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			Chapter

			One

			Beatrice Callahan’s steps sent vibrations up her legs and through her core. The mailman had just arrived, and she may or may not have been standing at the window for the past several days, watching for a particular piece of mail.

			She’d seen it, and the large, official letter had triggered something inside her. What, she didn’t know. She simply felt different now than she had before she’d seen that envelope. Then she’d grabbed her keys and purse and gone into the garage.

			“Afternoon,” the man called from down at the end of her drive, and Bea lifted her hand in a wave. After all, he wasn’t the one who’d taken his sweet time signing the divorce papers. He wasn’t the one who’d insisted that Bea could have either alimony or her car, but not both. He wasn’t the one who’d wanted to go through their assets one by one and make sure everything came out fair.

			Fair. She scoffed as she got behind the wheel of her SUV—the same one she’d had for the past three years, thank you very much. Norton, her now-ex-husband, if that envelope meant what Bea thought it did—had filed for divorce fourteen months ago. He’d moved out the day before that. He’d been fighting with her over ticky-tack things every day since.

			There was no fair after twenty-five years of marriage. Not in Bea’s book—and thankfully, not in the State of Texas either. She had plenty of friends around the Sweet Water Falls area in Texas, and one of them happened to be a fantastic divorce attorney.

			Vera had gotten the alimony and the SUV, and before Bea had seen her brilliance in front of a judge, she hadn’t understood why Nort wanted to “settle things on their own.”

			Oh, she knew now, and it had nothing to do with him being fair to Bea.

			She went down the dirt lane and past the mail truck, where the mustached man who came every afternoon still stuffed flyers and other useless mail in her box. She didn’t wave this time, her memories of when her oldest son, Ted, had built the red-brick pillar for the mailbox. He’d been fifteen and trying to earn his Eagle Scout award. He’d called friends and neighbors to come help; he’d gone to the local hardware store and talked to the owner to get the supplies donated; he’d built not only their mailbox tower, but five others along the highway north of Sweet Water Falls—one for everyone who hadn’t yet been able to fund their own construction.

			Tears pricked her eyes at her sweet Teddy Bear. He wasn’t so young anymore, and he’d listen to her tell him the news that the divorce was final later that day. He wouldn’t like it, but he’d listen.

			Then he’d ask her what she was going to do next.

			Bea wondered that herself, her eyes drying up before any real tears fell. Thankfully. She couldn’t show up at the salon with red-rimmed eyes and a crazy demand for the hairstyle she’d been planning for the day when the divorce papers arrived.

			“You don’t need to wonder,” she told herself. “You made a list.”

			And she had. The list of things Bea had put together hung on her refrigerator, and she hadn’t grabbed it in her haste to leave the house. She’d stuffed her feet into the first pair of shoes she could find, grabbed her purse, and strode out of the house.

			She’d get the mail later. Get the proof that the nightmare she’d been enduring for over a year was really done.

			Then, she’d get her life back.
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			“All of it,” she said a half-hour later. Her slate-blue eyes met the hazel-green ones of her stylist, Mae.

			Mae’s expression showed shock, and she released Bea’s as she kept running her fingers through her hair. “It is starting to go gray in some spots.”

			“I don’t want to color it anymore,” Bea said. Her part-sandy, part-golden blonde had been coming from a bottle for decades. She’d done it mostly to keep up appearances at church, be the arm-candy Nort required for his ritzy financial firm, and to keep the other women in her Thursday Night Supper Club from guessing her true age.

			All idiotic reasons, in Bea’s opinion. And seeing as how Bea was now single, and all three of her children were out of the house, living their lives at various colleges and in towns across Texas, she didn’t have to dye her hair anymore.

			“And yes,” she said, smoothing her hands down her thighs under the drape that would become very important once Mae started cutting. “I want it all gone. I want that.” She nodded to her phone, where she’d brought up a cute, classy, and sophisticated cut. One she’d seen on older actresses as they aged.

			At forty-five, Bea wasn’t heading into a retirement home, but she was the second-oldest in her Supper Club. They’d all been guessing her age for years, and when they got together later this week… Well, Cass would be thrilled to know she was younger than Bea by five months.

			“We can do a pixie,” Mae said, looking up into the mirror again. She kept smoothing her hands through Bea’s hair. “You have beautiful hair. It’s not too thick, so it won’t poke out strangely.”

			“That sounds like a plus,” Bea said with a small smile. At this point in her life, she’d take all the positives she could get.

			“Bangs?” Mae asked. “I think you have a great face-shape for short hair. But I think we should go easy on chopping off too much up here. We can always take more off. I can’t put it back on.”

			“Okay,” Bea said, admiring the shape of her jawline. She did have a nicely shaped face, with jawbones that tapered into a soft point at her chin. She usually wore makeup to accentuate her cheekbones, but today wasn’t one of those days.

			“You can do an up style, or down,” Mae said, holding her longer hair closer to the scalp. “I’ll show you how to style it both ways.”

			“That would be fantastic,” Bea said, and Mae got to work. Without having to color her hair first, Bea simply watched as Mae sprayed it down with a water bottle and started cutting. Ten inches hit the floor, and then Mae got out the clippers.

			Bea swallowed hard. There really was no going back from this. Like so much else in your life right now, she thought.

			She took a steeling breath, because she didn’t want to go back to the life she’d had with Norton. She didn’t want to go back to the woman she’d been before the divorce papers. The woman who always dressed right, who always had dinner on the table at six-thirty, who had literally never cut her hair shorter than her shoulders, even when she’d had children and it had turned dry and brittle and should’ve probably been shorter to preserve the health of it.

			Norton liked showing her off in her clothes. He liked eating right when he returned home, so he could spend evenings in his office. He liked her long hair.

			Mae switched on the clippers, and the buzzing, rumbling noise of them suddenly represented a brand-new day for Beatrice Callahan.

			The hair on the back of her head fell away and though she couldn’t quite see it, Bea could definitely feel it.

			And it felt amazing.

			When she returned home a couple of hours later, she stopped by the mailbox first. After gathering all the mail—which seemed like an unusually large load, though she supposed they had just come out of a holiday weekend—she sat behind the wheel again, the air conditioning blowing softly and the radio volume low.

			She put everything else aside, keeping the legal-sized envelope in her hands. It couldn’t be more than a centimeter thick, and most of that was probably the cardboard envelope. The seal for the State of Texas sat on it, and Bea took a deep breath.

			“It has to be the finalized divorce,” she said to herself. Norton hadn’t contacted her for some weeks now, and neither had his lawyer. Her lawyer hadn’t either, and when Bea had inquired about it, Vera had said he’d most likely agreed to their terms—finally—and would be signing soon.

			“Watch your mail,” she’d said, and that had started the afternoon vigils in Bea’s beautiful farmhouse. She lived out in the middle of nowhere, her closest neighbors one-point-nine miles away. Everyone out here had a farm or a ranch, even Bea, though she didn’t use her land the way the other families did.

			Norton had wanted to “move to the country” once he’d gotten more well-known in the area. He had always existed on the wrong side of paranoid, and since Bea loved the more wild parts of Texas, she hadn’t protested. She could get to town easily, and sometimes the drive actually soothed her.

			She found the courage to open the envelope, and sure enough, the front page on the packet of papers she pulled out told her that her divorce from Norton Bailey Callahan was now final.

			Bea sighed as she sagged into the seat behind her. “Finally,” she said, more relief and…happiness than she’d expected flowing through her. She pressed her eyes closed and thanked the Good Lord above for releasing her from this burden, and then she pressed the papers back into the envelope and tossed it over to the passenger seat along with the rest of the junk mail.

			After trundling down the dirt lane to the house, she parked in the garage, gathered all the mail, and went inside. She stepped through the mudroom, saying, “Wouldn’t it be nice if I had a little dog to greet me when I got home?” and deposited the mail on her kitchen counter.

			Without another glance at it, she turned to the fridge and got down her list.

			It wasn’t a to-do list. Not really.

			“It’s a bucket list,” she said, her eyes catching on the top item.

			Finalize divorce.

			She didn’t know anyone in their right mind who would actually add that to a bucket list, so she amended her thoughts.

			“No,” she said, hating how loud her voice sounded in her quiet, empty house. She and Nort had raised three children, all of them having lived in this house for at least a decade before they’d grown up, graduated from high school, and gone on their own adventures.

			“It’s not a to-do list.” She opened the drawer on the end of the bank of cabinets and pulled out a pen. Lord knew she had plenty of to-do lists—the fridge did too, as it practically groaned under the weight of the many and varied lists she kept there.

			She needed one for the front yard, one for the backyard, one for the schedule of when the town services came out into the county to collect recycling and trash.

			She needed a list of what she had in the fridge that would expire soon, and items she needed at the grocery store that she was currently out of.

			A list for Monday, one for Tuesday, and one for what she needed to take to church that week so she could talk to the pastor’s wife about their upcoming Summer Faire.

			So she had a lot of lists. Over the years, her husband and children had teased her about them, but no one minded when Bea had every single thing they needed when the family took trips to the beach. She even remembered the ice packs and the aloe vera for her youngest son, who always thought he didn’t need to wear sunscreen.

			“Not a to-do list,” she mused. “Not a bucket list.”

			She crossed off the top item, another dose of comfort, of satisfaction, of pure respite making her feel warm and sleepy. She’d done it. She’d endured, and she’d won. Maybe not everything she’d wanted to keep, but she hadn’t been beaten, and that alone felt like a victory.

			She scanned the items on the list. 

			Go for a walk and get lost.

			Visit the beach and listen to the ocean.

			Fly a kite you don’t think you can control.

			Visit ten National Parks.

			Cut your hair short.

			She crossed that last one off too, a new measure of happiness stealing through her. Mae had styled her bangs up, and Bea felt like a Rockstar. A middle-aged rockstar, but a celebrity nonetheless.

			Her heartbeat picked up speed as she picked up the pen. She scrawled, Get a puppy onto her list, grinning at the new item with renewed vigor.

			Her refrigerator hummed, adding some ambient noise to the house. As she poured herself some sweet tea, continued to ignore the mail, and instead looked over her list again, she knew what it was.

			“It’s a love list.” She laughed. “A list of all the things I’d love to do in my life, now that I’m…well, now that I’m in this new stage of my life.”

			With that, she returned the list to the fridge, bypassed the mail once again, and headed for her back porch. After all, a day or two ago, she’d put, Spend more time in your porch swing to her newly named love list, and she needed to do exactly that.
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			Chapter

			Two

			“Stewart, can you hang the piñata?” Bea said a couple of days later. Her daughter and oldest child, Meredith, turned from the dining room table, where she’d been laying out the gaudy plastic silverware.

