
Painter Place

––––––––

Painter Place Saga, Book 1

––––––––

Pamela Poole

Inspiring Southern Ambiance

Published by Southern Sky Publishing

Copyright © Pamela Poole 2017, 2025

Cover Painting and Interior Illustrations by Pamela Poole

––––––––
Southern Sky Publishing
southernskypublishing.com

––––––––
All Rights Reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without prior written permission of the publisher.

––––––––

This book is a work of fiction. While references may be made

to actual places or events, the names, character, incidents, and

locations within are from the author’s imagination and are not

a resemblance to actual living or dead persons, businesses, or

events. Any similarity is coincidental.

Scripture references are from the Holman Christian Standard and NIV Bibles.

––––––––

eBook ISBN 978-1-956089-01-1

Print ISBN 978-1-956089-02-8

Print ISBN 978-1-956089-00-4


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Painter Place (Painter Place Saga, #1)

PART ONE

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

PART TWO

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

PART THREE

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Epilogue
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Author’s Note

––––––––
[image: ]


If you lived through the decade of the 1980’s in America, you understand what I mean when I borrow from Dickens to describe it as “the best of times, and the worst of times.” Americans were decadent and materialistic, spending money as if the world might end—for they thought it might. Designer labels were nearly worshiped, fashion was scanty, colors were bold, hairstyles and makeup were brash and outrageous, and the realm of gadgets was exploding. Nike brand encouraged everyone to “Just Do It,” and they did! They danced, sang, and entertained themselves as if the world might end—for they wondered if it might.

Russia had us in the crosshairs of their nuclear weapons, Mt. St. Helens erupted, and John Lennon was murdered. Arcades filled with those who played Pac Man and Donkey Kong, and Americans were enchanted as we watched Princess Diana’s fairytale wedding on television. There was an assassination attempt on the life of the new American President, Ronald Reagan. Music video channels thrilled viewers who watched Michael Jackson perform “Thriller,” and Americans relished shows like Miami Vice and Dallas. Epcot Center in Disney World opened, and Cabbage Patch dolls became the hottest gift to receive.

In the skies, TWA Flight 847 was hijacked by terrorists, a terrorist's bomb brought down Pan Am Flight 103, and we cried as the Challenger Space Shuttle exploded in a disastrous launch. Halley's Comet passed overhead for the first time since 1910.

As the decade ended, the Berlin Wall came tumbling down, like the Communist governments around Eastern Europe where thousands sang “Just As I Am” at Billy Graham Crusades. Hundreds of Chinese students who had gathered peacefully to demonstrate in Beijing's Tiananmen Square were killed by their government. Historic Hurricane Hugo, a Category 4 storm, mauled Charleston and the Carolinas. And a British scientist created the World Wide Web.

The Eighties also produced some of the most classic movies and music of any decade ever, and as those actors and musicians pass from this life, no one with their unique talents has come onto the scene to replace them. In my novel Painter Place, and in the second novel in the saga, Hugo, this is the world my characters live in. Examples of popular music and cultural references fill the pages, and the summer of 1985 was when the movie Back to the Future was released. Readers will find it poignant to discover that Caroline sees it on the day she discovers that how she handles a shattering secret will determine the future of Painter Place. The bracelet in this story soon became famous in 1987 as a “tennis bracelet” worn by Chris Everett. 

The young characters of Painter Place ride the roller coaster that was the 1980’s, forced to make decisions that test the relevance of their faith and public influence. Turn the page for a trip back into a turbulent era and hang on for the ride!
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Chapter One


[image: ]


May 31, 1985

I shall be telling this with a sigh

Somewhere ages and ages hence;

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I –

I took the one less traveled by,

And that has made all the difference.

- Robert Frost

––––––––
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“‘Painter’ was an occupational name in Europe for someone who painted, especially a craftsman that painted stained glass,” began Caroline Painter. “In the Middle Ages, the walls of every church were covered with painted decorations. There’s a historical record of someone named Hugh le Peyntour, and he was hired in 1308 to do a painting on the pavement of a church called St. Stephen’s Chapel, Westminster. Peyntour families that came to America simplified the spelling of their last names.”

Caroline paused as curious guests to the Painter Gallery came closer, asking about the history of her name and the island she lived on. “My ancestors were artists who loved entertaining other creative people, so the locals off-island referred to the property with a double meaning as ‘the Painter Place.’”

She smiled at the couple wearing shorts and flip-flops in the casual island gallery. The man in a Hawaiian print shirt raised his brows. “I heard Painter Place is a landmark that’s been here for three hundred years. Do you mean that the original owner of the island didn’t give it that name?” 

“That’s right. My ancestor officially named it ‘White Island,’ the translation for ‘u ne ga’, which is the local American Indian name for it. White is their color to symbolize ‘south,’ which meant peace and happiness. The natives claimed that the White Spirits lived in the south. There’s an Indian story about this island that folks around here still tell, called ‘The Legend of the Wind Songs.’ The town that sprang up on the mainland adopted the island as part of their namesake, Whitehaven, symbolizing a haven of peace and happiness.”

The man’s wife told Caroline she loved the meaning behind the little coastal town’s name, and she wanted to hear the legend sometime. Caroline responded, “Though my ancestor agreed it is an idyllic name for a place to live, he never forgot the reason he came here, or why he never saw his father and brother again. He settled here when the land was just called Carolina, before North and South Carolina were separated. So, he referred to himself as a ‘Carolina Castaway.’ He signed his real name, Patrick Painter, on documents and paintings. But his friends and family usually called him by his nickname, Castaway.”

“What in the world made him think of himself that way?” asked the man’s wife. They waited with a look that reminded Caroline of her little sister Marina’s face when she used to read stories to her.

“His family was in England at around 1680, and his religious beliefs were a point of conflict between the people and government. Though his father held a high political office, and they were a respected noble family, their faith could be their ruin and their death. Reputation or character did not count for much in such times. His father used connections to get his mother, his wife, and his only living son, Patrick, to the colonies. Patrick was a young adult given the charge of looking after his mother, grandmother, and the family fortune, which had been discretely liquidated by a descendant of the Gregory family. They settled on this island, which had no resources the king would want. Thus, Patrick referred to himself as a castaway.”

