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To Elisabeth Weed, an extraordinary agent and wonderful friend. Cheers to our tenth publication together! Thank you, always.





Dear Reader:

Thank you so much for choosing to read Summer State of Mind. I am so thrilled to welcome you back to one of my favorite fictional towns, Cape Carolina, and hope that you can feel the gentle breeze, warm smiles, and true—if not a bit complicated—love in all its forms that awaits you. (Plus, community theater!)

If you have read my books before, you know that I am fascinated by the ways in which we create our families. This novel in particular, as you may have read already, centers around an abandoned baby and touches on fostering, adoption, and complex family dynamics. I know these can be complicated and difficult subjects, so, while this book ends with a lot of love and a lot of hope, I want to bring it up at the beginning in case you are a reader walking down one of these very sensitive paths. Because what I hope the very most is that this story brings you so much joy.

I have felt so often in my life that the right book has found me at just the right time, and I hope that this is the case for you. But, if it’s perhaps not the moment, I trust that it will find you again when the time is just right, when it speaks to your soul in the right ways.

Thank you for picking up this novel. Thank you for allowing me to share this work, that you will take and shape and breathe life into in a way unique to you. No matter the time of year or the place, I hope most of all that these pages leave you in a Summer State of Mind!

Much love,

Kristy








DAISY [image: ] Return Address

I will never be the woman who runs away, I reminded myself as I took my third sip of rosé and set the glass back down on the granite countertop at the breakfast bar in my small kitchen. In my list of life rules, that one could have been bolded, in red, right at the top. Because I knew what running away did to people. I knew what it had done to me.

I don’t drink on weeknights—a rule I was patently ignoring right now, on a Tuesday—was on there too, but it was more of a normal-text, black-font, way-down-the-list kind of rule that I could bend at my discretion, like no crop tops and red lipstick washes you out.

“I am not running away,” I said, out loud, to no one. I looked down at my hands, which were still visibly shaking, and felt the weariness way deep down in my bones, the kind of tired that only happens when a good, long cry exhausts you in a way you think you’ll never recover from. Maybe I never would recover. Or, at least, I knew I’d never be the same.

I looked back at the computer screen, and, with a trembling finger, scrolled through the listings of open nursing positions. Here, in Charlotte, North Carolina, I had been a neonatal intensive care nurse for more than a decade. I had just been promoted at the Level 1 trauma center where I was working. The work was hard—and sometimes devastating—but rewarding. I loved my friends and fellow nurses. I had yet to have one single affair with a married doctor. My nose was clean, my head was down, and I was getting somewhere.

But after the last three days of experiencing the side of a Level 1 trauma center that wasn’t so rewarding, I wondered if what I thought I wanted was actually what I wanted after all. I had imagined myself bustling through the NICU, saving lives, making hard decisions. And, for ten years, I had. Every day—and more nights than I could count—I had risen to the challenge, I had taken care of the sickest of sick babies and, quite often, their parents too. But, over the past few days, I had hit a wall. Right now, everything inside my soul wanted sleepy, wanted easy. Could I take the pain of what I had just experienced ever again?

My finger stopped. I gasped when I saw it. Cape Carolina Regional Medical Center. This was like the flicker of a firefly, a shooting star, a job listing rare and fleeting, and so very special. A listing in the sleepy seaside town that I had so loved as a girl. It was owned by the same parent company as my hospital in Charlotte, so, in theory, were I to get the job, the transfer would be easy. I took a fortifying sip of rosé. I filled out the application, closed my eyes, and hit send.

This was why I shouldn’t drink during the week. I couldn’t just upend my entire life.

I probably won’t get the job, I thought. But even then, something inside me whispered that I probably would. With my experience in the NICU, where places like Cape Carolina Regional transported their sick, preemie, and high-risk infants, I would be a shoo-in, way overqualified for this intermediate-level nursery job. I would be taking a pay cut. But, compared to what I faced on a daily basis now, this position would be sleepy, calm.

I looked around the apartment I had been renting for almost two years. I had yet to hang a single picture on the wall. Deep down, did I always suspect this situation would be temporary? Or was I just this burnt out?

A glimpse of a tiny face ran through my mind, and my breath caught. Yeah. If I got the job, I would probably take it. I needed a break. I mean, I also needed health insurance and a 401(k), so it wasn’t like I could escape to the islands.

Cape Carolina. My heart raced, and I scolded myself, because I knew why. I knew it was remembering a person I never let myself think about, someone I pushed away at all costs, someone I didn’t even know for sure was still there.

I sat up straighter and cleared my throat, trying to imagine starting over, wondering if I would actually go through with it. I thought of the postcard in the box underneath my bed, the Cape Carolina return address from all those years ago, the address that might not even be valid anymore.

But it could be.

It was possible. And the mere idea made me consider something I’d never thought of before: It isn’t running away if you’re running to something.

Or someone.





TILLEY [image: ] A Feeling

Growing up, Tilley believed that Dogwood would always keep her safe. She had been brought home from the hospital to this stretch of land, the peninsula surrounded by the sea on one side, the Intracoastal Waterway on the other, with marsh in the middle, laid to sleep her first night in the same crib, in the same nursery as her father, her grandfather, and great-grandfather. Her family took pride in maintaining the sanctity of their “homeplace,” a word she and her sister Elizabeth once found terribly old-fashioned and even a little embarrassing. They were children of the ’60s, teenagers of the ’70s. There was nothing old-fashioned about them back then.

Except, well, the fact that neither of them could bear to leave the acres on which they grew up, the sprawling historic home with the screened doors that creaked and slammed with summer freedom, the widow’s walk that had views all the way to the Cape Lookout lighthouse and, during the sunrise, seemed to reach all the way to heaven. She used to imagine herself as one of the barnacles on the pilings of the dock, the ones that grew coarse and that her daddy and uncles tried to pry off with shovels to attract the sheepshead while fishing.