			“Mom, you got a piñata?”

			“It’s in the garage,” she said, her pulse increasing slightly as her eyes skidded across the time on the microwave. “They’ll be here in literally minutes.”

			“I can hang a piñata,” Stewart said, sliding his hand along Meredith’s forearm as he passed her. Bea didn’t stare long, because she didn’t need to call any more attention to herself. Stewart and Meredith had gotten engaged recently, and Bea was absolutely over the moon for them. She was. One-hundred percent thrilled.

			Their wedding date sat months away, and to her knowledge, Meredith hadn’t done much more than circle the date on the calendar. She was practicing a lot for her final performance piece, which would be in two weeks’ time, and then she’d be finished with her semester at UT-Austin.

			She’d be finished with her dual-major in English and piano performance as well. She’d been planning for her graduation, and Bea had promised that she’d then come to Austin to help her daughter start planning the wedding after that. One event at a time, she’d thought then, as she did now.

			Stewart Spalding was a good man. Three years older than Meredith, he didn’t have to deal with college finals, dates, or deadlines. He owned a music store in Austin where Meredith went to play quite often, and they’d met and fallen in love through music, dancing, and their shared love of unique doughnuts.

			He retrieved the piñata from the garage and took the rope from the counter, freeing up the space there that Bea needed, and slid open the glass door that took him outside to the shaded patio.

			“Will your Supper Club ladies even want to hit a piñata?” Meredith asked, and Bea averted her eyes. The Supper Club sounded so proper. So Southern socialite. That was why she’d always banned her family from the house on the third Thursday of the month, once every six months when she had to host at her house.

			Nort had taken the kids to movies, over to his parents, or who knew where. Bea didn’t ask too many questions, because then she didn’t have to answer any herself.

			Not that she and her friends got raging drunk and went rowdy. But the laughter could be a bit…cackly sometimes, especially if Lauren had some steam to blow off. She worked a high-stress job at a marketing firm, and she had two cats at home to vent to if she needed it.

			And then her ladies in the Thursday Night Supper Club.

			She had no husband and no children, and it was always Joy who tacked on the word, “Yet,” whenever Lauren would lament that she really had become her neighborhood’s “cat lady” despite her power suits, high heels, and flawless performances for big-name clients like Nike and Coca-Cola.

			“I think they’ll enjoy it,” Bea said airily. “Thank you for coming to help.” That was code for, You’ve never stayed for Supper Club. The moment Stewart’s done with the piñata, you should go.

			“Of course,” Meredith said, stepping in front of Bea so she couldn’t take the enormous bowl of homemade salsa over to the table. “Mama.”

			Bea stopped and looked at her daughter. Meredith stood a couple of inches taller than her, courtesy of her father’s genes, and she had the most wonderfully long, powerful fingers. She’d been playing the piano since age four, and Bea had taught her herself until she’d realized how talented her daughter was.

			Meredith definitely inhabited a special place in Bea’s heart, and she put down the bowl of salsa to hug her daughter. “Are you sure you’re okay?” Meredith asked.

			“Yes,” Bea whispered, sinking into the embrace and holding her daughter tightly. Oh, how she’d wanted to hold onto her at age thirteen and never let her grow all the way up. Children changed so much in their teen years, and not everything had been pleasant. But Bea loved her children fiercely, and she’d cried the day each of her children had moved out.

			She knew it was good for them. She was happy for them. She simply wanted to hold on for just a little longer. Right there, in that moment. Hold tight. Don’t change. Stay with me; stay the same.

			Meredith moved and pulled back, and Bea forced herself to release her. She took a moment to cage her emotions back where they belonged so they wouldn’t sound in her voice. “I’ve waited for those papers for months, Mere. I’m good.”

			She picked up the bowl of salsa and had just placed it on the table when Stewart poked his head into the house. “All set, Bea.”

			“Thank you, Stewart.” She embraced him too, and he fished his keys out of the taco party favors Bea had strewn all over the desk. She had more in the living room on the coffee table, and her kitchen looked like it had spat out streamers in bright red, orange, yellow, and green.

			Her daughter and future son-in-law went out the front door, and Bea followed them onto the porch though the timer on the pork enchiladas beeped behind her in the kitchen. As Meredith and Stewart got in their car, another one turned down the driveway in the distance.

			Giddiness pranced through Bea at the sight of that stark white, oversized SUV.

			Cassandra had been named the designated driver, and she’d have everyone in that ten-passenger vehicle easing to the side of the road so Stewart could get off the property.

			Bea grinned and grinned, turning just as Cass started inching forward again. She hurried to grab the oven mitts and get the main dish out. She stopped the timer, caught a glimpse of the piñata as she set a pitcher of margaritas on the table, and turned just as the side door that led into the garage opened.

			“Aye yai yai!” Lauren said, leading the other ladies into the house. She wore a feather boa in pink and purple, which clashed terribly with the other Mexican décor Bea had labored to put up that afternoon.

			She laughed anyway and started toward her friends. Lauren stopped beside the refrigerator, the hand waving her boa falling to her side. Behind her, the other women piled up until Cass said, “Why are we stopping here? I’m not even out of the mudroom yet.”

			Lauren stumbled forward as Cass pushed her way through, and then she halted too. “Oh.”

			“What?” Bea asked, though she knew exactly what. Lauren’s dark eyes hadn’t settled on Bea’s at all, flitting all over around her face and hair as they did. Cass reached up with one perfectly manicured hand and actually ran her fingers through her own hair.

			Joy, who’d cut her hair short a couple of years ago, grinned like she’d just seen a leprechaun and would surely follow the fellow to his stash of gold. Her blue eyes twinkled like stars in the heavens, and she started laughing first.

			Bea grinned at her, and then flicked a glance at Sage, the oldest woman in their group. She still wore her hair long, though she vowed she’d never dyed it to keep it the rich, earthy brown color it was.

			“Is there something on my face?” Bea asked, switching her gaze to Bessie, the singular redhead in their group. She actually had gorgeous waves of blonde hair, with just a hint of strawberry in it. Bea had always been in awe of her hair, and that hadn’t changed despite her new cut.

			“I have been sampling those chips with the hint of lime.” She made an overexaggerated swipe of her hand across her mouth, though she already knew she had nothing there. “They’re really good.”

			“Your hair,” Cass said.

			“It’s gorgeous,” Joy said, stepping past the still-staring Lauren and embracing Bea. “You’re beautiful.”

			“Thanks,” Bea said, letting her eyes drift closed so she didn’t have to look into the shell-shocked faces of her best friends. She supposed she could’ve sent a text, but then she wouldn’t have been able to surprise them with her new haircut and see their reactions.

			“When did you do this?” Lauren asked, taking Joy’s place in front of Bea as the other woman stepped back. “I do like it.” She ran her fingertips along Bea’s hairline and over her ear, as if she had to touch Bea’s hair to convince herself of her statement. “It’s very…sophisticated.”

			“Tuesday,” Bea said.

			“So the divorce papers came.” Cass circled Bea like she’d have a party in the back and needed to make sure the remoteness of her house hadn’t finally worn her down enough to go with a mullet.

			“Yes,” Bea said without any lift in her chin. She didn’t need to defend herself to her friends. Not these ones, anyway. Perhaps some of the women at church, but not her Supper Club ladies.

			“She’s added get a puppy to her list,” Sage said, taking the bright blue paper from the fridge. Bea’s chest tightened, but she said nothing. Sage held up the paper. “And she’s labeled it a love list.”

			“A love list?” no less than three women chorused together. Bessie tried to grab for the paper, but Sage lifted it out of her reach. Bessie had been divorced for about five years now, and Bea had texted her on Tuesday, so the news of the finalized divorce wasn’t novel for everyone. Apparently, this list was, though she couldn’t see how. All of her friends knew she made lists obsessively.

			Bea laughed and rolled her eyes, pressing through the women in the kitchen to Sage. “Come on, it’s not that big of a deal.” She took the list with a mock glare at Sage, who only grinned at her, and refastened it to the fridge. Out of all of them, only Sage stood shorter than Bea—and was older—and they had a special bond.

			“Don’t rip my list.” She turned back to everyone, who’d crowded into the kitchen with her.

			“A puppy?” Lauren asked, wrinkling her nose.

			“I like dogs,” Bea said. “They’re good friends.”

			“You do know a dog is different than a puppy, right?” Cass asked. “I told Conrad that, and he didn’t get it until he was up three times in the night to potty train Beryl.”

			Joy plucked a chip from the bowl and crunched it, and Sage couldn’t seem to stop smiling.

			“I’m aware,” Bea said, opening a drawer and taking out a serving spoon. “And who loves Beryl now? Hmm?” She pointed the oversized utensil at Cass, her eyebrows cocked. The other women laughed, and Cass didn’t argue, which meant that yes, of course, she was Beryl-the-golden-retriever’s mother.

			“Now, come on,” Bea said. “It’s a fiesta! We’re not going to talk about my divorce, or my crazy ideas on my list tonight.” She picked up the remote for the CD player and hit play. Loud, obnoxious music with plenty of maracas, guitars, and a fiddle filled the house. When the first trumpets entered the fray, Bea threw her arms up and started a cha-cha line.

			“Come on,” she yelled over the music. “The food is hot and ready, and there’s plenty to drink over here.” She danced the way around the end of the peninsula to the table, all six of them laughing already.

			The dance line broke up, and pure joy filled her at the sight of her friends grabbing cheap plastic plates the color of tomatoes and turning to the counter behind them, chatter breaking out among pairs or trios. She took an extra moment to soak in their goodness, the ready way they loved her and accepted her, and how much she appreciated their friendship and who they were.

			Then Cass turned, her left eyebrow cocked, and Bea hastened to grab the last plate from the table and join her best friend. “You’re okay?” Cass asked. “For real?”

			“For real, for real,” Bea said, her heart feeling like she really might be for the first time since everything had started months ago.

			Cass put her arm around Bea and squeezed her tight. “Okay. You know I’m here if you’re not, for even a moment.”

			“There will be good days and bad days,” Lauren called down the line. “At least that’s how I am.”

			Bea said nothing as she exchanged a silent glance with Bessie, because she didn’t know what life would be like as a single, never-married woman. She’d been married. Now she wasn’t. There was a difference, but she believed Lauren. Today had been a good day, but she’d been busy cooking, cleaning, and decorating. Her daughter had come to visit. She hadn’t had time to lament about her newly single status or what tomorrow might look like.