“His nickname is the inspiration for Caroline’s name,” added Shelly, the gallery manager, who had waved to her other customers as they left through the glass front door. She walked over to join Caroline and the couple. “Though it does not have the ‘a’ on the end, when you add her middle name, Amanda, you can hear it. The syllables flow like lyrics to a song.”

Shelly turned to Caroline, affectionately pushing a stray strand of her long blonde hair into place to keep the attention on her. Then she raised a beautifully manicured hand to indicate a group of paintings hanging nearby. “Here, see for yourself in her signature, on her work.” She stepped over to stand to one side of the art display and said, “Caroline is her uncle’s star protégé, though his students come from all over the world.”

The wife fished out her reading glasses from a straw purse decorated on the front with bright appliquéd summer flowers. The blooms coordinated with the appliqués around the neckline of her tank top, and Caroline wondered if she had made them herself. She put pink cat-eye-shaped reading glasses onto her nose and joined her husband as he leaned closer to see the signature on the paintings.

“Caroline A. Painter!” The woman repeated it, pronouncing the initial with an “ah” sound as if it was added to the end of her first name.
She laughed out loud while her husband chuckled and said, “So, your legacy from a Carolina Castaway is to be a Carolina Painter!” 
“The Painter family’s creativity extends to how they name their babies.” Shelly leaned her head slightly over to him, as if she were sharing an insight that few people knew about. “Caroline’s little sister is named Marina because her dad dreamed of owning one.”

Caroline watched the gallery manager’s expertise in handling collectors, wishing she had her people skills. Casual interactions with strangers didn’t come naturally to her. But her smile was genuine as she extended her hand to the couple. “Now you know my name, but I don’t yet have the pleasure of knowing yours.”

As they shook her hand, the husband made introductions. “I’m Ken, and this is my wife, Kim. We’re from Darlington and drove here for a day trip.”

After chatting about how closely “Kim” sounded like “Ken,” some of the misadventures that their similar names had caused, and whether they knew any of Caroline’s mother’s connections in Darlington, the couple purchased the painting that Shelly had shown them and promised they would be back next year.

After seeing them out the door, Caroline checked the driftwood clock her dad had carved for the gallery. She wanted to leave on time today and looked around to see what might need to be done before closing.

Illumination through the skylights revealed no dust on the stable stall doors that served as counter fronts. The doors, overhead beams, and wood plank walls were preserved from the estate’s old stables, now a restored structure that included a gallery, two art studios, and indoor classroom space. It opened after World War II because of popular requests to display and sell her family’s creative work. People traveled more by automobile after the war, bringing visitors to Painter Place who wanted something to take home to remember it by.

Shelly recorded the sale of Caroline’s painting in the account book at the counter while Caroline filled empty displays with new items. Two of her dad’s driftwood carvings, one of her sister’s unusual baskets, three of her aunt’s jewelry designs, several art prints, and one of her grandmother’s books had sold on this busy Friday that would end the month of May in 1985.

She turned to the blank wall, wondering which of two paintings should replace the one sold to the happy couple who loved meeting her in person and hearing her stories about Painter Place. They took home a large painting of the marsh at twilight, her favorite time of day. She had one like it from a different view, and another of a Great Blue heron fishing in the same marsh, feathers glowing in the blush color of morning light.

In the storage room, she studied her scant inventory of originals. A guilty glance at her Uncle Wyeth’s rack revealed there were no empty slots. Occasionally, the Painter Gallery would feature a temporary show for an accomplished student of her uncle’s, or a well-known artist who came to spend time on the island or host a retrospective show of paintings created by her Painter descendants. But it was up to Caroline and her uncle to keep original paintings on the walls.

She reached for the scene with the heron because her bird paintings sold well. People liked birds. A few of her collectors named the birds in their paintings and even talked to them as if they were pets.

With a sigh and a promise to herself that she’d be in the studio to paint again right away, she turned. Shelly was studying her with deep brown eyes that seemed to read her mind and confront her with it. Unable to hold her gaze, Caroline asked blithely, “When will the paintings in the show in Atlanta come back?” 
She carried the painting of the heron to the blank space on the wall. Shelly opened the cash drawer to begin the store closing process at the counter. “Not for three more weeks, assuming the delivery arrives on time. Five of the paintings have already sold.” 
Caroline grimaced. She had not kept her commitment at the gallery. But there was always so much happening at Painter Place in the summer months, such as the Island Summer Dance tomorrow night at the pavilion. Setting and keeping a routine would be a challenge.

Satisfied that the new painting she was hanging was securely settled, Caroline placed the label in the clear pocket on the wall and checked the clock again. Five minutes to closing. She needed to get home to change and eat dinner before her date with Chris.

Shelly closed the leather envelope with the bank deposit inside. “Maybe you didn’t hear me.  I just told you that you’ve sold five paintings, plus one here today. Any thoughts about how many artists that happens to?”

Caroline blushed at Shelly’s tone. “It’s great news! I’m a little distracted, that’s all.”

Slowly, almost as if she were talking to herself, Shelly said, “You know, not every Painter family member chooses to stay on this island.” She let the statement hang in the air as she placed receipts in a file box. “The world across that bridge is full of people from off who are enchanted by Painter Place. They love the idea of it, love to visit it, and love the Painter family. But they could never commit to what it takes to be a part of it.”

She gathered her purse and other personal things onto the counter as Caroline considered her words. Just as locals on the mainland in Whitehaven called the island Painter Place, they also had a name for anyone who did not live on the island or have close ties to it. They were said to be from “off.”

Like Chris.

Caroline felt resistance rising in her heart and did not meet her friend’s eyes as she walked to the counter to gather her purse and lunch bag. She ventured, “Sometimes a life decision hinges on another person. Waiting to see what they will do affects your own road.”

“If you’re waiting on someone else’s choices to determine your life’s course, you don’t know your own mind or heart,” Shelly retorted.