Her sister Elizabeth married a farmer who wanted to stay right there on that land. But Robert, the man that Tilley loved, had loved since high school, had his own family land, his own vast acreage of cotton that ran as deep and thick in his veins as the saltwater outside Tilley’s door, the oysters she could harvest from her own shoreline.

Sometimes, in moments like now, all these years later when Tilley, nearly sixty years old and still inhabiting the east wing of Dogwood, haunting it like a ghost even though she was very much alive, she wonders if Robert’s death was her fault. Not in a physical way, of course. No, Tilley did not have the power to stop a cotton baler. But in a metaphysical way, did the wild incantations of her heart, the powerful wantings of things that marriage to him could never give her, kill him?

Sipping her tea, looking out over this same stretch of marsh she had seen her entire life, the sunrise growing orange and then pink and then, all at once, bursting into a sky of blue, Tilley whispered good morning to the love she lost. Tilley sat in the same family pew of the Episcopal church down the road every single Sunday morning. As such, she did not believe in past lives or reincarnation. Even still, there was this certain egret that stood every morning, watchful and waiting, staring at her as she, as it felt sometimes, called the morning into being. She would never say it out loud. No. Everyone would only believe it to be another of her nonsensical musings. A spell. A delusion. Poor crazy Tilley believes the man who has been dead for decades is a bird.

She was delusional sometimes. She was well aware of that. She was finally, after all these years, trying to take control of that, to stay in the here and now. But as she stared down at that regal and elegant bird, as he lifted one leg and peered at her, his feathers fluttering in the soft breeze, his long beak pointing up toward the balcony where she stood, she could swear, as she did every morning, that it was him. Her Robert.

Her three-year-old twin great-nephew and -niece, George and Greer, whom she lived with, raced out onto her balcony, calling, “Aunt Tilley! Aunt Tilley!” The brightness of the two of them was transforming her, little by little. She held out her arms and kissed two sandy-blond heads as she embraced them.

Her niece, Amelia, George and Greer’s mother, appeared on the balcony too. “Guys, let’s let Aunt Tilley have a little peace and quiet to start her day, please.”

Tilley shook her head. “No, no. I don’t need peace and quiet.”

She looked back toward the bird. He was gone. Her past had flown away; her present had sprinted in. Maybe this was the way it should be. “Can you take us to school, Aunt Tilley?” George asked, peering up at her.

“Please! Please!” Greer interjected, her tutu bouncing as she jumped up and down.

She took one of their hands in each of hers. “I can’t think of anything I’d like so much.”

The affection and attention of children was earned, and it flattered Tilley that George and Greer wanted to be with her.

Amelia winked at her. “Aunt Tilley, those blueberry muffins were delicious,” she said.

“Aunt Tilley!” Greer said breathlessly. “A bird ran into the window while we were eating, and Daddy had to go out and check on it! But it got up and flew away.”

Not to be outdone, George said, “And, Aunt Tilley, there was a spider on the porch yesterday, and it made a big web.”

“Quite a time for wildlife on the peninsula,” Tilley said, searching for her egret, her Robert. A feeling washed over her, a good one, one she hadn’t had in quite a while. Tilley couldn’t say how. Not just yet. But today was going to be a magnificent day. Today, she felt in the marrow of her bones, was going to change everything.





MASON [image: ] Educated Humans

If anyone had ever told me that I would grow up and be sitting behind the coach’s desk at Cape Carolina High School, I never would have believed them. I would have thought I was too good, too special, too talented to ever be back home. I chewed the end of my pen, looking over at a corkboard between two windows, the old, original ones with leaded glass and the handle so they opened in the middle. This corkboard hadn’t been updated since I was in school. In the center was a faded newspaper article about Coach and me. Around it were reminders of his career. Ticket stubs from the early 2000s, an article he’d torn out of Baseball Digest about his beloved Dodgers, a hand drawing of a 5-4-3, Coach’s favorite double play. I probably should have changed them out, made the mementos my own. But the coach before me hadn’t either, so maybe we just liked the time capsule that was this office. I didn’t notice these things anymore—not even the picture of me. They simply were, kind of like the ancient metal desk and green pleather chairs, duct-taped in more than a few places, that had been in this office for decades.

I looked down at the issue of Inside Pitch on my desk. There it was again, after all these years: my face, only with some wrinkles now. And, this time, the story was about my return to the field, about how I’d taken a struggling program and made it extraordinary in just a few years. It made me proud. This was my moment, I decided. I ripped it out, the pages making a satisfying hiss. I couldn’t quite bear to cover up the article in the center of the board. But I used one of those old pushpins to hang it in the corner. I had gotten some good press lately, which was flattering and a little shocking. But Inside Pitch was my favorite magazine. This one warranted a spot on the board.

I looked out the window at the boys gathering their things after practice. They were the reason for this article. They had brought me back to the field. They had really put in the work today. I was taking them deep-sea fishing in the morning, a team-building exercise, but also a fun day out on the water. I turned at a light tap at my door.

“Hi, Mom,” I said, getting up, taking a large box from my small mother’s arms. The one and only Olivia Thaysden. Southern mother extraordinaire with the patience of a saint. She lifted up on her tiptoes to kiss my cheek as I looked down at the box.

“It’s an air purifier,” she said, as if that explained anything.

“Okay. Thanks?”

“It’s pollen season, and you know how your allergies act up.” She gestured around the office. “Plus, it always smells a little musty in here.”

I laughed. I didn’t say that it smelled musty because not only was the building sixty years old, but my office was also adjacent to the weight room. “Musty” was generous.

“You missed family dinner on Sunday,” she said. Ah. So that was why she was here.

“Robbie and Trina will be there this Sunday.”

Robbie was my best friend, and Trina was his wife, so my best friend by marriage. I laughed. “If that is your way of asking if I’ll be at family dinner on Sunday, I will try.”

She put her hands up like that wasn’t at all what she was asking, even though it was, but she didn’t press me further. My mom had always had this hands-off approach to my brother Parker and me. She let us make our own decisions. But we worshipped her, so we usually made the decision she wanted. I would probably be at that dinner.

