that now she’d meet Cal’s wrathful gaze. When at last the gentlemen began rising to their feet, Dora joined them. She reached for her purse and, muttering something about powdering her nose, hurried from the room before she had to face Cal again.

Summerville, South Carolina

The afternoon sun was lowering as Dora drove along the shaded streets of Summerville, South Carolina. Sunlight dappled through the thick foliage, and summer flowers burst in brilliant colors wherever she looked. Dora always felt at home in the historic district where beloved Southern traditions were reflected in streetscapes, parks, and gardens. She never tired of glancing dreamily at the charming raised cottages, the classic Greek Revivals, and sweeping Victorian homes. Cal’s family had lived in Summerville for generations, but it was the timeless quality of these historic homes in this district that ultimately prompted her to settle here.

Dora had thought herself so clever to “steal” her large Victorian at an auction ten years earlier. The historic location was very desirable and boasted one restored home after another. A house down the block from hers sold for a staggering sum. It had caused a ripple throughout the neighborhood and a flurry of renewed pride of ownership. She and Cal had been so young when they’d moved into the house, so full of hope, so sure they were on the cusp of change and poised for prosperity.

They had been so naive, Dora thought with a stab of sadness as she passed the town square framed by quaint shops that, in the spring, came alive with the azaleas that gave Summerville the moniker “flower town.” She passed St. Paul’s church, where she’d volunteered in the Women’s Mission; the quaint Timrod Library, which she’d helped to support through fund-raisers and where she’d spent hours with Nate while she homeschooled. This was her community, her home . . . yet driving through the winding roads she knew so well, she felt like a stranger.

She’d spent years developing her network of friends in her church and community. People she’d thought she could count on when the chips were down. Yet once she and Cal received Nate’s diagnosis of autism, it altered the nature of her friendships.

One by one, her so-called friends grew uncomfortable with Nate’s behavior. The children ignored him and the mothers stopped inviting her to bring Nate over for play dates. For her part, she’d stopped trying as well. Eventually, she simply dropped out—of volunteering, school activities, and entertaining. Instead, Dora dove heart first into therapy and homeschooling for her son. Only the parent of a child with a disorder would understand that kind of commitment.

Dora took a long, steadying breath, focusing on the present. None of that mattered, she told herself. None of them mattered. She’d managed well enough on her own, didn’t she?

Dora glanced at the coral brooch on her lapel. The sight of it comforted her, like a mental hug, reminding her that there were others who did care and who did matter—Mamaw, Lucille, Carson, and Harper. She felt her shoulders soften as she let go of the hurt and rejection that she still harbored in a place deep within. She had created a world of self-sufficiency. Her mother, Cal, the women she’d surrounded herself with were takers, not givers. When the time came that she needed help, they’d disappeared. But perhaps now, she thought with a glimmer of hope—with them—she could begin a give-and-take.

She turned on a road that led away from the park and arrived at the long driveway to her house. From the street entrance, she saw the house the way strangers might as they drove past. The white Victorian peeked out from the cloak of green foliage like a shy bride, enchanting with its charming red pyramid roof trimmed with elaborate bric-a-brac. Unfortunately, it turned out to be more of an old Miss Havisham.

Behind the veil of distance and foliage, the house revealed its turpitude and age. Decades of peeling paint, the crumbling brick foundation, porch pillars tilting under the weight of overgrown vines could not be clouded over with daydreams. She pulled in front of the old house and turned off the engine. She sat in the stifling heat and stared at the large white Victorian. She didn’t feel a shred of the old excitement. Instead, despair spread through her bloodstream. Dora no longer saw what could be. Everywhere she looked, Dora saw the rot that festered from foundation to roof and the realization that no amount of effort on her part could save it.

The comparison to her marriage was too obvious and too painful to ponder.

Heart weary, she reached for the bag of groceries, the chilled bottle of white wine, and the box of fried chicken she’d picked up on the way home from the lawyer’s office. Dora felt exhausted and utterly depleted, barely able to make it up the brick stairs to the front door. After a brief struggle with the lock, she pushed open the door and was met with a wall of musty heat. Her heart sank and her shoulders slumped.

“How many more disasters do I have to face today?” she groaned as she mentally added Call air-conditioning repairman to her burgeoning to-do list.