			They each moved through the line, and Bea took plenty of enchiladas, pico de gallo, and cilantro lime rice. She covered the latter in black beans and returned to the table. “I got you all your own taco maracas,” she said, turning to the desk to get the party favors.

			She passed them out, each woman who got theirs immediately shaking it to the beat of the music still blasting through the house. Bea grinned as she grabbed one of the last remaining plastic margarita glasses and poured herself a drink, and she lifted her cup and said, “To taco night!”

			“To taco night!” everyone yelled.

			Sage hurried to pour herself a drink, and she lifted her cup a little late, giggling all the while.

			Bea set her cup down and took a heaping handful of the lime-flavored chips and put them on a second, smaller plate. She had just reached for the salsa when Sage said, “To Bea’s love list!”

			“To Bea’s love list!” everyone cried.

			Sage hadn’t sat yet, and she twisted to get the remote control. The music muted in the next moment, and she held the blue paper with Bea’s list on it. “I think,” she said while Bea’s heartbeat ricocheted through her whole body. “We should get to pick the next thing Bea does.” When she looked up, her dark brown eyes sparkled with mischief, and Bea started shaking her head.

			“Great idea,” Bessie said, snatching the list in such a way that the paper crunched more than Bea liked. “Let’s pass it around during dinner, and then we’ll vote.”

			“You guys,” Bea said.

			“Oh, come on, Bea,” Sage said, hitting a button on the remote again. The music blared back to life. “Lighten up. It’s a fiesta!”

			She couldn’t hold them back now, and after she stress-ate her way through a plate of chips and salsa while Lauren and Joy consulted over her list, she decided she didn’t care. Every single thing she’d put on that list was something that would bring joy and yes, love, to her life.

			So let them pick, she thought, her mood lightening. It might even be fun.
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			Chapter

			Three

			Cassandra Haslam held up both hands to get the other women to quiet down. She’d finished eating several minutes ago, and she’d been consorting with Bessie about what they’d vote for Bea to do first from her love list.

			Honestly, only Bea could make such a thing. Cass made lists, sure. What she needed at the grocery store, or which samples to bring with her for a client meeting.

			She definitely had more plans than lists, including a plethora of floor plans. She adored looking at floor plans and plotting which furniture would complement the space best or which doors needed adding or which walls should be knocked down.

			In her mind, she could see a fabulous beach vacation in Bea’s future, and the planner inside Cass couldn’t let go of the idea.

			“All right,” she said when no one seemed to notice she’d lifted her arms. “All right.” She added some oomph to the words, almost putting a full-stop period after each one. That got the other ladies to stop talking, and Bessie gave her a wary look. She’d never voice her opinion the way Cass did, which was why Cass knew she had to be the one to get this conversation started.

			“Who wants to go first?” she asked, looking at Sage. She’d been pretty adamant at making the love list a central guest at this Supper Club, and Cass loved the older woman.

			Four years is not an older woman, Cass told herself. They were the same generation, for crying out loud.

			“I think the puppy,” Sage said.

			“No,” Lauren said at the same time Bessie did. “Bea needs a bigger change than a puppy.”

			“She put on there to take a walk and get lost,” Sage said, folding her arms across her chest. The pitcher of margaritas still had some left, so none of them had drunk too much. Cass enjoyed the fruity drinks, but she didn’t like the way she felt the next morning if she consumed too much alcohol. So she’d had one glass, sipped through dinner, and she wouldn’t go back for more.

			She looked over to Bea, seeing so clearly the first time she’d met the woman. Their oldest sons were starting at the same technology-focused junior high. The weather in late August had been hot enough and muggy enough to melt human flesh, and Bea’s car had broken down in front of the school.

			Cass had given her a ride home. Yes, all the way out here to this remote farmhouse, on a farm that didn’t get farmed. They’d talked like they’d known each other since childhood, laughed about the quirky things in their thirteen-year-old boys, and then exchanged phone numbers right outside in Bea’s driveway.

			Six months later, they’d gone to a meeting for a new Supper Club being formed in Sweet Water Falls. There, they’d met Bessie and Lauren, who’d come together, Sage, who’d come with her daughter, and Joy, who had actually been the director for the Restaurant Outreach Program at the time.

			Their club had originally held more women, but they’d dropped out one by one, for various reasons, over the years. For the past six years now, the six of them held their own Supper Club on the third Thursday of the month, independent of the town’s program.

			Her heart softened at Bea’s kind smile. She hadn’t deserved the things Nort had put her through this past year, and Cass’s determination to get her off on a relaxing vacation doubled.

			“National Parks,” Sage said with a fond smile in Bea’s direction. “Think of all the amazing pictures we’ll get.”

			“I can’t go on a ten-park national campaign.” Bea shook her head. “Meredith is graduating in less than three weeks.”

			“She has her big performance in just over two,” Joy said.

			“You could go to the beach,” Cass said, her voice much quieter now. Bea’s gaze flew to hers, but Cass looked at Bessie to get her on board. “She could. It’s a flight to…say, I don’t know. Florida. Georgia. South Carolina.”

			“Or California,” Lauren said, but Bessie’s eyebrows wrinkled, and she shook her head.

			“The beach in California in April is cold,” she said.

			“I can’t go on a beach vacation,” Bea said, picking up her plastic plate and heading for the kitchen.

			“Sure, you can,” Cass said, watching her. “You’ll be back before the concert. Before the graduation. Before you have to sit down with Meredith and start planning the wedding. It’s perfect, actually.”

			“I agree,” Lauren said, and Cass hadn’t expected to get her to agree so quickly. For a reason Cass had never been able to figure out, Lauren felt some sort of competition with her. She wasn’t sure why, because Lauren had more freedom, more money, better looks, was younger, and had a far superior job. On paper, she shouldn’t be jealous or competitive with anyone. She was already winning.

			“You don’t want to be here in the next couple of weeks,” Lauren said. “Get out. Go. Get away from this place that reminds you so much of what you once had here.”

			“It’s still going to be here when I get back,” Bea said.

			“Yeah,” Bessie said. “But you’ll be different. After my divorce, where did I go?”

			Cass grinned at Bessie, feeling the nails line up. All they had to do now was hammer them into place.

			“Italy,” Bea said, returning to the dining room. She wouldn’t look at anyone as she picked up Joy’s plate, and then Sage’s. “But that doesn’t mean I need to leave town. I really am okay.”

			“Then be okay on the beach,” Joy said, shrugging one bony shoulder. “Cass, where’s her computer?”

			“Do not get out my computer,” Bea called.

			Cass got up and dug through the fiesta napkins, taco maracas, four rolls of crepe paper in the most hideous shades, and the list Bea had used to put together tonight’s supper. Of course, she thought with a smile.

			The slim, silver machine came out from underneath the junk Bea had piled on top of it, and Cass sat at the head of the table, everyone else getting up to gather around her. She looked at Bessie, who said, “South Carolina, Cass. Hilton Head Island. It’s gorgeous year-round.”

			“Hilton…Head…” she said, typing it in as she spoke.

			“My sister can’t go with me,” Bea said in one last desperate attempt to change their minds. But it was five to one now, and even Cass didn’t think she could sway the group to something else at this point.

			“You don’t need Lori,” Cass said. She pointed to the screen and then looked at Bessie. “Look at that one.”

			“It’s perfect.”

			“No, it’s not perfect,” Bea said from down on the other end of the table. She planted her fists on her hips. “I’m not going to South Carolina.”

			“It’s on your love list,” Sage said, moving out of the pack and down the length of the table. “Why don’t you want to do it?”

			“I do,” Bea said. “I just didn’t… They’re just crazy ideas.”

			“No, they’re not,” Lauren said, straightening from where Cass had clicked on the cottage rental and was now scrolling through the pictures.

			Two bedrooms. Two baths. Twice what she needed, but it didn’t matter. The price fit, and the cottage faced east, so Bea could sip her morning coffee on the balcony while the sun came up. She could take a walk and get lost in a new place. She could go visit historic sites around the island, and Cass clicked on “things to do” on the listing.

			“This is perfect,” she said in a quiet voice while Lauren told Bea that of course the items on the list were crazy ideas, but they’d bring Bea joy and love, and she deserved both. She was perhaps a little more brusque than Cass or Bessie would’ve been, but Sage stood nearby, and she could soften any of Lauren’s harder blows.

			“Look at the history on Hilton Head.” Cass looked up at Bessie, who grinned like they’d just found a hidden stash of their favorite candy. Cass kept hers in a secret drawer on the side of her nightstand, and Bessie lived alone and didn’t have to hide anything from anyone.

			Her son had gotten married last year, and his wife was about to have a baby. Then Bessie would have to put up everything she didn’t want ruined, and Cass envied her for that. For the reason why she’d have to baby-proof her home.

			None of her three children were married, and of the two old enough to date and explore that option, only one had a boyfriend. Sariah had always been the more social of Cass’s twin girls. The one child—her son, Conrad—left at home had a girlfriend Cass actually wished he wouldn’t, so she felt like she was striking out with each of the three of them.

			“Dates?” Bessie asked.

			“It’s Thursday,” Cass said. “What do you think? Could we get her out of here on Sunday?”

			“Only after church,” Bessie said, leaning closer and pointing to the calendar.

			Joy leaned in too, saying, “Monday morning, Cass. I can get her to go.” She straightened as Cass clicked on the calendar, and she went down the table to where Sage and Lauren were now going over each item on the list and challenging Bea as to which one she’d do first.

			Cass looked at Bessie, pure excitement zipping through her. It felt so much like electricity, and Cass realized in that moment how very dull her own life had become. Perhaps she could stand to make a list like the one Bea had fastened to her fridge.

			“When is Meredith’s performance?” Bessie asked.

			“April eighteenth,” Cass said without consulting anything. She spoke to Bea every single day, either on the phone, in person, or via text. She knew when her daughter’s concert was. “She’s graduating on the twenty-first. Bea wanted to go for the concert and stay for a couple of weeks. She probably already booked a hotel there…”

			She clicked over to the tab that had Bea’s email on it, glancing down the table. Bea met her eyes, resignation there. Cass gave her a bright smile and said, “I’m looking at your email to see when you’ll be in Austin, okay?”

			“Fine,” Bea said, which caused the other three women at her end of the table to erupt into cheers.

			“I’m getting out the second pitcher of margaritas,” Sage said, practically skipping her nearly fifty-year-old body into the kitchen to get the drinks mixed up.

			Lauren returned to Cass and the computer as Bessie said, “It’s a bed and breakfast in Austin, Cass. Search for that.”

			She didn’t need to search, because the only thing Bea paid as much attention to as she did her lists was her calendar. Sure enough, her stay in the bed and breakfast in Austin clearly stood out on the calendar, stretching in a bright blue line across almost two full weeks.