Drew Christianson, a junior and my star pitcher, walked in. Drew was almost as good as, well, I had been. I’ll admit that the first few games he had been compared to me, in a greatest-pitcher-since-Mason-Thaysden kind of way, had stung. But now, it was kind of nice to have a protégé. I was leaning into being the one who got to help develop that incredible talent of his. “Oh, hi, Mrs. Thaysden,” he said.

“Hi, sweetheart,” she said.

“Coach, I can come back.”

“No, sweetie. I was just leaving.”

“Thanks for the air purifier, Mom,” I said, thumping the box.

“It doesn’t work unless you plug it in.”

“I’ll make sure he gets it up and running, Mrs. Thaysden,” Drew said, beaming at my mom as she waved goodbye.

Drew sat in one of the pleather chairs across from my desk.

I remembered being that kid sitting in the chair across from Coach, as he reminded me to stay on the straight and narrow, encouraged me that I could be a game-changing player, just like I did now with Drew. That had all been true, I think. What had also been true was that I had a game-changing injury.

“Need a ride home?”

He shook his head. “Just wanted to know if there was anything else you wanted to work on before Central next week.”

Work ethic was part of what made Drew great. Part was raw talent. Part was, well, a coach like me, who poured every ounce of himself into his players. Maybe it was cocky to admit that, but it was true.

It was also true that coming back into this office, being around these kids, had saved me, brought me back to life, rehabilitated me in a way that years of therapy—physical and mental—never could. Which made me feel guilty about the feelings I’d been having lately that maybe I was stuck here, that maybe by staying in Cape Carolina, I was still holding on to a past that was never coming back for me. I was trying to change. Wanted to change. Drink less. Date age-appropriate women. Be an adult, not the boy wonder. But lately I had started to feel like being here was making that impossible. It’s hard to evolve in a place that wants you to be who you always have been.

But the two college programs I had applied to—both at D3 schools—had rejected me. Maybe I would apply for other jobs. Maybe I had peaked in high school. Plus, I really did love this place and these kids.

I leaned forward, the springs in my rolling chair squeaking. “Between our five a.m. workout and practice today, your shoulder has had enough. I want you to ice it for ten minutes, do the stretches I gave you, and wear your sleeve for a few hours tonight.” I paused. “Have you liked the KT Tape?”

He shrugged. “Yeah. I mean, I think so. Can’t hurt.”

I nodded. “I’ll tape you up before the game.” The KT Tape was supposed to support ligaments, muscles, and tendons. It took away some of my lingering pain. When I had been Drew’s age, I thought I was invincible. Now I knew better. And I wanted to save him from that.

I stood up. “I just want you to rest and get some sleep tonight, so we can hook a big one in the morning.” I grinned.

“You know some of these guys have never been offshore?” Drew asked, incredulous.

It was remarkable to think that you could live on the water your whole life and never have the opportunity to experience one of its greatest sports, but, yeah, I believed it.

“Maybe remind them all to take a half Dramamine before bed and a half before we leave in the morning,” I said, getting up. “I’ll see you bright and early, but, for now, I’m going to go take the cardboard from the new gear to the recycling.”

“Heroes don’t haul cardboard!” Drew protested, making me laugh. Standing up too, he followed me out of the office and onto the side of the field, where the pile was waiting.

“Heroes haul their own cardboard in underfunded public schools.”

He nodded. “Well, maybe one day I’ll come back and be your assistant coach, Coach.”

I smiled at him and clapped him on the shoulder. “No way. You’re the real deal. Big-time.” I hated how it still stung, all these years later, when I said that. Was I still harboring the resentment for what happened so long ago—something that was, yeah, just a little bit my fault—because I was still here, in Cape Carolina? I didn’t love thoughts like these. I liked simple. I liked to chill out and be happy. So I took a deep breath as Drew scooped up the remaining cardboard and followed me toward the woods.

“Hey, Coach?”

“Yeah?”

“Do these woods ever creep you out?”

“These woods for sure creep me out.” Combined with the scent of never-dry, always-decaying earth under the thick canopy of trees and the constant threat of snakes, rats, or other unwelcome wildlife, it wasn’t my favorite place to be. Even still, I, like many, many kids before and after me, had done my fair share of making out in these woods behind the gym when I was in high school despite the fact that it stank of dumpster and wet cardboard. High school boy hormones can overcome a lot of obstacles.

“So you aren’t doing a lot of hooking up behind the dumpster?” I joked.

He laughed. “Nah. My parents would kill me. My dad says I can’t have a girlfriend, says I have to stay focused on baseball until I get that full ride to college.”

“Good advice,” I said. “Unrealistic. But good advice.”

As we got closer to the dumpster, I heard a sound it took me a minute to recognize. A soft, low mewling. “Damn it,” I said under my breath.

“What is that?” Drew asked.

“Sounds like a kitten,” I said. “Idiots are always dumping them back here.”

Maybe “always” was an exaggeration, but this would be the third time I’d fished one or more kittens out of here, gotten them fixed, and taken them to the peninsula where my family’s house and our neighbors and best family friends’, the Saxtons, houses were. Mr. Saxton was a farmer, and he loved a barn cat. There was plenty of room for the cats to roam, plenty of shelter, and they kept varmints away from the crops. Plus, I loved a good kitten.

As we got closer, I could hear that the noise was at least coming from the recycling, not the garbage. So that was a bonus.

“Want me to climb in there?” Drew asked.

I shook my head. “Nah. We have to protect that cannon.” The top of the bin was open, which annoyed me to no end. If people could just close the freaking top, animals couldn’t fall in here accidentally and get trapped. Rain wouldn’t get in the cardboard and make that smell. Sometimes I wondered about all these supposedly educated humans I was sharing a school with.

I dropped the stack of cardboard and put my foot on the ledge, hoisting myself up high enough to see inside the recycling dumpster. Maybe I’d get lucky, and I wouldn’t have to climb all the way in.