The house was as quiet as a tomb. The crews had left for the day but the heavy odor of paint and varnish hung in the air. Dust motes floated in shafts of light as she gazed around the rooms, checking the progress of the workmen. The antique pieces of furniture that she and Cal had inherited were clustered in the middle of the rooms. Wallpaper had been scraped off and repair on drywall had begun. Rotten windowsills had been removed. There was a long way to go but it was a start.

Seeing the improvements was bittersweet. She’d always dreamed of restoring the house—a new coat of paint, some cheery wallpaper, new fabric for the furniture, even flashy new appliances. She had manila folders overflowing with clippings from magazines. But Cal had told her there was no money to update the plumbing or appliances. Now, at last, the work she’d begged Cal for years to get done was finally under way—and she wouldn’t get to enjoy any of it.

The lawyers had made it clear the house was to be sold as soon as possible. She had to pack up and move.

Dora suddenly felt as if the hot and humid house were closing in on her. She couldn’t catch her breath. She stripped off the constricting suit jacket, then rushed from kitchen to dining room to living room opening windows, since only a few windows in the kitchen had been cracked open. The wood was swollen with the humidity, but an inner rage that had been building in her chest while she’d sat helplessly in the lawyer’s office fueled her strength. Dora groaned, sweat, and swore, pounding the window frames with the palm of her hand until, at last, the stubborn windows yielded. She opened every last one of them wide.

She stood for a moment breathing in the fresh air, letting her heart rate slow. Turning, she surveyed the mayhem of her house. The afternoon at the lawyer’s had shaken her. She felt rather like this old house, she thought, leaning against the wall. Beneath her ever-present smile, she was crumbling.

Dora had been raised to believe if she followed the rules of behavior for a Southern belle—a well-brought-up Southern woman, especially one with a pedigree—she could expect the fairy tale. Her life would be a smooth continuation of the one her mother had led, and her mother before her. These rules were not written but passed down by example and reprimand from mother to daughter to granddaughter, from generation to generation.

So Dora had lived by the rules. She’d been a good girl. She went to cotillion, dutifully wrote thank-you notes, debuted in white at the St. Cecilia ball, and married an upstanding man from a fine Southern family. As a bride she supported her husband’s career and volunteered in her community and church. And, after years of trying, she’d at last produced a son. Dora had believed the perfect life was spread before her for the taking.

Such a fool, she cursed herself, her hands covering her face. All her expectations were nothing more than illusions. And the supposed rules . . . She dropped her hands with a grimace. What a farce! Was she supposed to write a thank-you note to Cal for the pittance he’d offered?

She gazed at the collection of antiques clustered under plastic in the living room. Yes, this house might be falling down around her ears. And yes, the furniture needed reupholstering. But this furniture, her china and silver—these were all treasured objects that held deep significance. They represented a continuance of family from one generation to the next. Why should she give them up now, when she needed them the most?

And besides, she wasn’t the one ending the marriage in the first place!

Emotional, my ass, she thought as she angrily walked to the kitchen. She grabbed the bag of takeout chicken she’d brought home and tore it open. The steamy, greasy deliciousness wafted into the air and made her mouth water. A wave of guilt swept over her as she pulled out a fried drumstick. Harper and Carson would have a fit if they saw her eating this. Dora shook the vision of their scolding faces from her head. Let them be angry. And damn the diet and her figure. She deserved a treat tonight. Closing her eyes, she bit into the high-calorie food and swallowed hard. Taking another bite, she didn’t enjoy the taste. Dora knew the food might fill her up for now, but it wouldn’t touch the real hunger gnawing inside of her.

She was only a few bites into her meal when the doorbell rang. Dora swung her head toward the front door and debated whether to answer it. With a yearning look at the side of mac and cheese, she put the drumstick on her plate with a resigned sigh. Dora never was one to let a doorbell or phone go unanswered. Dabbing at her mouth with a paper napkin, she hurried to the door.

The last person she expected to see was Cal.

Dora’s heart immediately commenced pounding and her hand unconsciously went to her hair. Cal had removed the bow tie and seersucker jacket he’d worn at the lawyer’s office. He stood in a relaxed pose in a white shirt rolled up at the sleeves, a bottle of wine in his hand and a sheepish half smile on his face.

“Cal! What on earth are you doing here?”