			“Bingo,” she said, quickly navigating back to the Hilton Head rental site. She put in the first date as Monday, and stretched it to the following Wednesday. “Ten days. She can go straight from there to Austin.”

			“She won’t like that,” Lauren warned.

			“Something new for her list,” Cass said, hitting the BOOK ME button. The cost came up, and Cass started to hurry. Insurance, no. Pets, nope. Because the dates were so close, she had to pay in full. Got it.

			The browser spun; Bea started walking toward her; Bessie straightened.

			Cass leaned forward, willing the Internet out here on the remote farm to hurry the heck up. Just as Bea arrived, the screen popped up a receipt, with a huge Congratulations! We’ll see you on the beach! at the top.

			“Cass,” Bea said, her voice mostly air. “You didn’t.”

			Cass slapped the laptop closed and jumped to her feet. “Bessie is right. You need to get out of Sweet Water Falls.”

			“I love it here.” Bea’s voice sounded like a child trying to say how sorry they were for letting go of the string connecting their balloon to the earth, and now it drifted up, up, up through the sky as sadness poured through them.

			“I would’ve made you go on Sunday,” Cass said, hoping she didn’t come across too cold. “You don’t need to be sitting in church with all those ladies looking down their noses at you.” She met Bea’s eyes, practically daring her to contradict her.

			She didn’t. Couldn’t. She dropped her eyes to her hands, then looked at Joy. She smiled with those pretty blue eyes and said, “This will be so good for you, Bea. You love the beach.” She put one hand in Bea’s and squeezed.

			“It was on your list,” Sage said, holding it up. “I agree with Joy. You’ll love it in South Carolina.”

			“I’ve been there,” Bessie said. “It’s gorgeous, and you’ll feel so renewed right before you have to go help Meredith with her…wedding.” That last word really drove home how awful the situation would be between Bea and her daughter. Cass knew Bea loved Meredith to bits and pieces, but that didn’t mean planning a wedding wouldn’t drive a knife slowly into her lungs.

			“I want to go,” Lauren said. “Can someone book a beach cottage for me?” She gave a light laugh and then offered Bea a supportive smile.

			“There’s two bedrooms,” Cass said. “Maybe Lauren could come next weekend.”

			Both Bea and Lauren brightened considerably at that, and Bea took a deep breath and sighed it all out. “Okay,” she said. “When am I leaving?”

			“Monday,” Cass said while another round of cheering lifted toward the raw wood beams in the rafters. She grinned at her best friend. “Come home the next Wednesday. Ten days of sun, sand, and sleeping in.”

			They laughed together then, because out of the six of them, Bea would be the least likely to sleep in.

			“Sun, sand, and sweet tea,” Joy said, and Cass nodded emphatically.

			“Sun, sand, and shrimp,” Lauren tried, getting another round of agreement.

			“Sun, sand, and smoothies,” Sage said. “You love smoothies, Bea.”

			“I do,” Bea said, clearly warming to the idea.

			“Sun, sand, and sanctuary,” Bessie said, and the look of pure gratitude and understanding they exchanged wasn’t missed by Cass. She saw it, and her heart tore and bled for Bea. Before she could get too emotional, her friend turned toward the desk.

			“All right,” she said. “If I’m leaving for a ten-day beach vacation in only three days, I need to make a list.”

			“Thank the stars I made this second pitcher of margaritas,” Sage said dryly, and Cass joined in laughing along with everyone else. First, at Bea’s obsessive list-making, and secondly at Sage’s quick wit.

			Help her to have a good time, she prayed as the conversation continued and the second pitcher of margaritas emptied.

			Then Bea jumped to her feet and said, “My goodness. I forgot about the piñata.” She darted toward the back door. “Come on, everyone. Out onto the patio. This isn’t a kids piñata, and trust me, you’re going to want to bust it open.”
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			Chapter

			Four

			Grant Turner walked into The Mad Mango, ready for a delicious fruit smoothie with a healthy scoop of protein powder to help him through the rest of his day. He came to a stop right under the blowing air conditioning, because the end of the line stretched that far.

			“Oh, brother,” he said to himself, shifting left and looking past the couple standing in front of him. Only Cara worked making smoothies, while Oliver took orders at one end of the counter, slid the ticket into the queue for Cara, and then jogged behind her to ring up the people she’d managed to make orders for.

			On his next job, Oliver smiled at the row of customers. The man had a smile made of sunshine, and none of the customers here would leave. He had a magnetic personality too. Much like the sun drew planets and asteroids toward it, he could achieve the same with that winning smile and his deep, bass voice that said, “We’re gonna get to all y’all, folks, I promise.”

			Most shops with lines this long before mid-April would be offering discounts for waiting longer than fifteen minutes—and Grant would easily be in this line for twenty-five—but not Oliver. Not The Mad Mango. There was a reason people lined up before the doors even opened in the morning, Grant included.

			“Grant,” Oliver boomed, his eyes landing on Grant. “Get over here, bud.”

			“No, thanks,” Grant said, holding his ground.

			“Ten minutes,” Oliver said. “Your smoothie’s on me.”

			“It will be on you anyway,” Grant called, because he’d rented one of his properties to Oliver’s latest girlfriend free of charge. She hadn’t been neat either, and Grant had joined his housekeeping crew just to try to get the coffee spills out of the grout in the tile in the kitchen. He’d hated that grout and that tile, and the fresh stains had given him a good reason to finally rip it out and replace it. But Oliver didn’t need to know that, and Grant had said he owed him big. Very big.

			Free smoothies forever, Oliver had joked. To Grant, it was no joke.

			“Thanks,” Oliver said to the couple who’d just paid, and he threw Grant another look, this one filled with pleading. The bell on the door behind him dinged, and Grant sighed as the family trying to edge into the shop behind him didn’t have room. Which meant the door would just stay open, flooding the shop with the heat and humidity which had already arrived on Hilton Head Island.

			“Fine,” Grant said, stepping out of line and moving to go behind the counter with Oliver and Cara. “Am I taking orders?”

			“Do you know all the things we have?” Oliver asked.

			“Enough to take an order,” he said, eyeing the cash register. He had no idea how to work that thing, as all of his bookings for the rentals he managed around the island happened online. Credit and debit cards either went through or they didn’t, and he periodically had to make a phone call to get a future tourist to pay their bill.

			“Wash your hands,” Oliver said as if Grant were four years old, and while he wanted to snap at his friend, he simply turned toward the sink and soaped up.

			Down at the end of the line where the crowd waited to put in their orders, Grant hitched a smile to his face and looked at the first gentleman. “What can I get for you?”

			“Is there anything here with no banana?” His eyes roamed the huge menu that spanned the upper wall behind the counter.

			“Not really,” Grant said pleasantly. “They don’t use a lot of fats. There’s no ice cream or yogurt, so the banana acts as the emulsifier.” See? He could totally work here and take orders. He should be making fifteen bucks an hour for this conversation.

			The customer frowned and asked, “Can I get half a banana? It takes over all the other flavors.” His blue eyes bored into Grant’s, and he decided he didn’t care.

			“Sure,” he said. “Half banana.” The dude’s smoothie wouldn’t be so smooth, but hey, if he wanted it a bit icy, Grant wasn’t going to argue. He took the woman’s order with him, stepped two feet, and put the order on the tray for Cara.

			Over and over he did that, even repeating the banana question a couple of times. What was with people not liking bananas? Didn’t they know they were the fruit of the gods?

			Grant’s stomach rumbled as the line didn’t seem to dwindle at all. When he glanced at the clock, he dang near fell over. “I have to go,” he said, twisting to look at Cara like she was the boss and could dismiss him.

			“No,” a woman said in a near-bark from the other side of the counter. “I need to put in my order.”

			He turned and met a pair of dark blue eyes that reminded him of deeper waters off the shores of Hilton Head. The kind he’d fish in when he went out trawling with one of his friends who owed him for letting his mother stay in the best condo on the island for a weekend girls’ trip.

			“Excuse me?”

			“Did I hear you say I can’t get anything without a banana?” she asked, those eyes flying across the wall behind him. “They’re a really strong flavor profile.”

			She wore her hair in a pixie cut, with fashionable bangs that hung in shaggy layers across the very tops of her eyebrows. In any other situation, Grant would classify her as beautiful, and if he held a drink in his hand instead of a blasted blue ballpoint pen, and if the music pumped through a tiki bar instead of wafted along the air conditioning currents in a smoothie shop, he might try to get her number.

			“They’re what makes your smoothie smooth,” he said, irritation blipping through him.

			“Fine,” the woman said with a sigh. She hitched her rustic, spotted-cow-purse higher on her shoulder. He did smile at that bag, wiping the gesture away quickly when she lifted her eyebrows and asked, “Are you ready to take my order?”

			“Yes, ma’am,” he said in true Southern-gentleman style.

			“I’d like the Beach Sunrise, with half the banana.”

			“No more raspberries,” Cara called just as Grant started writing. He froze and looked up at the woman.

			“Uh,” he said.

			“Let me guess,” she said. “I can’t have the Beach Sunrise.”

			“It does have raspberries in it,” he said, and he congratulated himself that he didn’t even have to turn to look at the menu to know that. He’d enjoyed a fair few Beach Sunrises over the years, and he happened to like the raspberry, mango, and banana combination.

			She emitted the sigh of the century, and Grant’s phone started buzzing at him. “Oliver,” he called down the line. “I have to go.”

			Oliver burst out laughing with a customer down at the register, and Grant rolled his eyes.

			“I’ll get him,” Cara said. She stopped making the smoothies and went down to Oliver. She said a couple of things, to which he leaned his head toward her, and then he looked down to Grant.

			“I’ll have the Fake Sunset,” the woman with the cute hair and pretty eyes said.

			Grant scratched out her order, flung the paper onto the slider, and dropped the pen. “I have to go,” he said to an approaching Oliver. “And I still don’t have my smoothie.”

			“Ten minutes,” Oliver said. “I’ve got raspberries in the freezer. Can you do the register while I grab them?”

			“The freezer” meant the grocery store half a mile away. Grant wasn’t stupid, nor was this the first time he’d helped Oliver in a pinch.

			“How about I run and get the raspberries?” Grant asked. “Then when I get back, Cara will have my smoothie ready, and I can go.” He held his ground with the sandy-haired owner. Just because Oliver could charm scorpions didn’t mean Grant had to do his bidding. In fact, he had half a mind to leave for “the freezer” and never come back to The Mad Mango. It had certainly inspired some anger in him that afternoon—and he was in danger of being seriously late to meet his four o’clock check-in.