At first glance, I’m pretty sure my brain didn’t register what I was seeing. But it must have kicked in enough that my “Holy hell!” was pretty dramatic. Because Drew dropped his cardboard and climbed up beside me.

“Oh my God!” he nearly yelled. “Coach, what do we do?”

For most of my life, I haven’t been what you would consider good in a crisis.

This was the moment that all changed.





DAISY [image: ] A Good Story

Thick pink frosting on a white Piggly Wiggly sheet cake proclaimed: “Welcome to Cape Carolina, Daisy!” As I looked at Head Nurse Sandy and the other nurses in the break room at Cape Carolina Regional Medical Center, I almost squealed. It might as well have been one of those wedding cakes that cost as much as a decent used car for how excited that cake made me. Because I had dreamed of living here, where, when I stepped out the door, everything smelled of the sea, all my life. Well, twenty-nine years of it at least, since I was five years old and my parents brought me here on vacation. As a kid from a landlocked small town in North Carolina, I didn’t know that beauty like this existed. The Cape Carolina beaches were white and smooth, and the moonlight danced through the marsh grass on the sound side like an ephemeral daydream. But the way my mother acted when she was here is what sold me. As a little kid, sometimes we can’t reason things out, but we sense them. And I could sense, snuggled up to my mother on the beach, watching the sun set and the stars dance, that whatever had felt so unsettled in her felt settled here. I knew then, with all my heart, that I was meant to live in Cape Carolina.

Was it practical? No. But now I was living out my childhood dream.

“Y’all are just too much,” I said, as Sandy handed me a slice of sheet cake. Sandy was kind but no-nonsense, and everything about her appearance reflected her personality. Clean white scrubs, pristine black clogs, shoulder-length black hair tucked behind her ears. She wore small gold stud earrings. No makeup. No perfume.

“Well, things aren’t always quite this sleepy around here,” Sandy said. “So don’t expect a party every day.” She sounded stern, but she smiled. We had only two patients right now, so there wasn’t much to do but eat cake, apparently. Which I did. Say what you want. Try to be fancy. But there is nothing quite as delicious as a lard-based sheet cake from the Pig.

“The ED girls chipped in too,” Laura, a nurse who looked to be a couple years older than I was, in hot-pink scrubs with Labradors on them and thick, stylish black glasses, said.

“Sandy? Is it okay if I go down and thank the emergency department nurses?”

She swallowed her bite and said, “Sure thing. Not like there’s anything going on here.”

I walked down the back staff staircase and took a deep breath. It had been a quiet, easy first day. I had totally made the right call. Money was just money. Quality of life was everything. This job was going to be a breeze. I made my way into the bright, sunny atrium and over to Bernice, who worked front reception at the hospital. “Y’all were so sweet to get that cake for me,” I said. “I just feel so—”

Before I could say “welcome,” the automatic doors slid open, and a frantic man screamed, “Someone help us!”

A teenage boy, who also looked panicked but seemed fine physically, was behind him, and, for a second, I thought the man was really overreacting. Until he got close enough for me to see what was behind his hand. “Follow me,” I said, immediately taking charge. There was a story here; there was always a story. And I loved a good story. But first we saved the patient. Then we got the story. The elevator doors opened. “Don’t worry,” I said. “Everything is going to be just fine.”

I didn’t know if everything was going to be fine. In fact, I had been reminded all too recently that sometimes, everything was decidedly not fine. But you had to say it anyway. Because sometimes, just believing something can get you halfway there.





MASON [image: ] A Valiant Effort

Is she…” I gulped as the woman in the emergency room led me into the elevator. My breath was getting short. Was I panicking? I must have been because the woman was rubbing my back, saying, “Don’t worry. Everything is going to be just fine. I’m Daisy, and I’m going to help you, okay?” I couldn’t respond. “What’s your name?” she asked.

“Mason,” I managed.

“You did the right thing,” she said, soothingly. “Do you want to tell me about it?”

Tell her about it… I wasn’t sure I could find the words to explain the past twenty minutes. It had all seemed so ordinary. Until it wasn’t. But I guessed that was life in a nutshell.

The only newborn babies I had ever held were Greer and George, my plump, full-sized niece and nephew. And that was in the regular way, in this very hospital I found myself in now, when they were clean and swaddled in blankets wearing hats knitted by the Junior League.

Now, I said to Daisy, “When I saw her in the dumpster, she was so covered with white gunk and blood that it took me a minute to realize she was a baby.”

Daisy nodded. “Yeah. They look different before they’re cleaned up.”

“When I saw her, Drew held my feet, and I dove in and grabbed her.” I shook my head. “I don’t know why I put her in my shirt.”

Daisy nodded and patted my arm. “Your body heat might have kept her alive.”

I had considered calling 911, but, since we were only two miles from the hospital, it would take them way longer to get to us than it would to just drive. So I tossed my keys to Drew and said, “You’re going to drive to the hospital.”

He nodded, looking a little like a deer in headlights. As we ran beside each other, me still holding tight to the baby, I realized that we had practiced for this. “Drew,” I said, still running. “You’re my man. This is the bottom of the ninth, the bases are loaded, and I need you to strike out the other team’s best batter. You hear me?”

He nodded again and threw open my car door, then his, and started the car. The mewling had stopped. Was she dead? Had we been too late?

As Drew drove in the direction of the hospital, I realized that I was too freaked out to look.

“We probably shouldn’t have driven her without a car seat,” Drew said now, reminding me he was here too. “But I guess we weren’t the ones who left a baby in a dumpster.”

Daisy nodded. “Hey, you guys were just going on instinct.”

Going on instinct. That was something Drew and I had in common. With the other guys, I coached them within an inch of my life. But not Drew. Drew was like me in that, on that field, he could read the energy, the batter, the crowd. He felt it in his bones—just like I had. “Instinct,” I repeated now.

The elevator doors opened, and Daisy said, “Sandy, we have a baby found in a dumpster here! I’m going to take her to Room 307 to examine her and get her cleaned up.”