With an exaggerated sigh of resignation, Caroline paused at the open door, where the South Carolina afternoon heat wrapped itself around them like a blanket. “Okay, I’ll bite. What’s on your mind?”

They locked up and walked toward their cars while Shelly said, “You have a date tonight with a nice young man—the preacher’s son. But that young man spent the last week in another part of the country to decide the direction his future will take him.”

Shelly paused and Caroline gazed out at the horizon, where the sky met the Atlantic. “You have a kind of love for him, like a favorite book or a pair of jeans,” Shelly continued firmly. “But he’s a stand-in for what you wanted in the first place, a back-up plan when your dream didn’t come true. You haven’t considered how this distraction in your emotions can mesh with who you are, or with how this affects your family. You’re thinkin’ of what it might be like to trade your life and goals to follow his, since you’re not excited about your future anymore.”

Caroline’s eyes flashed in defiance, but Shelly didn’t flinch. “Caroline, it’s time someone told you you’re sellin’ out and missin’ the big picture. You have an exceptional opportunity in life, a gift, and the best place to nurture it. Here at Painter Place, you’ll have a lot of influence for good, carrying on your uncle’s legacy. You aren’t ordinary, Caroline, and you can’t live an ordinary life! You’ll never be satisfied with the existence most people are content with. And you can’t go paint somewhere else. You have a responsibility here. People are depending on you. No other family member meets the requirements to inherit Painter Place if you leave the island. Chris has to find a career here in Whitehaven for this relationship to work, and that’s final!”

They stood in front of Caroline’s restored 1965 Mustang, a gift from her dad for her sixteenth birthday to celebrate the year she was born. She ran her hand over a section of the white convertible top. “I don’t want to lose him.”

Shelly huffed and got into her car. Through the open window, she admonished, “Girl, what you’re in danger of losin’ is you!”
She started her little yellow Beetle, and with a last sad look at Caroline, she backed up and drove out of the parking lot. She turned onto Pavilion Avenue toward the causeway bridge over the Intracoastal Waterway. 
Caroline stood looking after her, feeling misunderstood and uneasy. Why did Shelly have to ruin her excitement at seeing Chris tonight? She had counted the days until he got back, praying he had a clear direction for his career path and a place in it for a future together. 

Remembering the time, she quickly got into the Mustang. In the few minutes it took to reach the driveway at home, she understood why Shelly’s words bothered her so much. 

Shelly was always right.
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I unconsciously decided that, even if it wasn't an ideal world, it should be, and so I painted only the ideal aspects of it—pictures in which there are no drunken slatterns or self- centered mothers...only foxy grandpas who played baseball with the kids and boys who fished from logs and got up circuses in the backyard.

–Norman Rockwell

––––––––
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“I know I can do this. I only need a chance to try!”

Caroline heard the determination in her older brother Patrick’s voice as she walked up the steps leading to the back porch. Her sister Marina’s collie, Lady, was on a leash at her favorite spot near the door at dinnertime. Caroline’s hands were slathered in Lady’s kisses before she opened the screen door.

Her mom smiled a hello as she got up from the table to get dinner out of the oven. Caroline set her purse down and went to the sink to wash her hands. 

“They’ve already got the property right there at the bridge. Dad, if I can get legal permission to use the name ‘Castaway,’ and to duplicate some of the architecture and décor of Painter Place, I’ll be a partner and the manager with no financial investment. Since my namesake is the original Carolina Castaway, I’m important in the plan. Surely this is a huge opportunity for a guy who’s fresh out of college and looking for a job!”

Her little sister Marina came bounding into the kitchen, dramatically inhaling the savory aromas of food. She grabbed a stack of plates that had pretty magnolia blossoms painted on them, then piled the napkins and forks on top before carrying them to set the table. She danced gracefully with the place settings. The men continued their conversation but sat back to allow room for their plates. Patrick was working on adjusting his attitude about his pitch being interrupted by dinner. 

Caroline smiled at her younger sister. Marina rarely just walked, like other people. She danced. It was common to have music filling the house, especially the 60’s music that her parents favored. But the stereo was not on and Marina had no need of it. The joyous music in her head influenced her movements.  

“I need to hurry,” Caroline reminded her family. She went to the table with a potholder under the mashed potatoes.

“Oh, okay. Does this mean Chris is back home?” Caroline’s mother asked as she and Marina carried more steaming dishes to the table.

“I hope so.” Caroline pushed back her chair. “Sherrie called me at the gallery. She talked to him last night, and he said he’d be traveling home today. I’m supposed to meet him at six thirty at the chapel.”

“Goin’ to the chapel and we’re gonna get ma-a-aried,” sang Marina, bobbing her head and snapping her fingers. Caroline rolled her eyes and smiled.

Andy Painter was scowling as he cleared his throat and looked around at his family. Everyone bowed their heads while he blessed dinner, then three arms all reached for the mashed potatoes just after “Amen.” 

“Let Caroline get started first,” their mother said firmly. 

Caroline felt her dad watching as she finished getting a small serving of the potatoes and passed them to Marina. “Why the chapel?” he drawled thoughtfully. “That’s an unusual destination for a date.” 

She shook her head with her mouth full, shrugging.  

“Maybe he’ll ask her to marry him!” chirped Marina. She pulled stray brown waves of hair back behind her ears as if they would get between her and her food. None of those beautiful magnolias on her plate were visible anymore, hidden by a hearty Southern meal. “Every Painter gets married in the chapel.”

Caroline caught a look passing between her mom, dad, and brother. She felt the flush begin creeping up her neck and she quickly turned her attention back down at her plate. Shelly was the first to throw ice on her anticipation at seeing Chris tonight, and now her parents and her brother joined her. That familiar knot of tension grew tighter somewhere in her middle. 

“Yeah, and we have our funerals there, too, which is the same thing, right?” Patrick quipped back at Marina. “There really needs to be something about that engraved on one of those plaques.”

“Yeah, try and get Gran Vanna to approve of that!” Marina laughed as she tipped a shaker in the shape of a seashell to sprinkle salt on her green beans.

“But if she would, who better to compose a profound way to express it? She could come up with one that would end up becoming some famous quote or something!” Patrick put a bite into his mouth that would insult the table manners of their genteel Southern belle grandmother. 