			His phone hadn’t alerted him to her proximity, however, so he might be okay. Oliver didn’t need to know that, and Grant glared at his friend.

			The woman who’d stood a foot or two down the counter listening stepped back toward them. She clearly wasn’t super happy. “Are you telling me I can have the Beach Sunrise?” she asked. “You just have to grab the raspberries out of the freezer?”

			“Yes,” Oliver said at the same time Grant said, “No.”

			Grant made an executive decision. “I’ll go grab the raspberries,” he said, walking in the wrong direction to get them from the freezer. “I can’t ring these people up.” He didn’t look back as he stepped away.

			“If you can get raspberries,” the pixied woman said. “I want the Beach Sunrise.”

			“Lady,” Grant said, cutting her a glare out of the corner of her eye. “I don’t work here. Let it go.”

			A blender started making a horrible chugging noise, then metal on metal, all within a single second.

			“Watch out,” Cara called from down where she’d just scooped frozen peaches into a blender cup.

			“Watch out?” Grant swung his attention from the blonde woman with the stormy eyes to the counter that ran along the length of the back wall. The lid blew off the top of the blender in that moment, and all Grant had time to do was throw his hands up in front of his face and pray.

			He entered some weird place where noise and feeling didn’t exist. He sensed them happening around him, but for some reason, they didn’t affect him. The weird sensation didn’t last long, and then everything came rushing at him at double-speed.

			Cold seeped through his shirt and made his skin ripple with gooseflesh. More than one person shouted, and he could pick out Oliver’s voice saying to get some napkins and then for Cara to kill the power to the blenders.

			The soul-wrenching sound of that metal on metal that said the blender bottle wasn’t seated with the motor rotor grated against his nerves, and then it blissfully ended.

			“I’m so sorry,” Oliver said, but he wasn’t talking to Grant. He’d somehow gotten on the other side of the counter, and Grant wouldn’t put it past him to have vaulted the stupid thing, because the person he’d just apologized to?

			The beautiful blonde…who now had Fake Sunrise dripping down the side of her neck.

			[image: scene break]

			Half an hour later, Grant pulled up to the cottage which had been rented for the next several days. He’d been in it that morning to make sure all the towels got folded and put back. He’d communicated with Cass, the woman renting the unit for a “single beach respite,” and she’d requested mint chocolate chip ice cream and a two-liter bottle of Diet Coke.

			Since Grant worked hard to ensure the guests who stayed in his rentals—all of them, not just this one—remained happy enough to give him five stars in a review, he currently carried the ice cream and the soda pop toward the front door of the rental.

			A car sat in the driveway, which was nothing more than a strip of dirt with some quaint grass growing between tire tracks. And dirt itself was a stretch, as sand got blown up off the beach and settled along the edges of lawns and in driveways though this neighborhood sat off the waterfront.

			Grant gave the obvious rental car a cursory glance, then looked up toward the front door. His heart stopped before his feet did.

			The purse on the front seat sported cow print.

			“No…” dripped from his lips. The wind kicked up, and Grant subconsciously wiped his hands down the front of his shirt, where only thirty minutes ago, he’d smeared half-blended bananas and raspberries into his bright blue button-down while everyone else tended to the customer who’d been hit with an equally large glob of the smoothie once the blender bottle had broken.

			The woman who’d been semi-rude to him at The Mad Mango. Or maybe he’d been semi-rude to her. “It wasn’t your smoothie shop that malfunctioned,” he told himself, his feet somehow growing brain cells of their own and taking him up the steps to that pretty periwinkle door. He’d painted it himself, alongside his daughter, last spring.

			This cottage, the front door included, had weathered the last twelve months well, which was more than Grant could say for himself. His ex had gotten a job in Pittsburg, and he hadn’t seen Shelby, his thirteen-year-old, in nine months now.

			“She’s coming for the summer,” he told himself, and that cheered him enough to lift his hand and knock on the door.

			“Coming!” a woman called from inside, and Grant realized a heartbeat too late that he still held his cup from The Mad Mango. He’d gone home first to change, then to the grocery store, then back to the smoothie shop to deliver the dadgum raspberries. Cara had his Rainbow Over Troubled Water smoothie ready to go, and now he stood here.

			He lifted the straw to his lips and took a suck right as the door opened. Sure enough, the gorgeous woman with the pixie blonde hair—with a hint of pink still in it?—stood there. “Well.” She leaned one hip into the doorjamb and cocked the opposite eyebrow.

			He needed another slurp of his smoothie then, because his mouth had just gone dry as a bone in a desert. Her eyes pierced him, and for some reason, he didn’t mind the stabbing sensation of his pulse as it shot through his veins.

			“You must be Cass,” he said, adopting his charming rental manager persona. He could frown and vent to himself later. He could, and he would.

			“No,” she said, and that made Grant’s eyebrows fly toward the rooftop.

			“No?”

			“I’m Beatrice,” she said. “My friend Cass made the reservation for me.”

			Grant nodded, not really caring because the next ten days were paid for. “Okay,” he said. “I’m Grant Turner, the rental manager.” He held up the grocery sack with ice cream and soda pop. “Cass requested this.”

			Beatrice slid her eyes from his to the bag, all of the tightness in her shoulders, eyebrows, mouth, and arms going limp. “Is that ice cream?”

			“Mint chocolate chip,” he said with a grin he hoped could rival Oliver’s. He knew it couldn’t, and he knew his friend had already interacted with this woman. Single beach respite.

			Was Beatrice single?

			“And it’s pretty hot out—” Grant cut off when he realized Beatrice had tears spilling from her eyes. He once again froze, but his brain kept firing at him. He’d been about to say he should get the ice cream into the freezer, because the heat had already started to melt it.

			He didn’t normally walk into his rentals without being invited, but with Beatrice still weeping in the doorway, he eased past her and said, “I’m just going to put this in the freezer, okay?”

			She didn’t protest—didn’t respond at all—and Grant put some distance between them to give her some privacy. He didn’t want any distance anywhere else between them, and he shook the thoughts from his head with surprise.

			He hadn’t been attracted to anyone in years, and he’d only dated casually since his divorce four years ago. Maybe the smoothie shop malfunction had rattled him more than he knew. Maybe a piece of the broken blender bottle had hit him in the head. Maybe he did need to get outside more often and hire an assistant to help him with all the rental paperwork.

			He put the ice cream in the freezer and the soda in the fridge, closing that door at the same time Beatrice closed the one to the cottage, sealing him inside with her. Wadding up the plastic bag and with his pulse running a marathon through his whole body, he turned to face her.
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			Chapter

			Five

			Bea’s stomach writhed at the same time it swooped, which made her tears flow a bit faster. Then she reined everything in and wiped both hands across her eyes and down her face. “I’m sorry.”

			“You don’t need to apologize,” Grant said, his voice fringed with kindness. “What can I do for you, Beatrice?”

			She took a long, deep breath in and exhaled it out. “For starters, you can call me Bea.”

			Grant’s face lit up, and he nodded. “Noted. I don’t work at The Mad Mango.”

			“I figured that out,” she said. “A bit late, but I still figured it out.” Like so many other things in her life, including how unhappy her husband—ex-husband—had been inside their marriage. “I couldn’t eat the one I got.”

			“No? Why’s that?” Grant cocked his head, his perfectly combed hair moving slightly. It was just the color of golden brown she liked, with a pair of dark, deep, rich eyes that almost seemed to contrast with the lighter hair. She called men like him “dipped in gold,” because they looked like their mamas had held them over a bucket of liquid luck, but they’d gotten interrupted, and the gold only stuck to their hair.

			“Too much banana,” she said, her stomach now rumbling at her for something to eat. “But then I couldn’t find the restaurant I put in my phone. Well, I did, but they were closed. Something about the off-season?”

			“Ah, yes,” Grant said. “Not everywhere is quite open yet. Or they opened for Spring Break and then shut down for another month before the true summer tourism season starts.”

			“Hmm.” He wasn’t dressed like a tourist, but he’d obviously jetted home to change out of his puree-covered shirt. He now wore a dark green polo with yellow and white stripes near the hem. He wore khaki shorts and a pair of loafers which had clearly seen more sand than Bea had in a long time. He was business-beach casual, and Bea really liked it.

			“I tried to find the grocery store after that,” she said. “But I’m…I couldn’t.” The truth was, she had trouble with directions, and she’d gone a couple of miles in the wrong direction—no grocer in sight—before she’d realized it. At that point, she couldn’t stop and run in to get the microwavable meals, fresh fruit, and dairy products on her list.

			As she passed the grocery store—only a block from the house—the first trembling of tears had started in her stomach.

			“Let’s go to dinner,” Grant said.

			Bea blinked at him, at the enormous smile on his face, at the kindness in his eyes. “No,” she said, her voice a bit blunt even to her own ears. “I mean…thank you, but I’m tired after all the traveling today.”

			Grant’s brightness dimmed, and Bea hated seeing that. He had to be close to her age—at least in his late thirties—but she couldn’t see a stitch of gray along his hairline. He simply spoke and acted more mature, which gave away his age.

			“Where did you come from?” he asked.

			“The Coastal Bend of Texas,” she said.

			He tilted his head again, this time reminding her of Cass’s golden retriever. “One beach for another?”

			“I lived out on a farm,” she said. “Not too close to the beach. Probably an hour from it.”

			“Lived?”

			“I still live there,” she said, heat filling her face. She ducked it away from him and looked for her purse. “I’m only here for a few days.” She couldn’t find the cow-spotted thing on the coffee table or anywhere on the kitchen cupboards.

			“Ten,” he said. “Ten days. And your purse is out in the car.”

			She met his eyes again, and his smile must’ve been laced with Bea-nip, because she wanted to get nearer to it. She wanted to return it, and she wanted to form her mouth into the same shape and press it to his.

			She blinked rapidly, trying to push the traitorous thoughts from her mind. She did not want to kiss this man. At the same time, Bea could hear Sage in her mind, urging her to get outside her comfort zone.

			Lauren would remind her she wasn’t married anymore, and why shouldn’t she have a little fun with the rental manager here on the island?

			Why not? Bea asked herself.

			She didn’t have a good answer for that question, and she’d been staring for a solid few seconds. “Right,” she said about the purse. “Well, I do need to go grab some food. I saw the grocery store on my way here, so…”

			“Yep, you can’t miss it.” The joy on his face fell as if he’d pushed it off a cliff. “I mean, obviously, you can, uh…people do…miss it.”

			Bea offered him a smile. “I’m a bit directionally challenged. I went the wrong way is all.”