“I just thought I’d stop by. See how you were doing. After today, well . . . I thought we could talk a bit,” he said, hoisting the wine bottle as a peace offering.

Dora surveyed him coolly, despite her still-jackhammering heart. “You don’t think we talked enough this morning?”

Cal shook his head. “The lawyers did all the talking today. I thought maybe we deserved a chance, too.”

Dora could hardly believe her ears. Could she have misread him? She remained hesitant, her hand clenching the door handle.

“I don’t know if we should talk without our lawyers present,” she hedged.

“That’s what they tell us, while they charge us by the hour to let them do the talking for us. Dora, we both know it was plain ugly today.”

Dora only nodded.

“For all the ups and downs,” Cal continued, “we’ve always tried to be fair and sensible. Why stop now? Let’s you and me try to cut through the chaff and reach a meeting of the minds.” He laughed in a self-deprecating manner. “And save thousands of dollars in fees in the process. Besides,” he added, his smile slowly widening, “it’s been a long time since we talked.” When she still didn’t respond he added, “At least we can try. What do you say?”

Dora looked long and hard at her husband. Calhoun Tupper wasn’t a handsome man when she’d married him, but his once gawky appearance was aging well. Some men were lucky that way. His undeniable Southern charm was what had first caught her fancy. And he was working that charm now.

“I can’t help but wonder where we’d be now if you’d made that offer a year ago,” she said in a softer voice. “Even six months ago, instead of walking out this door.”

Cal had the grace to appear shamefaced. “Maybe you’re right.”

Dora studied the man standing before her. He appeared to be offering an olive branch and she wished she could believe him. He was still her husband, the father of her child. He was saying all the right words. But she’d been served a dish of humble pie at the lawyer’s office that was hard to swallow. Now her practical nature reared up and she kept up her guard. She swung wide the door and coolly ushered him into her house. Their house, she amended—at least until the judge deemed otherwise.

Following his familiar figure down the front hall toward the kitchen, Dora thought of the countless times he’d walked this path back into the kitchen when he returned home from work. He’d loosen his tie, drop his briefcase, give her a peck on the cheek, and turn to the fridge for a beer. Tonight he’d brought wine, she noticed. A drink she preferred. While Cal made himself at home opening the kitchen drawer for the bottle opener, Dora went to the fridge for the bag of green seedless grapes she had brought with her. While she rinsed the fruit at the sink, she watched Cal deftly turn the screw into the cork and remove it with a gentle pop.

They carried the wine and grapes to the dining room, where they shoved aside the plastic tarp to sit at the table. Night was falling and shadows played on the walls. Dora turned on a few table lamps. Soft yellow light flowed across the floors, but the mood was hardly one of romance or even reconciliation. It was strangely awkward. She took a seat, thinking how odd it was to be sitting with a man she’d lived with for so many years and feel as if they were strangers.

“The air-conditioning is out,” Cal said, stating the obvious.

“Yes. I’ll give the repairman a call tomorrow.”

“Let’s just pray the whole system doesn’t have to be replaced. It’s got to be over twenty years old now.” Cal didn’t need to say add it to the list, because they both knew the other was thinking the same thing. He leaned back against the chair and let his gaze wander the room. “Well, looks like the painters got started.”

“No surprises. Yet.”

“Good to see the roofers have gotten started, too.” When she nodded, he added, “You have to stay on top of them, hear? They’ll take forever if you let them, and we want the house to go on the market as soon as possible.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Then there’s the garden,” he continued. “The real estate agent was clear it needs attention. It’s completely overrun. I don’t know why you started that butterfly garden. It’s all weeds now.”

“It was for Nate,” she replied, irked that he didn’t remember. “For his science lessons, remember?” Nate had been fascinated with the caterpillars. Monarchs, swallowtails, Gulf fritillaries—they’d brought them indoors and raised them, watching them go into chrysalis and later change into butterflies.

Cal snorted derisively. “It was an expensive lesson. It’s a jungle out there now. You let the whole thing go.”

“I don’t have any help here, Cal,” Dora said quietly.

“The real estate agent said you’ll have to do something to make it look better. Whatever is cheap. Hire someone to just mow it back.”

Dora clutched her glass and sipped her wine, saying nothing.

“How’s Nate been handling the racket of all the repairmen?”

She was glad he’d finally thought to inquire about their son. “He’s not here.”