Caroline put her napkin and fork down and pushed back her chair. “Don’t you want dessert?” Marina asked incredulously. “Patrick made his famous chocolate éclair!”

“Yum! No kidding? Cut a giant piece for me and put it in the fridge. Right now, I need to change clothes and get out of here.”

Coming up behind her mom’s chair as she left the kitchen, Caroline put both hands on her shoulders and kissed the top of her head. Valerie Painter’s dark hair was cut in a cute longish bob with fringy bangs, like a fashion model, and it smelled vaguely like island flowers. Her mom held a fork in her right hand but reached up the left one to pat her daughter’s, waiting for the request for a favor that usually followed this gesture. Caroline’s dad looked up from his plate in expectation, recognizing the familiar gesture and chewing a bite of dinner while he waited for what would follow.

“Mama, I’ve been thinkin’ today about your sleeveless blue sweater and how it really brings out the color of my eyes,” Caroline began. 

“I haven’t even worn it yet! You and your sister keep it in the laundry basket,” protested her mom half-heartedly, glancing at her husband, who chuckled in apparent relief before taking another bite. “I just washed it, and it’s on a hanger on the doorknob to my room. That sweater has never made it to my closet!”

“You’re the best, Mama! I’ll wash it for you myself this time.” Caroline’s voice trailed as she headed to the master suite door.

Andy Painter looked at his wife and swallowed the bite of roast he was enjoying. “Maybe we should shop for another one. That sweater must be somethin’ else!”

“No, Dad!” exclaimed Marina.  “It’s special because it’s hard to get, like Patrick’s chocolate éclair. If we had it every week, we wouldn’t look forward to it so much.”
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Chapter Three
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No one is so brave that he is not disturbed by something unexpected.
-Julius Caesar

––––––––
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Often, there was no point in putting much time into a hairstyle on the island. But the humidity was low tonight with only a gentle sea breeze stirring the palms. The styling gel that Caroline used to hold a gentle wave of volume was going to work for a few hours. She kept her straight blonde hair trimmed past her shoulder blades so that she would have the best range of styles to wear in the island weather.

Today, she wore it down, the way Chris liked it. Her feathery bangs were cut like her mother’s, in diagonal layers so that they did not run in a straight line across her forehead, and they ended just below her eyebrows to draw attention to her eyes. She knew the blue sleeveless sweater with her white designer jeans brought out the best of her features and shoulders. She checked her pink lip gloss and the hint of amethyst eyeshadow and liner in the rearview mirror before she pulled the car out onto Castaway Drive.

Why had Chris chosen the chapel for a date? It was only recently that he asked her dad if he could court her, and they had never exchanged declarations of love. But his eyes said what his words had not. Was there a chance that he was ready for a big step? 

––––––––
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At home, Valerie Painter got up to answer the phone, once again interrupting Patrick’s conversation with his parents about a career opportunity. Frustrated, he lightly tapped his hands on the table and tilted back in his chair, looking up at the high ceiling. His dad sighed and rubbed sea-captain tanned hands back through his sun-bleached blonde hair.

“Well hello, Sherrie!  You left your photos over here on Wednesday. They must have been on the table when you packed your overnight bag, but we’ll get them to you at church on Sunday. What? Honey, I can’t understand what you’re trying to say.”

Valerie turned from the kitchen counter back to the table to signal a look of alarm to the men. “Sweetie, why are you crying? Is there anything I can—yes, Patrick is here. Hold on.”

Valerie pointed the receiver at Patrick and briskly motioned for him. He jumped up to take the phone and his dad pushed his own chair back, standing expectantly. 

“Hi, Sher.” He used Sherrie’s nickname and held the phone to his ear, looking out of a kitchen window at the sight of a sky he could tell would make a dramatic transition into night. But he only noticed it for a moment.

“Oh. Well, I didn’t see that coming. Obviously, you didn’t, either.” He turned around to look at his mom and dad, whose eyes never left his face. “Please don’t cry.”  

His eyes begged his mom for help before he resigned himself to his situation. When he hung up the phone a few minutes later, Patrick did not resume the conversation about his future with his parents.

Marina danced with bare feet down the stairs to get a glass of lemonade to take to her room, but she stopped short at the kitchen door, reading the look on Patrick’s face. He explained what Sherrie’s call was about.

Moments passed as they all stood silent. Then Valerie jumped into action.  “Andy, call Wyeth. We’ve got to get her out of here!”

––––––––
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The sky overhead promised a spectacular sunset. Caroline had always been fascinated by the ever-changing sky as a day ended. What a blessing to live here, where there are no city lights to compete with sunsets, starlight, and fireflies. She felt an overwhelming sense of peace and belonging, and a squeeze of her heart she thought of as a hug from God.

“Thank you, Lord, for—well, for my life,” she whispered. It was all she could think of to say.

As her Mustang passed the marsh, the old Painter Chapel garden areas appeared on the left side of the road. Shadows lay long in exaggerated shapes from the flora and fauna. In a few minutes, the chapel would come into view.

A song ended on the radio. “If you’re not headin’ out to that shindig on the Island t’marra night, just put on your shaggin’ shoes, or kick ‘em off altogether, and join me right here for the best Carolina Beach music!” boomed the deep voice of Shaggin’ Pirate, the boisterous DJ across the bridge in Whitehaven. “Here’s a request as we continue dancin’ to those Friday night Sixties Sounds. Bill says this is for Tammy. They’re celebratin’ somethin’ special together tonight!”

Caroline recognized the song “My Girl” in the first several notes and smiled. Her dad always stopped whatever he was doing when it came on the stereo at home and reached out to dance with her mom as he sang to her.  

A little orange Triumph came into view in the parking area of the chapel, and her heart skipped a beat. The sports car had once belonged to Chris’ father, and it wore its many birthdays gently because both men kept it clean and repaired.
Chris stood in the open door of the building, leaning with his right shoulder on the doorframe and arms crossed from elbow to elbow. His wavy light brown hair was cut in a short, preppy style that was not bothered by the breeze. Caroline was unsure why she lingered on this pose, memorizing it, and her anticipation turned bittersweet.
He jogged lightly over to open her door. The tail of his polo shirt was tucked into lean khaki jeans that fit him well, and his muted olive-green shirt color suited him, earthy and natural. The little alligator logo in a different shade of green looked like it would bite anyone sneaking up from his left side.