			He nodded as he tucked his hands in his pockets. “Ah, I see.” He blew out his breath and came toward her. “Well, I’ll get out of your hair.”

			Bea suddenly didn’t want Grant to leave. She had a beat of time to wonder how her friends would react when she texted them all later tonight and told them she’d gone to dinner with a handsome man.

			Then another to tell herself she was completely crazy, and then a third where she let her mouth take control of her brain.

			“Actually,” she said. “If the offer still stands, I’d love to go to dinner with you.”

			Grant paused, his surprise evident in the rounding of his eyes and the way those eyebrows stretched for the sky.

			“I’ll probably get lost on the way again,” she said, smiling now.

			He returned the gesture. “Sure, yeah. Do you like seafood?”

			She almost said no, but because she’d allowed her friends to add a few items to her love list, and she’d studied it on the flight from Texas, she knew Joy had put on Try a food you think you don’t like.

			Out came, “Yes,” and Grant’s smile widened.

			“I know just the place.” He continued past the couch, but instead of going toward the door, he took a step or two toward her. “I’ll go get the air conditioning going in my car again, and you…you might want to check your ear there.” He reached out and touched her left earlobe. Just a tiny breath of a touch, but the heat of his skin melded into hers instantly, sending shocks of attraction through her. “It looks like it’s bleeding.”

			Her hand flew up to cover her ear. Her voice sounded mostly robotic as she said, “It’s not bleeding. It’s raspberries.”

			Grant chuckled, the sound of which brought her back to life, and she allowed herself to giggle with him. After all, if she couldn’t laugh at what had happened at The Mad Mango, she might start crying again.

			“I’ll just go—” She turned and went around the couch and then along the back of it while Grant cleared his throat.

			“Yep,” he said. “And I’ll be out in the car.” He made a quick exit after that, and Bea practically skipped down the hall to the bathroom, which sat between the two bedrooms. The master had its own bathroom, and Bea could admit the house was quaint and comfortable. It definitely had everything she’d need for the next ten days—except for food.

			Her stomach roared at her now, but she wetted a cloth and wiped the missed smear of raspberry puree from her earlobe, the other organs in her body screaming at her about her date tonight.

			“It’s not a date,” she said. “You broke down in front of him. It’s a pity meal at best.” She dropped the rag into the sink and gave herself a stern look. “You will not cry again. So the plane was delayed. So they didn’t have your rental car. So you didn’t get your smoothie. None of that is life-threatening, and it all worked out.”

			She couldn’t help thinking that if the smoothie shop had been exactly what she’d hoped for, she’d be too full for dinner.

			Her phone chimed, distracting her from reading too much into what had happened at The Mad Mango, and she pulled her device from her pocket. Cass had texted, of course, wanting to know how the house was and demanding to know why they hadn’t gotten at least a half-dozen pictures by now.

			Bea hesitated, and then she let her fingers fly. No pictures, because I got hit by a flying glob of raspberries, then drove in the wrong direction to the grocery store, and just now made it to the house. I’m going to dinner, and then it’ll probably be too dark for pics. You’ll have to wait until tomorrow.

			She sent the message, satisfied it opened just enough doors to drive her friends crazy. She wasn’t expecting to get Bessie’s question so quickly. Where are you going to dinner?

			Somewhere new, I hope, Joy said with a smiley face.

			Good for you for going out alone, Sage said.

			Should I not go? Bea asked, a little miffed not a single person had asked about the raspberries. Of course, they hadn’t teased her about how she could literally be staring at a map and still turn in the wrong direction.

			Don’t worry, Cass said. They’re used to having single diners.

			Oh, good, Bea said, biting her bottom lip so it couldn’t curve into a smile. It did anyway, especially when she typed and sent: But I’m not going alone, so I’m sure it’ll be fine.

			When her phone blared out the horribly loud old-fashioned phone ring, she quickly silenced it. She didn’t have time to talk to Cass right now anyway.

			[image: scene break]

			“So you’ve lived here your whole life?” Bea asked later that evening. Riding in a car with Grant had been easy, as had chit-chatting about simple things in life. She now knew he had a thirteen-year-old daughter who made him smile every time he spoke of her. He managed several rental properties here on Hilton Head, not just the cottage Cass had rented for her. And he didn’t like blue cheese dressing.

			He’d driven them past the grocery store and down the Main Street, not even glancing at the many restaurants along the way. “Osmond’s is the best,” he’d said when she’d asked, finally taking her onto a plantation to a restaurant in the country club of a golf course. He’d flashed a badge here and there, and they’d been seated in a matter of moments.

			He hadn’t had to put on a jacket, and no one gave her a second glance at all in her skinny jeans and black blouse. She’d smartly worn tennis shoes to the airport, because she’d once gone on a business trip with Nort where they’d had to run to catch their plane. She’d been in flip flops, and by the time she’d arrived at the appointed gate, one had been broken and lost, and the other had rubbed a blister between her toes.

			Now she wore tennis shoes to the airport, and she hadn’t had any problems since.

			“Mm, yep,” Grant said, reaching for his napkin again. “Are you going to try the calamari?”

			Bea ignored the vibrating buzz of her phone in her back pocket and eyed the rings of fried food. “It’s not too fishy?”

			“It’s not,” he assured her. “Try it with the marinara.” He pushed the little cup of red sauce toward her, watching while his smile crinkled at the corners of his eyes.

			Bea looked back at him, took an overexaggerated breath that made him laugh, and picked up the smallest ringlet of calamari she could find. She dunked it in the marinara and took a teensy bite.

			“Oh, come on,” he said, chuckling. “That’s not even a bite.” He picked up a big ring, bent it in half to get it in the sauce, and ate half of it at once. He wore starlight in his eyes, and Bea wondered what it would feel like to be that happy over something like an appetizer.

			She put the rest of her ring in her mouth, and while it wasn’t fishy, the calamari definitely tasted like fish. She immediately reached for her napkin so Grant wouldn’t be able to tell she wasn’t chewing. No, this was better to just swallow whole so she could get it out of her mouth.

			He burst out laughing then, but Bea was still trying to get the calamari down. “Stop it,” she said, half laughing and half trying to swallow. She got it and reached quickly for her glass of water. One big drink later, and she said, “It’s not bad.”

			Grant only laughed harder then, the sound full and rich and reaching right inside her chest and tickling her heartstrings. She even laughed with him, and she hadn’t had a great sense of humor about herself and her quirks in a while now.

			“I think you’ll like the red sea bass better,” he said.

			“It’s coated in pecans,” she said. “What won’t be to like?”

			Grant settled down, though his smile never left his face. “What about you? Have you always lived in Texas?”

			“Yes,” she said. He’d spent most of the drive over here talking about the island or himself. Anything he had asked her, she’d answered with a simple single word. He knew it; she knew it.

			One eyebrow went up, making him seem boyish and funny at the same time. “So…you’re here alone. Your friend booked the cottage for you.” He left things there, plenty of open-ended questions streaming from him silently.

			“Yes,” she said again, her lips curving up ever so slightly when he gave an exasperated sigh.

			Bea giggled—a sound she hadn’t made since turning forty over five years ago—and covered his hand with hers. Everything in the restaurant stilled, from the music to the scent of hot sauce to her giggling.

			Her eyes met Grant’s, and it looked like the earth had stopped spinning for him too. Pops and sparks raced up her arm and scattered along her shoulders, all of it initiating from where they touched.

			She didn’t know what to think of it. She hadn’t felt excitement like this in years, a decade, longer. She’d accepted that her life was doing laundry and running lunches to schools after whomever had forgotten them.

			She loved her children, and until fairly recently, she’d loved her husband. She thought of the love list, and all the things on it she and her friends had come up with to add joy to her life. Things she’d wanted to do but had put off. New things she’d thought she’d never get to do, like travel to new places and see the wonders of the world like the Grand Canyon.

			She’d never once thought over the past fourteen months that she could meet another man and have a different kind of relationship with him. Any relationship at all.

			Did one simply start their life again at age forty-five? What if she’d been with the wrong man for twenty-five years?

			She blinked, the idea of one right person evaporating just as quickly as she pulled her hand back. She took another drink of her water, regaining her composure and her Texas manners.

			“I’m single,” she said. “Cass had to book the cottage, because I never would’ve done it.”

			Grant’s hand slid off the table and into his lap, and Bea wondered if he didn’t want to touch her or if he’d been as affected as she had and didn’t want to show it. “Did she drive you to the airport?”

			“No,” Bea said.

			“So some small part of you must’ve wanted to come,” he said, giving her a grin again.

			“I suppose,” she said. “It’s meant to be a rejuvenating trip.” She took another drink, trying to swallow back the second half of that sentence. It wouldn’t go. “My divorce was finalized less than a week ago.”

			Grant leaned back into the booth behind him, putting even more distance between them. “Ah, I see.”

			“It took fourteen months,” she said. “Not the greatest experience. I’m glad it’s over, and—” She exhaled again, glancing up when the waitress arrived with their food. She kept her thoughts to herself as her pecan-crusted sea bass with the rice pilaf and roasted asparagus got placed in front of her, and Grant’s crab cake sandwich got put in front of him.

			“Thank you,” they said together, and Bea smiled at Grant. She couldn’t remember the last time Nort had said thank you for anything. Not to her, not to his assistant, not to one of their children, not to a waitress. He seemed to think everyone on the planet had been put there to serve him, no thanks necessary.

			“You’re glad it’s over and?” Grant prompted, already lifting his sandwich.

			Bea gave him another smile, this one a little bit tighter than she’d like. “And I needed an escape to the beach. A way to clear my head and then return home, ready to keep going.”

			“To start over,” he said.

			“No,” she said quickly, because she’d just thought that a few minutes ago, and she didn’t like how it sounded. “I don’t need to start over. I need to keep living. That part of my life is over, but I still have life to live.” She nodded like she’d been studying self-help books and therefore knew best.

			“I like that attitude,” Grant said as he wiped his mouth. “After my divorce, I just felt like I’d wasted a decade. How long had you been married?”

			Bea took a bite of her fish to give herself a few seconds to answer. A groan came from her before she could censor it.

			“Right?” Grant laughed. “I told you it was the best.”

			Salty and nutty, the crust alone made her anxious to get another bite. The fish held just the right firmness, and it tasted creamy and sweet, which went well with the lemon sauce and the pecans.

			“I was married for almost twenty-five years,” she said. “I have three children in their twenties. Well, almost. My youngest is only nineteen.”

			“Wow,” he said, and nothing more. Bea liked that, because she did not want to think that the past twenty-five years—over half her life—had been a waste. They weren’t. They’d formed her, pressed her, and walked her through the fire so she could become the woman she was today.