This caught Cal by surprise. “Where is he?”

“Out at Sea Breeze with Mamaw. We’re staying there for the rest of the summer.”

“The entire summer?” he asked, incredulous. “When did you decide this?”

“Last month. I told you we were going.”

“For your grandmother’s birthday. Not for the summer.”

“Mamaw invited us”—she raised her fingers around the word “invited” to make quotation marks—“to stay for the whole summer. In fact,” she added with a short laugh, “Mamaw told us we had to stay the summer or we were out of the will.”

Dora held back a smile at seeing his stunned expression, remembering the same looks on her sisters’ faces when Mamaw had dropped that bomb.

“The old battle-ax,” Cal said. “That’s pretty high-handed, if you ask me. Even for her. How did she figure you could all just pack up and go away for the summer like you did as little girls? Your sisters have jobs, and you . . . you have responsibilities here, to this house. What about all that’s going on here?” He waved his arm, indicating the work being done at the house. “You can’t leave now.”

Dora felt her spine stiffen at the audacity of his command. First he insulted her efforts with Nate, and now he was ordering her around? She recalled Mamaw’s admonition to channel the Muir spirit and lifted her chin.

“You forget, Cal. I can just up and go if I want to. I no longer need to consult you, or ask your permission. You’ve changed things between us.”

She paused, acknowledging his tightening lips and flushed face. His eyes looked as if they were about ready to explode, but he pulled himself together.

Cal cleared his throat. “Dora, be reasonable . . .”

“I am being reasonable,” she said with a forced smile, chafing under the implication that she was once again being emotional. She sat straighter in her chair and began to explain her decision, trying to keep her tone level.

“I thought this through carefully. It makes sense for me to stay with Nate at Sea Breeze while the work is being done here. The men will be working round the clock. Nate wouldn’t be able to tolerate the hammering, the strange smells, the heat. He’d also be spooked by having strangers around him all day. We’re lucky to have Sea Breeze to go to! Of course, you could stay at the house during the renovations. To keep an eye on things,” she added with a sweet smile. There, not the least bit emotional, she thought with smug pleasure.

Cal’s face tightened but he didn’t respond.

“Plus, I want to spend time with Mamaw and my sisters again. Mamaw intends to sell Sea Breeze. It’s our last chance to be together again.”

Cal’s gaze sharpened. “She’s selling Sea Breeze?”

Dora wasn’t surprised that this tidbit caught his attention. Sea Breeze was worth millions on today’s market. “Yes.”

“That should bring in a pretty penny.”

Dora merely shrugged. She could almost see the numbers rolling in his brain.

“I reckon I can see how you could decide to stay,” he said, considering. “You don’t have a job. Now don’t get your back up,” he added, raising his palms in an arresting gesture. “I meant a real job, at a place of business. What I don’t understand is how your sisters manage it. I mean, who can just up and leave for three months? Even for them . . .”

Cal had never had a high opinion of her half-sisters, though he barely knew them.

“Timing is everything, I guess. Carson’s TV series was canceled so she’s between jobs. She was all over the prospect of staying at Sea Breeze rent-free for the summer.”

“What’s she worried about? Don’t folks working in Hollywood get paid the world?”

“That was the big shocker. Carson doesn’t have any money. In fact, she’s flat broke.”

He released a short laugh of surprise ringing with satisfaction. Cal had always been sensitive to the fact that he wasn’t earning nearly as much as many of his childhood friends. Promotions and increases in salary rarely came his way.

“What about Hadley? Granted, she doesn’t have to work.”

“Her name is Harper,” Dora corrected him, annoyed by the error. True, they hadn’t been close with Harper all these years, but to not get her name right was flat-out ridiculous. “Don’t you remember how Daddy named each of us after a favorite Southern author?”

“That’s right,” he said in a drawl, as though remembering a joke. “Let’s see, that’s Harper Lee, Carson McCullers, and”—he indicated Dora with a gesture of mock gallantry—“Eudora Welty.” Cal picked a single grape from the cluster, then held it a moment between two fingers. “Parker Muir, the great author. Given that your father never published a book, it’s almost pathetic, isn’t it?” He popped the grape in his mouth.

Dora flushed at the sting of his words. “Not in the least,” she said, rising to her father’s defense. “I think it reflects his sense of culture—and a certain Southern charm.” She reached for her wineglass, needing to bolster her confidence.