Sandy, apparently, a bespectacled middle-aged woman in scrubs, walked toward me and peeked behind my hand. “Oh, my good Lord. I thought I’d seen everything.” Then, to Daisy, she said, “I’m going to get the formula.”

I followed Daisy into a room with a hospital bed, a chair in the corner, and a plastic crib-looking thing beside the bed. Finally, she took the baby from me. She was so small and very still, but her eyes were open wide, taking in the room.

“Hey there, little girl,” Daisy crooned to the baby, putting her down gently. “Miss Daisy’s going to get you all cleaned up, and then we’re going to get you a good bottle.” She shook her head. “Kind of weird to clean up a baby in a delivery room when she wasn’t here for the delivery.”

A man in a white lab coat that I took to be the doctor skittered in, and Daisy handed me a handful of wipes, which I realized were for my chest. Looking at the residue clinging to my skin, I suddenly felt sick. Drew looked pale, so he must have been feeling the same. I got up and put my arm around him, leading him out of the room. Our work here was done. We had done something good. Whether it worked or not, we had at least tried to save this baby.

“You good?” I asked Drew in the hall.

“Do you think the baby is going to live?” he whispered.

“I don’t know, bud.”

Then he asked the question that, until this very moment, had not even occurred to me. “Whose baby do you think it is?”

Duh. It was someone’s baby. “It would have to be a student, right?” I asked. “Someone too scared to take the baby to the authorities or a place that could take care of it?”

Drew nodded. “I don’t know. I guess. But damn. Don’t you leave it at, like, the fire station or something?”

These were things that, as a high school teacher if not as a human on the earth, I should know the answers to. So I answered, honestly, “You know, Drew, this has never really come up. I can’t one hundred percent say.” I paused, then asked the obvious question: “Do you know of anyone at school who was pregnant?”

Cape Carolina High was a midsized high school. It bordered between 3A and 4A, flipping back and forth every few years. It was big enough that I didn’t know every student, and I was sure Drew didn’t either.

“I mean, not that I know of,” he said. He looked ashamed, and I could read that shame. It was the same shame that, had this been me in high school, I would have felt too. Kids like Drew and me—athletic, popular—we didn’t really concern ourselves with the dramas and traumas of kids outside our specific sphere of influence. It had been one of the most eye-opening parts of being in a school again as an adult, realizing that there were so many kids who had so much to offer who didn’t fit the mold of what mattered to me when I was a student.

I was a better man now; I saw the world—and the people in it—in such a different way.

I knew that this was changing Drew. It would be a formative life experience that would attune him to the real world in a way I’d been sheltered from.

“Are you scarred for life?” I asked.

He ran his hand through his hair. “Well, I’m never having sex again. I can tell you that much.”

I raised my eyebrow. “That will be a valiant effort.”

“Should we, like, go now?” Drew asked.

I chewed the inside of my lip. “You know what? You go. Take my car back to school. Go home and get some rest. We have a really early morning.”

“We’re still going fishing?”

I shrugged. “I mean, yeah. Not much else for us to do.”

He nodded. “How will you get home?”

“I’ll Uber.” I paused. “I think I need to see how this turns out or something.”

“Text me?”

I nodded.

A policeman I knew well stepped off the elevator, and I mouthed, Go. Now. Another thing I hadn’t thought of… We’d found an abandoned baby in a dumpster. The police were going to get involved. As the officer walked to the nurses’ station, and Drew beelined for the opposite hallway, I went back to check on the baby.

Daisy was holding her, in a rocking chair, feeding her a bottle. She was wrapped in the blanket with the multicolored feet I remembered from my niece and nephew, with a striped hat on her head, eyes still wide open. Daisy didn’t notice me, just stared down at the baby, rubbing her cheek with her thumb and whispering to her.

I love women. I always have. But the sight of one had never overwhelmed me quite like this. I just wanted to be near her.

“Is she okay?” I whispered.

“The doctor has thoroughly checked her out. She’s almost seven pounds.”

“Is that…” I didn’t know the right word. “Good?”

She laughed. “It’s good. She’s a perfect size, not premature. And she doesn’t show any signs of drugs. Our girl has a touch of jaundice, so she’ll be here with us for a bit. But, otherwise, she’s perfect.”

She looked perfect to me.

She grinned up at me. “You saved her life, Mason. You’re a hero.”

“What’s jaundice?”

“An excess of bilirubin. Gives our girl this savage tan she’s got going. But with plenty of milk and some special light that we have in our intermediate nursery, she’ll be living her best life in no time.”

Daisy looked up at me. Our eyes locked, and I think we must have had the same thought: What was the best life for an abandoned baby? I had no idea what came next. I had the craziest thought: Would they give her to me since I found her? But that was nuts. I didn’t want a baby, nor did I have any idea how to raise one. But she looked so sweet and innocent and so quiet in Daisy’s arms that I wondered how hard it could be. But then I remembered that night I’d stayed over at my brother Parker and his wife Amelia’s because George and Greer were both projectile vomiting and… parenthood wasn’t that easy.

“Do you have kids?” I asked.

She shook her head. “No. But I spend a lot of time taking care of other people’s.”

“Same,” I said. “But mine are bigger. I’m a high school coach.”

“I’ll have to come to a game. I just moved here, so I literally don’t know anyone.”

My eyes widened. “Wow. Well, you know me now. I can introduce you to some people if you want.”

She smiled. “I’d love that.”

I was about to respond as the officer entered the room. I slapped him on the back. “What’s up, Gar?” Then I said, “Gary Mendoza, this is Daisy…”

“Stevens,” she filled in for me.

“Nice to meet you,” he said. Then he turned to me. “This isn’t yours, is it?”

There was a twinkle in his eye, but still. That’s what I was talking about. A preconceived notion from a person who would never let the high school version of me go. But I laughed it off. “You know, Gary, I couldn’t always say this. But I am one hundred percent positive this is not my baby.”