			She’d thought she’d experienced a lot of things, learned a great deal, and come out the other side a better person.

			You have, she told herself. But that didn’t mean she didn’t still have more to learn, more to experience—like this fish—and more fire to walk through.

			“Yeah,” she said, lifting another bite of fish to her mouth. “Wow.”
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			Chapter

			Six

			Grant went about his boring tasks on Tuesday morning, the only thoughts keeping him sane until lunchtime were those of Beatrice Callahan. The woman had lit up everything inside him with her tears, then her smile, then her laughter. Her touch had made the flames fan into infernos, and he frowned at an invoice he swore he’d already paid.

			“You don’t even have her number,” he grumbled to himself. He sure as heck wasn’t going to text Cass, the woman who’d booked the cottage, and ask for it. Bea hadn’t volunteered it last night, even after a fantastic meal, the great conversation, and a stellar walk along the beach, complete with one of the more spectacular sunsets Grant had ever seen in his life.

			Perhaps it was only that spectacular because of the woman at his side.

			She hadn’t touched him again, hadn’t made any move to hold his hand on the beach, nothing. He’d followed her lead and done the same. His divorce sat further in the past than hers did, but fourteen months was a fairly decent amount of time.

			“Still only final a week ago,” he grumbled. “Not to mention she’ll only be in town for another week or so.” She’d lived in Texas for her whole life, and while Grant hadn’t asked how old she was—he’d been taught some manners—that wasn’t a short amount of time.

			A relationship between the two of them definitely wasn’t in the cards, the stars, or anything else that predicted the future. He focused on the blasted invoice and figured out it was for the re-graveling of the driveway of a house that sat at the end of the bridge. Yes, he had to pay this.

			He logged onto his computer and paid the invoice, and he’d moved on to clearing out his email inbox before the bell on the management office dinged. He looked up, as he wasn’t expecting visitors. Rarely would people come by to chat, and no one else really knew where the office sat.

			Grant loved the house here, though he’d converted the single bedroom into a storage room which held all the things he needed for the fifteen rentals he managed on Hilton Head Island. The single-car garage held shovels, rakes, a couple of lawnmowers, a wheelbarrow or two, fertilizer, and anything else he needed to tend to the yards.

			A couple of the condos he managed had lawn services, so he didn’t have to mow those every week. He used a lawn care service for the rest, but sometimes, he had an emergency job that needed to be done. To do that, he needed some basic equipment.

			A woman stood there, a tight black dress hugging her straight up-and-down frame. Nothing rumbled through Grant at the sight of this woman the way it had with Bea last night. He rose to his feet. “Can I help you?”

			“I have an interview?” the woman asked. She couldn’t be older than twenty-five. Maybe twenty-six.

			Grant frowned, and then his memory caught up to him, huffing and puffing as it pushed aside all thoughts of Bea. “Yes,” he said, the word exploding out of his mouth. He looked at his desk and ran his hand through his hair. “Yes, you do.”

			He’d put her application here somewhere. He hadn’t interviewed someone in a long, long time, and he honestly had no idea what to ask. He probably should’ve made a list of things he needed to do this morning—and think circularly about Beatrice Callahan would not have gone on it.

			“I’m Vanessa Galen,” she said, coming toward him.

			He located her application when she said her name, and he grabbed it and looked up. “This says you have a job at night?”

			“Yeah,” she said. “I’m a cocktail waitress at Vipers.”

			And the slinky black dress suddenly made sense. He looked from her back to the paper and settled on the edge of his desk. “You can sit.”

			She did, in one of the two available chairs, and Grant caught the popping of her gum. That would have to go. His patience seemed thin already this morning, and he told himself to be nice. Be nice. Be nice, Grant.

			The inner voice inside his head morphed from his to that of his sister, Julie. As twins, Julie and Grant sometimes called one another at nearly the same time, and he wouldn’t be surprised if she called during this interview. She always seemed to know when he was stressed or needed an escape.

			“Have you been home yet this morning?” he asked, a quick glance at the clock showing that morning was nearly over.

			“No,” she said with a sigh. “We close at four on weekdays, but then we had a cleanliness training, and then I had a supervisor meeting.” She actually yawned but stitched her smile back into place pretty fast. “I can do this job though. Don’t you worry about that.”

			“It’s a part-time position,” he said.

			“That’s why I applied,” she said. “Afternoons, a few days a week.” She’d obviously memorized the listing he’d put out last week, and while he’d gotten a few applications, he hadn’t been able to bring himself to set up more than this one interview.

			“You’re going to be a supervisor at Vipers?” He lowered the paper, because he wasn’t reading it anyway.

			“Yes,” Vanessa said, a hint of pride in her voice. “Starting Monday. The other girls will come to me for their table assignments, and I don’t have to serve drinks anymore. I work the floor.”

			In that dress, yes, she’d be working the floor.

			Grant put her application on his desk. “Can you type?”

			“Yes, sir. Fifty words per minute.”

			Grant could manage that, if he focused and used more than four fingers. But he liked pecking away with the first two fingers on each hand, and he didn’t need his ring or pinky fingers to send texts.

			“You know the computer programs? Spreadsheets?”

			“I’m Spreadsheet-certified,” she said, swiping on her phone. “I took a course a few months ago.” She held up her phone, and it had some official-looking seal on it, and Grant barely looked at it.

			“There’s some filing,” he said, standing and holding back the tide of papers that threatened to slide off the desk. “Maybe answering the phone every now and then.”

			“I can do that,” Vanessa said. She too stood, and Grant had no idea how a woman could stand in shoes with such a high, pinpoint heel. She surveyed his desk, which Grant could admit looked like a bomb had exploded out sticky notes, printouts, and Mad Mango cups.

			“I can get this cleaned up,” she said. “Organized. Filed. No problem.”

			He cocked his head and narrowed his eyes. “Why do you work at Vipers then?”

			She shrugged one shoulder, the paper-thin strap threatening to slide off. “My brother owns it. I’ve been there for ten years, and I don’t know. I don’t hate it, and he needs me.” She looked back at Grant, delight dancing in her eyes now. “You should’ve seen his office before I went in and straightened it up.”

			He chuckled and stuck out his hand. “All right, Miss Vanessa. You got the job. You can start…Monday.” That would give him some time to get a desk set up for her.

			“Perfect,” she said. “I don’t normally work this late into the morning.”

			“Sounds great,” he said. “This will all be waiting for you, just like this.”

			She giggled and turned to leave the management office.

			“Oh, and you can just wear something casual,” he said. “No dresses or heels needed here.”

			“Yes, sir,” she said, throwing a smile over her shoulder.

			Grant watched her leave, then rounded his desk again. His phone flashed at him, and he sighed wearily as he picked it up. Probably someone on the island with some problem he needed to fix as soon as possible. All tourists thought their issues had to be remedied in the next ten minutes, and Grant usually tried to deliver that kind of customer service.

			Cass had texted, and Grant leaped right back to his feet, his pulse also doing cartwheels behind his ribs. Bea says she needs help at the cottage, the message said. I’m going to send you her number so you can talk to her directly.

			As he watched, Bea’s name and number arrived in the text string for customers, and Grant couldn’t help laughing. He tapped, told his phone to yes, please call Bea, and lifted the device to his ear.

			“Hello?” Bea asked, her voice about like it had been when she’d demanded to have half a banana in her smoothie.

			“Hey,” he said easily, heading for the front window. It overlooked a bank of seagrass that usually waved in the breeze, and beyond that, he could see the ocean. He wasn’t right on the water, but he had a sandy trail that led from his office, past two more rows of houses, and then the beach expanded north and south. “It’s Grant Turner.”

			“Oh, Grant,” Bea said, relief filling her voice. “Cass said she’d text you to call me. I didn’t have your number.”

			“You’ve got it now. What’s up?” He told himself not to expect a lunch invitation. After dinner last night, she’d said she usually didn’t eat out, and she probably wouldn’t be hungry for days.

			“The water heater doesn’t seem to be working.” A clang sounded on her end of the line that made Grant step toward the exit immediately.

			“What does that mean?”

			“It means, Mister Turner, that I just got out of the shower, and the water was nearly ice cold—after only eight minutes.”

			He grinned at that Southern snap in her tone. He sure did like that, and he couldn’t help picturing her wrapped in one of the white rental towels, poking a butter knife at the water heater in the beach cottage.

			“I’m on my way,” he said. “Ten minutes.”

			“Okay,” she said. “Thank you, Grant.”

			He’d never wished to own the Batmobile until that drive from his office on the beach, down a very crowded road that ran parallel to the sand, to her cottage. People stood everywhere, even right out in the middle of the road. Just when he managed to get past a family of bikers, he got behind two trucks hauling sand whose drivers didn’t seem to know where to go.

			It took fifteen minutes for him to get to Bea, by which time she’d styled her hair into a wave that went from right to left and made her facial structure appear even more stunning than it already did. “Wow,” he said when he got out of the car and met her eyes. She sat on the steps, fully clothed in a pair of black shorts and a tank top the color of wet sand.

			He noticed a marked difference between the way he reacted to her and the way he’d reacted to Vanessa, meaning as he walked toward Bea, fireworks went off behind his tongue. When Vanessa had walked in, Grant had actually thought about taking a nap.

			“Wow what?” Bea asked, standing. She stayed on the bottom step, which put her at about his height.

			“Your hair looks great,” he said. “It’s swept up today.”

			“Yeah,” she said, running her fingers through it. “Just did it a bit different.” She looked at him with emotion in her eyes, and he watched everything about her soften right in front of him. “It’s good to see you, Grant.”

			With that, she turned and went up the steps, saying, “Come fix this so I don’t freeze tomorrow morning,” over her shoulder.

			He’d fix anything to spend more time with her, and he felt like he might be able to leap the whole staircase from her simply saying it was good to see him. But he wasn’t a superhero, and he didn’t leap anything if he wanted to keep his knees as healthy as possible. So just like he hadn’t been able to push any buttons in his car and run over those in his way, he walked up the steps like a normal man and followed Bea into the cottage.

			He found the scent of her hair products hanging in the air, and they very much reminded him of milk, honey, and peaches. She put the coffee pot on the burner and said, “It’s definitely out. The kitchen sink is giving me nothing but cold.”

			“All right,” Grant said. “I hear you, ma’am. I’ll get started on it right away.” He threw her a smile that he didn’t wait to see if she caught and went toward the hall. The utility closet sat there, and she’d already opened it.

			Surprise darted through him. “This had a lock on it,” he called.

			“I raised two sons,” she yelled back. “Locks mean nothing to me.”