Cal merely shrugged.

She could feel a subtle shift of emotion between them. A new tension bubbling under the surface.

“So, how’s Nate doing out at Sea Breeze?” he asked at length. “I’m surprised he let you leave him behind. No fireworks?”

She wanted to reply, If you’d bothered to call in the past few weeks you’d know. But wanting to continue taking the high road, she answered, “Well enough, under the circumstances.”

“Circumstances? I don’t understand.”

“It’s a long story.”

Cal sighed with impatience.

Dora decided to give him the short version. She knew his attention span was limited when it came to her family, even his son. “Nate fell head over heels in love with a dolphin at the dock. You know how he gets when he’s interested in something. He studied dolphins, talked incessantly about them, and spent a lot of time with Carson swimming in the Cove.” A smile blossomed as Dora remembered Nate’s face, so vibrant and alive in the water with the dolphin. “Oh, Cal, I wish you could’ve seen him swimming. He’s gotten so strong and tan. So handsome . . . He just loved it.”

“That’s a change. It’s always been a fight to get him into the water.”

“I know.” She paused, getting into the difficult part. “He also liked to catch fish to feed Delphine. That’s what caused the accident, you see. Luring the dolphin to the dock. She got horribly entangled in all that fishing line. Oh, Cal, it was awful . . .” Dora closed her eyes, remembering how the lines cut deep into the dolphin’s flesh each time she rose to catch a breath.

“Did it die?” he asked.

“Too soon to tell. Carson followed the dolphin to Florida, to the rehab center.” She shook her head. “I’m worried for Nate if she dies. Since the accident he’s been back in his room with those damn video games. He won’t go outdoors or swim in the Cove. I’m afraid he’s in one of his bad periods.”

“I never was much of a help during those spells,” Cal admitted.

“You could have tried,” Dora said pointedly.

To her surprise, Cal nodded. “I admit there are times I could have been a little more patient with him,” Cal said.

Dora was taken aback. Cal had never before acknowledged his poor treatment of Nate. “He’s only nine. You still have plenty of time to repair bridges.”

“That’s true.”

For a moment, Dora felt almost hopeful. Maybe there was a way they could still work this out, still be a family. They owed it to Nate to try. She was about to utter those words when Cal spoke again, his tone suddenly businesslike and strained, any hint of a remorseful father wiped clean.

“Anyways, Dora,” he said, his eyes focused on a point just over her shoulder, “that’s not what I’ve come to talk to you about.”

Dora felt her stomach rise to her throat and a burn blaze across her cheeks. Against her better judgment she’d let her guard down for a moment, thinking he might have changed. And she knew he was about to stomp all over that vulnerability.

“I see,” she said in a carefully measured voice. “What do you want to talk about?”

Now Cal was studying the wineglass as if it held the secrets of the universe. After a moment he folded his hands together on the table and met her gaze.

“I came to discuss an amicable divorce.”

“An amicable divorce?” she repeated, not comprehending the meaning of the phrase.

“Yes.” Cal leaned forward slightly and began to speak in a controlled and deliberate voice, as though he’d memorized each word. It frightened her more than if he’d shouted.

“You see, a divorce doesn’t have to be a free-for-all. You saw how much tension and anger was pent up in the lawyer’s office this morning. Divorce can be amicable if the divorcing couple communicates frankly about their needs and desires while resolving the issues they face.”

“The divorcing couple,” she repeated, incredulous and enraged by his pretentiousness, his distance. “Lord in heaven, Cal, you sound like you’re on some advertisement. The divorcing couple? There’s just you and me.”

Cal sat back, slightly insulted. “Right,” he said.

“Go on. I’m listening.”

He continued. “Basically, you and I will work out the details ourselves,” he said, dropping the officious tone. “Not the lawyers. If we ask the attorneys to resolve our issues, it can get nasty and our case can go on forever and cost a fortune in legal fees. Look at what happened today. Your lawyer was blindsiding my lawyer. It was getting contentious. The way I see it, we can make a settlement plan ourselves, have our lawyers look at it, and we can remain friends. I’d like that, wouldn’t you? It’d be better for Nate, too, don’t you think?”

Now that Cal had effectively burst her bubble of denial, Dora could listen to his words and hear the veneer he was spreading on thick. Her lawyer blindsiding? It had been just the opposite.