She jumped out to hug him before he closed her door. “I missed you!” she said breathlessly. Caroline was tall, and the top of her head came to his cheekbone, where she rested it as she curled her arms around him. Under a strong jaw line, his throat smelled faintly of Ralph Lauren’s Polo cologne.

He held her tightly. “I missed you, too.” They stood in an embrace for a few sweet moments, swaying side to side as if they were dancing to a slow beat. But then Chris lightly brushed a kiss on her forehead and pulled away to close her car door.

“Let me look at you!” he exclaimed light-heartedly, standing back to appreciate the full effect of all the planning she did for a date with him. He playfully slapped his right hand up onto the little alligator logo over his heart and took an exaggerated deep breath, then rolled his eyes skyward, tilted back his head, and let his knees buckle. He staggered a little way from her.

Caroline laughed at his antics, then played along. She moved into what she hoped was her best modeling runway pose.

Chris stared at her as she had stared at him in the doorway, memorizing the sight. “When I saw you drive up, it hit me all over again that you’re the kinda girl guys write poems and sing songs about, and paint pictures of. There’s nothing in all the beauty of Painter Place that can light a candle to you, Caroline.”

This weighty compliment stirred the knot of tension in her stomach and deeply touched her. Unsure how to respond, she opted for humor and played along. She imitated a princess accepting compliments from her subjects, holding out her left hand for a kiss. “In that case, there is no competition to be vanquished,” she announced with her chin high in regal authority.

His expression changed, and her heart skipped a beat. She dropped the act when he took her extended hand and brought it to his lips for a lingering kiss, then he held it tightly in his own. “Let’s go for a walk,” he said solemnly.

“Here?” she blurted. When they walked on the island, it was always along the beach, out in the open.

Chris had taken a step toward the path in his Sperry Docksiders, pulling both of their arms straight because she stood rooted to the spot beside her car. The way he looked at her sent a stab of worry into the weird knot of tension she felt. This date was nothing like she expected.

“Why are we meeting here, Chris?”

He continued to hold her hand, but he turned to look at the old chapel. She never took her eyes off his lean, tanned, all-American guy profile. “I knew it would be open until dusk, and it wasn’t likely that there would be visitors on a Friday evening,” he finally said. “I wanted to come here to be alone inside for a while before I saw you.”

Her mind was racing now. Chris had been praying. She tried to keep her voice steady when she said, “Somethin’ important must be on your mind. Is it about your trip?”

“Come on, walk with me,” he coaxed, pulling lightly on her arm. This time, she reluctantly stepped forward, and they started down a sandy path that led away from the chapel.

Every sound seemed magnified as they walked in silence, swinging their arms slightly in rhythm as they held hands. The distant roar of perpetually crashing waves, palm leaves rustling in a slight breeze overhead, seagull calls, insects rubbing wings together, and serenading songbirds all contributed to the symphony that was the island.

“I’m really glad I attended the career conference, and I met a lot of great people. It was life-changing,” Chris eventually told her. He did not seem to have finished his thought, so Caroline waited. In a few more steps, he asked, “Do you know the story of Jim Elliot and Nate Saint?” 

“Sure. We learned about them several years ago when I was still in the youth group at church, before your dad came to be our new pastor. They had unforgettable conviction and courage. We learned some inspirational quotes by Jim Elliot.”

“Well said, Caroline. At the conference, I met people who knew them. And I finally came across the missing puzzle piece that put things together for me. I know now what my next step is, and what I’m supposed to do.”

Caroline glanced over to study his face, but she encountered his profile again. When he remained quiet, she looked down at her sandals. She could not anticipate what he would say tonight, and she was unnerved by the way he was saying it. Only one thing was clear: he did not expect her to embrace this new revelation about his future.

They strolled along the path, which was curving in a meandering way back toward the chapel. The stained-glass windows would be beautiful from the inside of the building, glowing from the late sun rays. Strong shadows in semi-tropical shapes splashed across the stucco. Her mind wandered as her artist’s eye imagined purple and blue color nuances that would be the right mix for the shadows as a complement to the warm glow on the stucco.

Chris stopped at a low sculpted marble bench beside the path and pulled her to sit on it, interrupting her mind’s plan for a painting. He sat down cross-legged on the ground facing her, taking both her hands into his and resting their joined hands on the knees of her white jeans. Then he looked up and held her gaze with warm green eyes that had dark green rays fanned out into them, like a palm. She was breathless. Whatever would happen would happen now. 

“Caroline, I can’t take you where I’m going, and you can’t wait for me to return. It’s breaking my heart, and I am miserable because it may break yours.”

The symphony of the island sounds magnified, reigning over the silence again. Chris waited while she sat speechless. She looked at him in astonishment, and then looked down in confusion at their clasped hands, trying to gather her wits. She was too stunned at this turn of events to know how to respond. Men got on the ground in front of you to propose, not to break up with you. This was all wrong. It could not be happening. 

Chris broke the silence first. “I’ve always suspected that I would end up in some level of ministry, but I only told my dad. Once we moved here and I finished college, I wanted to be with you so much that I confined my job search to options nearby. I wanted a life that included you. Now I see I was running from what I am meant to be, and I wanted you to run with me, away from what you are meant to be. This week, I had no excuses and no room for doubt anymore. I know what I’m supposed to do, and I’ll never be the same if I don’t do it.”

He became more animated as he talked, and the firm conviction in his voice reminded her of hearing his dad in the pulpit as he preached on Sundays. She admired him, even though she felt abandoned and insignificant, cast aside for a higher calling. In a flash of certainty, she knew that this man holding her hands would do great things. Not famous things, but things that really mattered.