“Can you walk me through this really quickly?”

I told him what I knew, which, frankly, wasn’t much.

“Well, look, this is more a DSS matter,” Gary said. “I was just in the neighborhood, so I wanted to make sure we didn’t have a criminal situation on our hands.”

Daisy shook her head. “No signs of trauma or abuse, thank goodness.”

Gary looked at me. “We’re presuming this is a high school student?”

I shrugged. “I would assume so, but I really have no idea.”

Daisy nodded. “Poor kid. High school can be really hard…”

There was more to that. I could tell. Gary said, “Mason, why don’t you come out into the hall with me.”

“Look,” Gary said, walking out of the room, “if you hear anything, let me know. DSS will be all over this, and, if the parents aren’t willing to step up, we really like to find next of kin when we can. So if any kids mention any leads, it could help us get this baby placed faster.”

I nodded. “I’ll do some digging.”

Gary shook his head. “Some kid is really, really lucky you were at the right place at the right time. A couple more hours, and we could have had a homicide on our hands.”

The thought made my blood run cold. I shook my head, suddenly wanting to get home. I thought about getting an Uber. I knew Gary would take me home, but I didn’t need any rumors brewing about how people saw Mason Thaysden in a cop car. This story would be enough for one day.

I was tired, but I couldn’t resist seeing the baby one last time. Or, I realized, as I walked back into the room, maybe who I really wanted to see one more time was Daisy.

“Hey, um, since you don’t know anyone, why don’t you give me your number? I can introduce you to some women I think you’d like.”

She raised one eyebrow at me. “So, is that a sneaky way of asking if you can call me?”

I smiled. I liked her. “Maybe it is. If it was, could I?”

She made a face like she was considering. “I mean, you did save a baby today.”

She gave me her number, and I wondered if I’d use it. Probably. I’d been a baseball hero for a lot of my life. Then, for a time, the exact opposite. But the way Daisy smiled at me made me think that maybe all that wasn’t over for me. Maybe I could be a hero of a different kind.





DAISY [image: ] Florence Nightingale

It had been only three hours since our tiny Jane Doe had burst onto the scene. And it was already breaking my heart that she hadn’t had any visitors. One of the best parts about working with high-risk babies was getting to know the families, feeling the love from people who wanted nothing more in the world than for their little ones to thrive, teaching them how to help and care for their infants. I usually spent a lot of time telling exhausted parents and grandparents to go home, get a shower, get some rest. Now, nothing. I sighed. It wasn’t the first time this had happened on my watch recently. It was disheartening to say the least. My heart clenched thinking of my last little patient in Charlotte. I knew he was why I had come here. But it wasn’t running away, I reminded myself. How it wasn’t, I wasn’t sure, but I had work to do and couldn’t dwell on it.

I scooped up my girl from under the bilirubin light—she would be my girl until we found her parents—and fed and rocked her.

“What a first day!” Laura said, bursting into the nursery, where two other babies were contentedly sleeping. “I mean, Daisy, we almost never have exciting things happen around here!” She ran her hands through her hair like she needed to find something to do with them.

I couldn’t help but smile at her enthusiasm, but, also, I wasn’t sure I would qualify this as “exciting.” More like heartbreaking. Our Jane Doe was looking up at me, wide-eyed and curious, and I felt a little surge of love for her. What kind of mother could just abandon her child? I liked to pretend I didn’t know the answer.

“I’m sorry,” Laura said, reading my face. “I didn’t mean it like that.” She shrugged. “But I guess I feel like this is all some sort of misunderstanding, that we’ll find her parents, and all will be well.”

I nodded. “I really hope you’re right.”

“And to think that Mason Thaysden found her,” Laura said, shaking her head.

I raised my eyebrows, trying to hide the fact that my heart thudded at the mention of the very handsome rescuer.

She laughed. “Oh, I know he’s cute. But that one’s trouble, believe you me. You can ask any woman in this town, and I’d defy you to find a dissenting opinion.”

Well… That didn’t sound good. Before I could ask for more, another patient stirred, and Laura scooped him up with an expert touch. “Is it time for a change, big guy?”

She brought the preemie, who made our little Jane Doe look huge in comparison, close, and I noticed a raspberry on his cheek, a tiny birthmark that would fade in the coming weeks. Pain shot through me, and I had to look away. To most people, babies just look like babies. But, to us, the few who get to know so many of them, they begin to look shockingly unique.

Nurse Sandy bustled in and gave me a scolding look. “Young lady, your shift ended fifteen minutes ago.” There it was again, that mixture of scolding and amusement. I suspected some people found Sandy intimidating, but I loved her right away. I liked to know where I stood with someone. In friendships, in romantic relationships, and, most especially, at work.

I stroked Jane Doe’s cheek. “I can stay,” I said softly. I couldn’t bear the thought of leaving her alone again the day she was born, a day full of so much trauma.

Laura came close to me on one side, and Sandy on the other. “Daisy,” Laura said gently. “We’ll take care of her. You know we will.”

It was only my first day, but I did know. This was a group of women who valued every little life like it was their very own. Sandy nodded. “She’ll be okay.”

I willed myself to clear my mind, to steel myself, to think of math equations so as not to cry. I would not cry on my first day at a new job. I nodded slowly, still not moving. “She must be so traumatized, you know?”

Laura nodded. “I know. What she’s been through—”

Sandy was the voice of reason: “Ladies, she is maybe ten hours old. She is safe now, and she will be fine.”

She wasn’t playing around. My shift was over. Time to leave. I knew it wasn’t a good look to be this attached to my first patient. But I knew these women knew what I had experienced in Charlotte, so I also figured they might understand my being a little clingy. Sandy reached for the baby, and I let her take her this time. I squeezed her little socked foot and said, “I’ll see you tomorrow, Jane Doe. Get some rest.”

Sandy put her arm around me and squeezed me to her so quickly I wasn’t totally sure it had happened. “It gets easier,” she said. “I promise. The first few patients are the hardest.”