“I don’t think so, Cal,” she replied in an even tone. “I heard what you offered today. If that’s your idea of working things out, then you can take your settlement and stick it where the sun don’t shine.” She smiled sweetly.

Cal’s face colored. “So, you’re going there, are you?”

“I’m only continuing down the path you started us on.”

“I thought, well . . .” Cal sat back in his chair, slapping his palms on his thighs in a gesture of impatience. “I don’t know why I’d expect you to be reasonable.”

“You thought I’d just sit back and do whatever you told me to do, like I always did. Didn’t you? Good ol’ Dora. She’ll toe the line.” Dora jabbed her finger at him. “You left, Cal. You walked out that door, not only on me but on your son. I expected a man who did something like that would feel some guilt. I expected you to be generous. To be reasonable.” She laughed insultingly. “I saw how reasonable you were. Nate and I can’t live on what you offered!”

“If I had more I’d offer more!”

“I know exactly what you make and I know when I’m getting the short end of the stick. You always were cheap, Cal. But I’m not just talking about the money. We always said if anything ever happened to us that the antiques you inherited would go back to your family and mine would go back to mine. But now you want my family antiques, too.”

“Everything we own, including the furniture, is considered communal property. The lawyers explained that. We have to divide it equally.”

“Have to? If we do this amicable divorce thing, we can do what we want. You just said so.”

Cal set down his glass and stood abruptly. His chair scraped the wood floor. “I can see there’s no discussing anything when you’re in this mood. This is where Nate gets it from.”

Dora gasped and felt a sharp pain, as though the words had stabbed her heart. She’d always known that deep down he’d blamed her for Nate’s autism. Dora’s heart began pumping hard in her chest and her mouth felt so dry that she couldn’t respond.

“I’d better go,” he said.

“Yes, go. You’re good at that!”

His face pinched and he turned to leave.

“You didn’t just leave me, you know,” she cried after him. “You left Nate.”

He turned back to face her. His own face was set in resolve. “Yes.”

Her heart ached for her son, her sad, lonely boy. “You haven’t called or visited him. You’re a lousy father, do you know that?” She could feel the emotion rising and was powerless to stop it, didn’t want to stop it. “You never even once took Nate fishing!”

“Fishing? What the . . . Where did that come from?”

“He wanted to learn how to fish. What boy doesn’t? Mamaw taught him. Not you. You never taught him anything. He was always a disappointment to you.”

“Dora, we’re getting off track. Why are we digging up all this anger when the only reason I came over tonight was to try to find a peaceful settlement? You always do that. You get so emotional.”

“You want to see emotion? I’ll show you emotion!” Her voice rose to a shout. “Why did you leave me? You never told me. Why?”

The louder she yelled, the more withdrawn Cal became. He blew out a plume of air. “I hated my life,” he answered simply.

Dora went silent, mouth agape, blindsided.

“Every night when I came home I stood at the door and resented that I had to enter this house.” His gaze swept the room. “I hate this goddamn house,” he said in a cold monotone. “It’s been an albatross around my neck. Then the minute I’d walk in you’d start rattling on and on about Nate’s problems or the house’s problems, or the yard’s problems. There were always problems! I couldn’t get five minutes to sit down and relax before you’d start right in wanting to discuss some earth-shattering problem, like the garbage disposal was broken.”

“You could have told me! I’d have given you space.”

“It’s not only that.”

“What else?”

“It’s us.”

“What about us?”

“There is no us!” Cal exploded. “There hasn’t been for a long time. There’s only you and Nate. I’m the odd man out. Sure, I understand that Nate needs a lot of your time. I get that. But once you got his diagnosis you were obsessed. You couldn’t do enough. You’ve been overinvolved. Our entire lives revolved around him. Dora, you hover. You plan every moment of his life.”

“It is my job!” she cried, almost in tears. “I’m his mother!”

“You were also my wife! You forgot that part. I became an afterthought in this house.”

“An afterthought? I cooked your meals, cleaned your house, did your laundry.”

“I want a wife, not a goddamn maid!”

Dora sucked in her breath. More than all the words spoken in the lawyer’s office, more than all the lists on ledgers, this moment told her for certain that her marriage was over. He didn’t love her, had not loved her for some time. Would never love her again.
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