She also realized that his reputation was more important now than ever, and she was glad they did not date like most people their age. They agreed from the beginning to be mindful of what they had learned in youth group and from their parents about dating and relationships, trying not to be alone together anywhere that could leave open speculation about intimacy.

“Where—” Caroline’s voice broke. She cleared her throat before trying again. “Where are you going?”

She felt forced to play a part in a dreadful dream until it was over. Then she could wake up to a different reality. Never one for drama and raised to behave like a lady in any situation, she was uncertain what to do next. She wanted Chris to think well of her whenever he recalled this conversation in years to come, or told the story to other people, or—or changed his mind and came back for her.

The way she handled this goodbye was important, though she was unsure why. Chris still held her hands and looked at her, watching the rush of emotions cross her face.

“I can’t tell you where I’ll be. I’m not sure myself, and only the staff and our mission team’s families will know. It is potentially dangerous, so the mission board is looking for single men. I leave for training immediately—in the morning. Once in the field, I will rely on mail whenever a plane comes for a supply drop. My family’s driving me to training camp so I can leave my car with Sherrie, and Dad will have a guest speaker to fill in for him at church on Sunday.”

“How long will you be there?” Caroline’s voice sounded small in her own ears.

Chris bit his lip, looked away, and then looked back at her. He let go of her hands to stand up and brush the sand off his jeans.

Caroline stood up, feeling detached from reality, and functioning in slow motion. He looked intensely into her eyes for a few moments, struggling with his answer, then took her face in both his hands to make her look right at him. “Don’t wait for me,” he said thickly.

He let go of her face and pulled her to him tightly, and she understood. This part of her life was over.

Everything before tonight was past, as if she had reached the end of a good book. She gulped a few breaths to hold back a rising feeling of panic at having no control over what was slipping through her fingers like water, never to be held again.
Something dawned on her with light and clarity, as only experiencing it could. No matter what songs, poems, or romantics say, love does not conquer all.
The emotional hug that Chris intended to soften the blow must end. He was consoling her after moving on in his life. Caroline decided she should be the one to pull away first, signaling she would be okay. As she stepped back, he grabbed her hand to walk alongside her up the path. He looked miserable, but he also seemed relieved, and she felt cast away.

She shoved back the hurt that was rising inside of her. For the sake of the ministries, song duets, and fun times they had spent together, she needed to savor these last moments with Chris and end this well.

Once they reached their cars, they were awkward about what should happen next. Tears stung Caroline’s eyes, but she furiously blinked them into submission and hid them under the guise of tapping the sand from her sandals. As she leaned on his offered arm for balance, she noticed that Chris’ Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed hard a few times. He could not disguise the catch in his voice as his words tumbled out now. “I don’t know how to tell you how sorry I am. You know you’re the only girl I’ve ever loved. If you can forgive me, I’d cherish being able to remain friends. We’re good at being friends. I hope you will write to me. I don’t know how to stop thinking of you being my girl, or how to be without you anymore.”

He looked away and pressed his lips together to master the tremble she saw. Then he looked straight at her, letting her read in his eyes what his calling had cost him.

She closed her own eyes to clear her head and prayed silently that the Lord would show her how to get this right. Her voice was tight when she answered, “I’m deeply hurt and disappointed, but you’ve been nothing but good to me, even when you’re breaking up. I wish you all the best.”

Her smile was tremulous. Chris sniffed, and she saw he was on the verge of tears because his eyes changed color. He was the only person she knew whose eyes did that, and it was another endearing thing she would miss. “As you spoke about your calling tonight, I could tell it was right for you. Shelly tried to tell me I am gifted for a different path, but I suspected that it might mean losing you.”

“She’s right. You belong here, at Painter Place.”

They heard running footsteps and turned to see Patrick jogging down the road toward them, with Lady keeping pace on her leash. As if on cue, Caroline and Chris looked at one another in a rush for a final private moment to say goodbye. Caroline blurted, “I forgive you, and will try to write to you, but it will be awkward to act as if we aren’t a couple anymore.”

“Hey,” called Patrick, throwing up his free hand as he drew closer. Lady somehow wagged her tail when she saw them, and she struggled to run faster than her leash would allow. Chris dragged his eyes from her to greet her brother.  
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Chapter Four
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Til this moment, I never knew myself.

-Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice
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If Patrick noticed Chris’ lack of enthusiasm at his arrival, he disguised it. His faded blue tee shirt promoting the church softball team was clinging to him, damp with sweat, and he was panting nearly as hard as Lady was. She knew her brother was not out jogging with the dog—he was running hard. He took a minute to catch his breath while Chris and Caroline greeted the ecstatic collie and waited awkwardly.

Patrick ran his fingers through hair the same color as his sister’s. This gesture was their father’s habit when he was mulling over what to say, and the telltale signal told Caroline he knew something was wrong. Wiping his sweaty palms on the sides of his gym shorts, he stepped up to Chris to shake hands. “I hear you’ll be leavin’ us again tomorrow, for much longer this time.” 

Chris’ brows shot up in surprise. Patrick nodded, his voice sounding friendlier than his expression. “Sherrie called me. This is huge, man. Sounds like it’s not a mission for the faint-hearted.” He lightly tapped his arm. “We’ll be prayin’, you know that. Keep everyone updated at church, okay?” 

“Uh, sure,” Chris said absently. Then he scowled. “My sister called you?” He adjusted his weight to settle with legs apart, and he hung his thumbs in his front jean’s pockets.

Caroline picked up on this change in his body language and tried to hide her interest in this code talk between the guys. She quietly commanded Lady to sit. Lady obeyed, leaning against her leg, looking adoringly up at her.
Her mind raced. Sherrie and Patrick often hung out together since he came back from college recently, but Caroline suspected Sherrie wanted to be more serious. Chris had watched them, but he never expressed his opinion about a budding relationship.
Patrick handed Lady’s leash over to Caroline, then casually put both his hands on the hips of his gym shorts. This motion pulled the damp tee shirt across his athletic shoulder and torso muscles. He shifted his weight to one running shoe, looking deceptively relaxed.

Caroline knew this stance. More body language. She forgot to feign disinterest as she watched them, standing the same height, facing off.

“Yeah, she did.” 