I turned quickly, afraid that if I didn’t rush out, she would see the tears pooling in my eyes. To ease my heartache, I called the man I loved most: my dad.

He answered on the first ring, as he always did when he wasn’t working. “What’s shaking, Florence Nightingale?” he asked.

I smiled. He loved calling me the names of famous nurses. It was cheesy, but it was cute. Such a “dad” thing to do.

“Daddy, I had an abandoned baby on my very first day of work.”

He let out a low whistle. “No way, kiddo. In Cape Carolina?”

“Can you believe that?”

I walked quickly to my car, looking around, aware of my surroundings. Dusk was falling on Cape Carolina, but it wasn’t dark yet. And then I remembered: Crime rates were almost nonexistent here. Of course, it always paid to be vigilant. Even so, I felt myself relax.

“So what do you do?”

Take her home, I thought. I shook my head, trying to snap myself out of it because, frankly, that is what I wanted to do. Take her home and love her to pieces forever and always. But I would not, because nurses didn’t take home babies, and, um, it was against the law.

“Well, we hope they find her parents, but, I mean, Dad, they left her in a dumpster behind a high school. What kind of parents could those even be?”

He made a low, one-syllable noise that I recognized. We knew people left their kids all the time. We’d lived it. “Well, all I know is that she’s lucky to have you taking care of her.”

“Thanks, Dad,” I said. And then he asked, as I knew he would, “So, when are you coming home?”

“Coming home?” I asked. “Dad, I live at the beach. When are you coming here?”

“Well, honey, I thought you’d never ask.”

“Want to come break in my new guest room? Over Easter, maybe?”

He paused, and I knew what he was thinking. I unlocked the car and climbed inside, realizing I didn’t have the energy to go to the grocery store. Fortunately, Laura had told me about a great grab-and-go place with salads and homemade pastas and casseroles that didn’t close until eight.

“Daddy!” I scolded. “It is Easter. You can close the body shop for a few days. Ask Phil to fill in for you.” Phil was my uncle, who, like a sensible person, had retired when it was time. Still, I understood my dad’s reluctance to do the same. What would he do? He’d be all alone. He could move here, of course, but I knew without asking that he would never leave the family land he’d lived on all his life in a small town just an hour and a half from here.

He sighed. “I’ll come sometime soon. I promise. Deal?”

“Deal,” I said.

I knew Easter was one of his busiest weeks of the year and a visit then was a long shot. But I had to try.

“Now, you text me when you’re home safe tonight.”

“I will, Dad. Love you.”

“Love you too.”

I pulled into the market parking lot, suddenly deciding I needed soup. The phone call from my dad had helped. But, thinking of Jane Doe, with no parents coming to visit her, made me feel suddenly cold. But I couldn’t get this caught up in every patient, I reminded myself. Tonight, I would go home, eat my soup, and get myself situated, find a workout class that would fit into my schedule. Maybe I’d sign up for a painting or pottery class if I could find one. Making new friends, getting into a routine, and creating a life I loved here was my top priority right now. I had always just adored this beach. Now it was up to me to make it feel like home.
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Five a.m. gets earlier all the time,” my buddy Robbie said as he poured three cups of coffee from a large Yeti thermos and handed one to me and one to my brother Parker.

The diesel engines rumbled, as Parker, from the captain’s chair on the bridge, shifted them into gear. I loved watching the sunrise from the water. I loved seeing the horizon burst open with light, the sea suddenly in vivid color.

“Nah,” I said. “This is when five is great. You know when five sucks?”

Parker took a sip of his coffee and nodded. “Yup. When you’ve been out all night, and you’re just falling asleep as the birds start chirping.”

We all groaned. “That is the worst,” Robbie said.

Down below, in the salon of the 1993 Jarrett Bay that was our dad’s pride and joy, the ten boys who could come this morning were wrapped in blankets on the floor and the couches. They slept as we made our forty-mile run out to sea. When my mom painstakingly chose the striped Sunbrella cushions and white quartz countertops, I doubted that she had this in mind.

“It is the worst,” I agreed. “But this? This is the best. My best buddies, the open water, our old boat, my favorite players…”

Parker laughed. “You say that every year.”

I nodded. “Yeah. But this year I mean it.”

One of the best parts of being a coach was getting to know the players who I would spend the next months with—and their parents, which could be good or bad depending on what they were like. If someone had told me what parents would do to try to get their kids a little extra playing time, I never would have believed it. I had gotten Final Four tickets and fishing expeditions, free meals from restaurant owners, vacation offers, and some of these moms… Well, let’s just say, I have received some amazing yet appalling photographs that I have deleted like the gentleman I am. Even still, I tried to be fair because, in the end, we all wanted the same thing: a winning season. But I won’t lie, I was only human, and, after those floor seats to the Duke–UNC game, I had probably let Michael Saunders play a little more than he deserved. But, come on, we were going to beat Hillcrest High no matter what.

But largely, I tried to be the coach who gave these kids a little extra. Which was why, right now, we were embarking on this fishing expedition. I had learned that, yes, it was important for me to bond with the boys. But what was most important was for them to bond with each other. They were different ages and races, from different socioeconomic backgrounds and wildly different family situations. But, on the field, they transformed into one cohesive unit. They spoke the same language, sensed each other’s movements, could read each other’s minds. Well, ideally. And that was what days like today were for. Sport was so far beyond the fundamentals. It was all about trust. It was all about knowing the guy on first has your back while you’re on the pitcher’s mound.

And these two guys right here beside me, helping me out at 5 a.m.? They’d had my back since the day they were born. Talk about speaking a language? Trusting the people beside you? Nothing would ever compare to these two.

“You think we’re going to win States this year?” Robbie asked.

“Wow,” I said. “Way to dive in. Just ruin my calm moment with all your questions.”

He held his cup up to me. “The two things I’m serious about are coffee and baseball. You know this.”

“I do.”

“Of course they’re going to win States,” Parker said. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Well, the Baseball Today podcast sure thinks so,” Robbie said, winking at me.