“Your family already knows?”

Patrick nodded slowly. Caroline watched their expressions as they locked eyes. Chris said flatly, “I planned to follow Caroline home and tell them myself. Sherrie was crying when I left and said she was too upset to talk about it.” 

Patrick looked steadily at him for a moment, then over to a nearby palm that was waving amiably in the sea breeze. He inhaled deeply, then exhaled slowly as he looked back at Chris. “Well, she feels better now she’s talked it through. No need to come by the house. Just head back home and spend time with your family tonight. My parents wish you well. They sent me to fetch Caroline, who has her own packin’ to do. She’s headin’ to Europe.”  

Caroline blinked in surprise. Her brother broke up the body language challenge with Chris and reached over to lightly slap him on the shoulder in a friendly farewell gesture. “The next time I see you, I expect to hear about some amazing adventures, man!” 

Patrick turned to his sister. “Mama and Daddy are waitin’ on me to get you home, Princess. I need the keys to your carriage.” 

Caroline’s brother headed toward her car, cutting her goodbye short. She replied, “Look in the outside pocket of my handbag.”

Then she turned to Chris, who was incredulous. “Europe?” he whispered.

She heard Patrick open the passenger door of her Mustang and knew he was waiting. He whistled sharply for Lady, who sprang to him. Caroline let go of the leash, and Chris gabbed her empty hand. 

“I didn’t mean for the evening to end like this, but it’s out of my control at this point.” With a sigh of resignation, he smiled sadly. “Goodbye for now, my sweet Caroline,” he whispered. 

“’Bye, Chris.” She did not want to turn away yet. She wanted to remember the way he always looked at her, as if there was nothing in the world more valuable to him.

But of course, there was something more important than her. She never could be first in his life, and never wanted to be. That place was reserved for Christ. She would not be the ship out of Joppa for Chris to flee the Lord’s will, as Jonah attempted to do in the Bible.

Patrick was still waiting. She pulled her fingers from Chris’ hand and turned to walk to her car. She did not look back. 
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Chris flinched at the slam of the car door when Patrick closed it. It resounded with finality. As the Mustang disappeared into the palm trees that lined the sandy road, he stood looking after it, nearly overcome with the greatest sense of loss he ever felt.
The sky and shadows told him that soon the estate caretaker would come to lock up the chapel for the evening. He plopped down to sit on the sand where he was standing when he said a restrained, broken-hearted goodbye to the girl of his dreams. He hated that his last memory of Caroline was of her walking away, her back turned to him. 
For a minute, he sat in abject grief, listening to the sounds of an evening on the Southern coast. Then a dam inside him burst, and he sobbed as he sat there in the sand with his head in his arms.

A figure in the shadows slipped away unnoticed. Under the cover of island foliage, quiet steps traipsed the path away from the chapel gardens toward the north beach at Dog’s Head.

––––––––
[image: ]


The short ride home for Caroline and Patrick began in silence. Patrick hoped he looked relaxed, pretending to be intent on driving. But the corner of his eye was on his sister, and he felt a mixture of fascination and dread. She looked stricken and dumbfounded, but she had not cried. She always seemed sensible to him, but he had learned that girls are a mystery best handled with caution.

His heart swelled at how Caroline had walked away from Chris without looking back. She caused no scene, nor did she act like her life was over. She did not beg him to change his mind, like ladies in the movies did. Standing at the car waiting on her, he realized that he admired her dignity and grace. His sister was—cool.

He felt vindicated at Chris’ tortured expression when Caroline walked away. He wanted Chris to hurt because he had hurt Caroline, like an eye for an eye. Chris should never have begun this relationship with her, and if Patrick had been home from college, he would have influenced his dad to refuse permission to date her. But this breakup was like none he had ever heard of, and he was unsure how to feel about someone breaking up because God had called them to the mission field. Chris knew there was no running from the Lord. That had not ended well for Jonah, who tried to escape God’s calling and ended up in a big fish for three days. Nobody hides from God.

Music had replaced the drone of the commercials on the radio. He glanced at Caroline, but her face was turned to the window. “Go to Pieces” lamented a heartrending breakup.

Good grief! Where are the party songs when you need them? Patrick forcefully punched the next button on the radio to hear lyrics about “one” being the loneliest number. He quickly jerked the knob of the radio toward him to turn it off. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Caroline’s shoulders shaking gently. Oh, man, here it comes, he thought. Good thing we’re near the house. Mama and Marina will take over.

Dumfounded, he saw Caroline stifling giggles. Soon she gave up and doubled over in her seat with waves of uncontrollable laughter. Lady yapped happily from the back over the console. Baffled, he pulled into the long driveway and deftly pulled the sports car into the garage in the raised foundation.

His sister’s laughter was bizarre, but contagious. “What?” he asked between chuckles.

“You,” she gasped, “tryin’ to protect me from the radio.”

By now he noticed that the tears in her eyes were not just from the laughter. He guessed that the giggling fit was a nervous reaction, the tremors threatening a dam that held back her emotions. It was a matter of time before it would break.

“Come on, before someone else gets that chocolate éclair I saved for you. Uncle Wyeth, Aunt Chrissy, and Gran Vanna are on their way over.”

Caroline sobered and shook her head. “Oh, no, Patrick. No! I can’t talk about this. Please, let’s go somewhere!”

Her expression was so vulnerable, her eyes so full of pleading, that his heart lurched. He reached across the seat to take her hand. “Care, you look amazing tonight in Mama’s sweater, and you’d turn heads all over town. But I can’t take you anywhere ‘cause people would wonder what you were doin’ out with your stinkin’ brother. I need a shower.”

He winked and briskly opened the driver’s door. Lady burst from the Mustang to sprint to her favorite spot on the porch at the top of the stairs while Patrick went gallantly around to open his sister’s door. She gathered her purse and when he put the keys to the Mustang in her hand, she looked like she might get back in her car. He quickly took her arm.