I groaned, but it didn’t quite take. First, the article in Inside Pitch. Then, Baseball Today, my go-to listen, had asked me to be a guest. I was flattered and thrilled, but I tried to play it cool.

“You’re really a media sensation again lately,” Parker said. “That must feel good.”

I rolled my eyes, but he wasn’t wrong. Apparently, that wasn’t enough for me to move up in the coaching world, though. I hadn’t told my friend or my brother that I had even applied for those college jobs. So I just said, “Well, since tomorrow night is our first game, maybe let’s get a few under our belt and reassess.”

“Nah,” Parker said. “You could win with your seniors alone.” He smacked me on the back. “And the great Mason Thaysden is leading them into battle. There’s no way you can lose.”

I smiled. He was a good brother. We’d moved way, way on from the mess of the past now. That was probably the best part of my whole getting-my-life-together situation. I’d gotten my brother back.

Robbie sat down on the bench seat closest to us. “Man,” he said, looking out over the vast expanse of water, “we really won the lottery, didn’t we? We live in paradise.”

I felt uneasy. That was the thing: We did. We lived in paradise. I lived in the most beautiful place in the world with a boat tied up at my dock and fish outside my door, and my two best friends nearby. I loved my job and, by all accounts, I was happy. Was it even right or fair to want something more?

“Do you guys ever think about, I don’t know… leaving?”

“Nope!” Parker jumped in. “I did leave. And Palm Beach was great and all and, sure, New York is New York, which is awesome. But Cape Carolina is the best place on earth.”

He leaned back just a little in the captain’s chair, looking so at ease at the helm of this boat he’d learned to drive when he was just a little kid. “Wait. Are you thinking about leaving?”

I shrugged. “Nah. Yes. I don’t know. You guys both went off and had another life, and—”

“And we sprinted back to Cape Carolina, begged, borrowed, and stole to get back here as quickly as possible,” Robbie said. “Believe me, man, the real world isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.”

“I think it’s just, like, no one takes me seriously here or something. And I’m not sure they ever will.”

Parker cocked his head to the side. “Mason, you are a legend. Everyone here worships you.”

Robbie added, “And, with all this press you’re getting lately, they’re not alone! You won the jackpot, man: doing what you love and getting notoriety for it in the place you love.”

I guessed that was true.

Parker pulled the throttles back and, just like that, without a word, Robbie and I knew: It was game time. See? Private language.

I climbed down the ladder and opened the door to the salon as Robbie began to set the spread of baits we had rigged on the way out. “Boys! It’s about that time! If y’all want tacos for dinner, we’d better get to it.”

A few of them groaned or opened one eye. Luke, one of my freshmen, made a beeline for the cockpit. I thought he was super excited—until he leaned over the stern of the boat and threw up. Three other guys sat up to rib him, but then it was like a chain reaction. Two of my seniors joined poor Luke over the stern. I sighed and said, “Glad everyone took my Dramamine suggestion.”

I grabbed a few ginger ales from the fridge and a handful of meclizine even though, to be honest, it was probably too late now. This team bonding activity was going downhill fast.

But when Robbie yelled, “Fish on! I need an angler out here!” you’ve never seen teenagers jump up so fast. “Come on, Drew!” Robbie said. “Let’s see what you got, buddy.”

I helped Drew into the harness, thinking we had a blue marlin on. All the boys were gathered in anticipation, and it’s amazing how, once the action begins, even the sickest of the seasick rally. After a thirty-second fight, we all erupted in laughter as Drew pulled in a three-pound mahimahi, tiny by anyone’s standards. “Nice peanut there, superstar!” Parker called from the bridge. “We were looking for a few hundred more pounds, but at least I’ll have dinner!”

I put my arm around Drew. “Well, it might not have been what we were chasing, but everyone looks way less green.”

We threw the fish back, Parker turned on the music, I pulled out the breakfast burritos, and everyone started eating, drinking, and laughing. It was exactly what I wanted. Or, well, no. It wasn’t the fish I wanted. But it was the funny story I needed.

Until an hour later. This time, when the long rigger bait ripped out of the clip, and line started pouring off the reel, we knew right away that this was something huge. “Luke, you’re up!” Drew called.

He looked terrified, but, as all the boys starting yelling, “Lu-uke! Lu-uke! Lu-uke!” he made his way into the fighting chair. I clipped him and the reel into the harness as fast as I could as the line continued to peel off, and, I’ll be honest, I was a little worried about our skinniest freshman’s ability to reel in whatever was on the other end.

The fish dove down, and for the next thirty minutes, Luke fought for every single inch of line. “You need a sub, buddy?” I asked quietly, not wanting to embarrass him. “I can just act like I’m giving someone else a turn.”

He laughed, red-faced and out of breath. “Not a chance, Coach. This fish is mine.”

I slapped him on the back. “That’s my boy!” The rest of the team began to cheer as the fish finally started to come up to the surface and Parker began backing up the boat—way too aggressively, I might add. Water flooded the stern, and, what can I say? The boys loved it. Luke was reeling, the fish was jumping, there was water everywhere, and it was chaos of the very best kind.

Robbie put on his gloves—like I’d seen him do about a million times before—and, as he finally got his hands on the leader, the part of the line that makes it qualify as a caught fish, phones were out all around me as a five-hundred-pounder jumped up by the boat. Robbie was struggling to control the fish so he could release it.

The boys all jumped on Luke, rubbing his head, giving him high fives. Drew unhooked him, and Luke collapsed onto the wet teak as calls of “Freshman!” rang out all around him.

I looked out over the boat and said, “Thanks, bud,” as the fish swam away. It jumped back out of the water, and, yeah, I knew it was in my head, but I swear it winked at me. There was nothing, and I do mean nothing, that could compare to the thrill of catching a really, really big fish. It was a classic moment of man versus nature. Everyone had won. But especially me. Because this team, right here, I could already tell, was bonded for life. Or at least a season. And that was good enough for me.
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