“Come on!” he coaxed. “No worries, Care, I promise! No one else wants to talk about it either. But they need to plan your trip because you’ll be leavin’ in two days.”
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Caroline sank her fork into dessert just as the door chimes played the notes to “Joyful, joyful, we adore Thee.” Her parents opened the big double front doors to Caroline’s uncle, aunt, and grandmother. Soon everyone gathered around a dining room table designed for entertaining large groups. Gran Vanna asked to sit next to Caroline and settled into a chair with a small embroidered pillow to help her back. The family laughed and talked all at once, filling the house with comforting cheer.
Conversation during dessert was about the dance tomorrow night at the pavilion. Caroline winced, imagining all the sympathetic looks she would endure from friends who learned of Chris’ new plans for a life without her—a life that mattered, sharing the light of the Gospel message of salvation with souls in dark places. His future was vitally important.
In comparison, her life calling seemed shallow. 
As her mother cleared away the pretty magnolia blossom dessert plates and poured more tea, the telephone rang. Marina had been answering the phone and taking messages, and there was already a list of expressions of sympathy for Caroline from Whitehaven residents who learned about the preacher’s son leaving her behind for a nobler future in the mission field.

But this time, Marina covered the receiver with her hand and motioned for Patrick, whispering, “Chad insists on talkin’ to you. He’s bein’ bossy and won’t take no for an answer. He says he’s comin’ over here if you won’t talk on the phone.”

Patrick excused himself from the table. He waved his hand for everyone to carry on, then he moved as far away as the phone cord would reach. 

Caroline bit her lip at the prospect of facing another challenge right now. Chad was back on the island. After four years away in college, without a word. She wondered if he brought a girlfriend home with him, or a fiancé. She turned her attention back to her uncle, who was showing her and her family his travel plans on a calendar. But she overheard some of Patrick’s conversation.

“I know you just got in, man, and I’d love to ride, but it’s a tough night for my family and I really need to be here right now,” she heard her brother say. “Besides, I can’t always be your excuse for not bein’ around to talk to Gloria. It’s high time you handled that situation, Chad. You’ve never been a couple, she just—I know, I know, and she’s followed you like a puppy for years. I hear your frustration, and she needs to find another gold-diggin’ opportunity.”

So, he didn’t bring a girlfriend home and was still dodging Gloria, thought Caroline. She marveled at Gloria’s tenacity. Maybe a real girlfriend would visit soon, in which case Gloria would be an embarrassment and a cause for misunderstanding. Or maybe this was something Chad needed to put to rest before he left again.

Patrick listened briefly before interrupting. “Look, I think you’d better be ready for her to turn up the heat now. We’ll just show up together tomorrow night and dance with anyone we like. Leave if you need to, but Dad expects me to stay and help clean up. I have to earn my groceries.”

He raked his left hand through his hair, then slid it into his jeans pocket and leaned his back against the wall. “Hey, Joey is the DJ, so he can’t hang out with us. Big Mike had surgery and Joey’s fillin’ in. If you want to request anything special, call ‘im. Don’t forget ancient tradition—you’re supposed to dance with my sister if you’re around. You two will show ‘em how it’s done.”

Flustered, Caroline tried to pay attention to the calendar on the table and her uncle’s voice. But she could not resist a glance back over at Patrick, who leaned with his free hand against the wall for a push-up, then he switched the receiver to the other hand for another one. “Yeah, my family expects me to be social, ha-ha. That new friend I told you about, Sherrie, can’t come because she’ll be with her family as Chris—uh, her brother—leaves for training for the mission field.”

Under the table, Caroline’s fingers gripped the edge of her chair. Her brother was quiet for a few moments, listening. “Uh—well—”

She looked up at him as he hesitated, and he turned to her. Their eyes met solemnly before he smiled at her and winked. She smiled back weakly, looked away, and tried to focus on the family’s chatter.

“She’ll be okay. Look, I need to get back. They’re plannin’ a trip for Caroline with Uncle Wyeth to film an art series. They’ll be leavin’ early next week.”

Patrick made his way to the cradle for the phone, glancing again over to the dining room. “Yeah, I know it’s sudden, but Wyeth’s had this planned for a while. My parents think Caroline needs to get away right now to clear her head. I don’t know yet where they’re goin’ but Aunt Juliette is working on gettin’ some movie director she knows to film the series. She’s in a musical, a pirate movie they’re shootin’ in Florida, so she may swing by in a few weeks. Just call me when you get up in the morning.” 

In the dining room, everyone gathered around the map that Wyeth was spreading out. He smoothed the creases with his hand and put his finger on a spot. Caroline came to her feet like a jack-in-the-box to stare at the location at his fingertip.

“Mevagissey?” She gasped in disbelief. “We’re goin’ to England?”

Wyeth nodded with a broad smile. Her mom and dad exchanged satisfied looks at her obvious delight. She sat back down, looking at the mark on the map again, then turned hopeful eyes back to her uncle.

“Yes, Mevagissey,” he replied. “Have you finished reading The Dark Is Rising yet?”
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Chapter Five
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He now felt glad at having suffered sorrow and trouble,

because it enabled him to enjoy so much better 

all the pleasure and happiness around him.
-Hans Christian Anderson, The Ugly Duckling
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“I know this is an early evening for the youngsters, but I need more beauty sleep than you do,” announced Gran Vanna in her cultured Georgia drawl.

“So that’s the secret!” quipped Patrick to his grandmother, following at her side as she made her way down the stairs of the front porch. “Girls, did you hear that tip from the most renowned beauty on the island?”

Marina remained on the porch so she could run back inside after goodbyes, since it was her turn to do the dishes. Caroline had only descended half the stairs as her brother, uncle, and aunt escorted her grandmother safely down. Gran Vanna reached the solid footing of the brick walkway, then turned to look back up at Caroline with the soft brown eyes that Uncle Wyeth was blessed to have inherited. When the grand lady Savanna Painter spoke, everyone within hearing distance stopped to listen. She had a presence that commanded respect, and her manner made everyone want to please her.

“Sweet Caroline, come up to the big house around lunchtime and see me tomorrow. Maggie Jane is cookin’ something special and we’ll visit together for a while. You’ll still have plenty of time to get ready for the Island Summer Dance.”

The awkward moment had come. Caroline looked
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