			He chuckled to himself even as a vein of irritation swept through him. The water heater stood in front of him, the lower panel already off. “My word,” he grumbled under his breath. The last thing he needed was Bea blowing herself up because she’d been fiddling around with the wrong tool in the wrong place.

			He bent, and praise the heavens, the pilot light was out. He could hope the solution would be that easy, and he straightened to retrace his steps to the kitchen. A pull of pain through his lower back told him not to bend like that again, and he groaned as he bent backward, trying to get the pull out.

			“Do you want coffee?” Bea asked, her voice much closer now.

			Grant opened his eyes, not sure when he’d closed them, and found her only a pace or two away. The chemistry between them should’ve blown the roof off the cottage, and if she couldn’t feel that, she’d surely already died.

			“Yeah, sure,” he said. “Thanks.”

			“Is your back okay?” Concern spiked in her eyes, and she gestured for him to follow her. “My ex-husband had a bad back, and I know just the cocktail to fix you up.”

			“I’m fine,” Grant said, but he did hobble for a step or two as he followed her. She didn’t see that, thankfully, and she also blew off his declaration of being fine.

			“It’s not an alcoholic drink,” she said. “Herbal tea and some strong painkillers. You’ll be begging me to be your doctor every day.” She grinned at him, and Grant wondered if he could be forward and say something flirty.

			Or inappropriate. He thought some quip about the two of them playing doctor and nurse might not land as well as he hoped. He should probably run anything he deemed flirty past Julie before he said it out loud, and just then his phone rang.

			His sister’s name sat there, and he said, “It’s my twin. I have to take this.”

			“Sure,” she said. “And a twin. Intriguing.” Her dark blue eyes sparkled and sang to him, and then she looked back at the mug in front of her.

			“Be right back.” Grant ducked out of the cottage as he swiped on the call and said, “Hey, Jules.”

			“Well, you sound good. Are you in trouble?” she asked. “I just had the strangest sensation that you were in way over your head, and I better call and bail you out.”

			Grant exhaled, because yes, he was in way over his head, just not in the way his sister expected him to be. He reached the bottom of the steps and looked back to the cheery door, a powerful wave of missing hitting him. He couldn’t wait to see Shelby.

			“Yeah,” he said as the scent of coffee tickled his nose all the way out here. “I think I’m in a little bit of trouble.”
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			Chapter

			Seven

			“Wait, wait,” Lauren Keller yelled, hating these group video chats. Everyone talked over one another, and well, she couldn’t handle not having her voice heard. She should just sit back the way Bessie and Joy did, then send a text on the chat feature and call it good.

			That was so far outside of her personality, and she couldn’t bring herself to be that person. She wasn’t that person, and she told herself as much as Cass finally stopped talking.

			“Go ahead, Lauren. I’ve just been waiting for you to chime in.” Bea said it with some level of sarcasm, but Lauren also knew Bea appreciated her advice.

			“Let me get this straight,” she said. “Yesterday was a terrible, no-good day because of some travel setbacks.”

			“Mm.”

			“But you did make it to the house, starving, sure. Frustrated at your lack of directional ability, fine. Then a hot guy shows up with your favorite ice cream and soda pop, and we’re all into him?”

			“I ordered the ice cream and soda,” Cass said. “He isn’t clairvoyant.”

			“It’s still romantic,” Sage said.

			“Is it?” Lauren asked, wondering if the romantic bones in her body had gone brittle. “He’s the rental manager, doing his job. He didn’t think—oh, there’s this lonely divorcée in my beach cottage. I know. I’ll take her some mint chocolate chip and a two-liter of…whatever he brought.”

			“You don’t know my favorite soda,” Bea said, sitting up and leaning closer to her computer screen. “Do you?”

			“Of course I do,” Lauren said, rolling her eyes. “That’s not the point. The point is, this Gary guy shouldn’t get points for that.”

			“Grant,” no less than three women said, correcting her.

			Lauren had said the wrong name on purpose. She loved getting her friends riled up by singing the wrong lyrics and driving Cass to the brink of sanity before she’d start correcting her.

			“Grant, Gary, Gillmore,” Lauren said dismissively. “He gets zero points for the soda and ice cream.”

			“I’m giving him a couple,” Sage said. “She started sobbing, and he didn’t run away.”

			“It was not sobbing,” Bea said. “Maybe one sob. I got myself together really quickly.”

			“So what would you give him points for?” Cass asked, and all eyes came back to Lauren.

			“He gets points for a great dinner,” she said, wishing she didn’t have an important meeting on Thursday. Then she could fly to South Carolina tonight and assess this Grant fellow in person. “And a couple for coming so fast to fix the water heater. But even that—” She threw up a hand as Cass drew in a breath to speak. “Even that’s because of his job, not because he was there to do something nice for Bea.”

			“So he doesn’t get points for doing his job?” Joy asked.

			“No,” Lauren said, shaking her head. “He doesn’t. So no points for the ice cream. No points for the water heater. He’s at maybe two for a good dinner.”

			“Wow,” Bea said, grinning at Lauren. “But okay. Two points from Lauren. Bessie?”

			“I’m going to give him four,” Bessie said. “One for not freaking out when you cried. Two for the dinner. One for making you laugh over coffee and then offering to take you to lunch.”

			“Oh, honey,” Cass said. “That wasn’t an offer. He was asking her out.”

			“Was he?” Bessie asked, and it seemed the five of them in Texas held their breath while they waited for Bea to answer. Lauren was, she knew that. She suddenly had the urge to get out of the chat and claim her Internet had gone down.

			She wanted Bea to be happy. Yes, of course she did. It had been a terrible year, watching her suffer through so much, and yet she’d done so with grace. Now that everything was settled and done, she definitely deserved this amazing beach vacation.

			But Lauren would be lying if she said she didn’t find the whole thing—life, work, marriage, family, all of it—a tad unfair.

			Very unfair.

			Wholly unfair.

			She wanted to find a handsome man who wouldn’t freak out when she sobbed over a bad travel day. Who’d take her to a great local seafood restaurant and then walk with her on the beach. She wanted the ice cream, the soda pop, the lunches, and the man to come running when she needed help.

			Right now, the only thing that came running when it needed something was her cat, and even then, it was to be let out so Chloe could torment the birds who dared to land in her trees.

			She swallowed and reached to turn off her video. Then she wouldn’t have to hide her true feelings, and they could show on her face and no one would see.

			“…he was asking me out,” Bea said, but Lauren had missed the first part of the sentence.

			Someone at the door, she messaged to the chat box, and then she got up and left the computer with the video call still going. Cass’s voice came through the loudest, of course. Even though Lauren did go all the way to her front door, she still heard Cass give Grant six points, and she scoffed quietly enough to the window that showed a great view of her porch.

			Lauren had packages to bring in, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. She didn’t have time to shop in person, so she did everything online, and she loved having what she needed show up at the door while she put together winning sales packages and amazing marketing campaigns.

			“Six points,” she grumbled. Not crying, ice cream, soda pop, being on time, taking Bea to dinner, coming over when called, and not making a big deal out of Bea picking the lock on the utilities closet. By Lauren’s count, that was seven points, but she wasn’t at the computer to argue with Cass.

			She headed back, because it wouldn’t take long for her to answer the door and return, and she listened with her video off as Bessie said, “So. Bea. What are you going to do?”

			“I don’t know,” she said. “Lunch would’ve been fun, but he got called to another property before I could answer.”

			“You have his number now,” Cass said. “You text him and ask about lunch tomorrow.”

			“It feels odd to go to lunch when you’ve already gone to dinner,” Sage said. “Isn’t that a step backward?”

			“Of course it isn’t,” Cass said. “It’s all time spent together.”

			“He’s busy,” Bea said.

			“I say text him,” Joy said. “Lauren, are you back?”

			“Yeah,” she said, clearing her throat. “I say text him, too.” She made no move to turn on her video, and her phone chimed a moment later. She looked at it, but she knew who she’d find there.

			Bea.

			I’m sorry, she said and nothing else. She didn’t have to specify what she was sorry about.

			She was sorry this conversation was hard for Lauren. She was probably sorry she’d met a man when Lauren so desperately wanted the same thing. She was sorry she wasn’t there to hug her. Sorry, sorry, sorry.

			She thought of Robert, and lately, she’d been imagining how different her life would be today if she’d accepted his proposal twenty years ago. Everything would be different, she knew, as she hadn’t quite finished college yet, and he’d been in the military. They’d probably have moved all over the world by now, and she wouldn’t even know any of the ladies on the call with her that evening.

			Everything in her life spiraled then, and she wanted to scream as Cass’s voice said, “All right, so it’s decided. Bea is going to text him and ask him about tomorrow. Lunch, dinner, something.”

			“And if that doesn’t work,” Sage said. “She’s going to sabotage the dishwasher.”

			The group of them laughed, but Lauren couldn’t find her ha-ha-has. She ended the call, the guilt over doing so rising up and punching her with tiny fists at the back of her eyes. She put her head down and pressed her closed eyes to her hands, wondering why she was such an awful person.

			A terrible friend too.

			The call must not have gone on for much longer, because Joy called only ten minutes later. If she didn’t answer, then Joy would know she’d hung up on purpose. So she swiped on the call with, “Something blipped over here.”

			“Yeah,” Joy said. “We lost you.”

			“Did I miss anything?”

			“She just went over and over what to text him,” Joy said, plenty of motherly love in her voice. She wasn’t as old as Lauren or Bea, but she definitely possessed some nurturing qualities and had always played that role in the group. “Do you have time for lunch tomorrow?” Joy cleared her throat. “I have an update about Wendell.”

			Lauren’s heart beat faster for three pulses, and then settled down again. “Joy,” she said, the single syllable scratching her throat. “Name the time and place, and I’ll be there.”

			“No meetings?”

			“Not until Thursday.”

			“I want Thai noodles,” Joy said. “And bubble tea.”

			“So Lotus Flower,” Lauren said, a smile forming on her face for the first time that day. That wasn’t true. When she’d gotten the text about tonight’s video gab hour, she’d smiled.

			“Lotus Flower. Eleven-thirty? Beat the rush?”

			“I’ll see you there,” Lauren said. Most people would end the call there, but Lauren knew Joy, and she wasn’t ready to get off the line yet.

			“You’re okay?”

			“I’m okay,” Lauren whispered. “I just…maybe I should have Cass find me a house somewhere on the Eastern Seaboard.” A single sob flew up her throat, and she held the phone as far from her as she could while it came out. It hurt more than just physically, and she heard Joy’s tinny voice saying something, but Lauren couldn’t comprehend it.

			The moment passed, and she opened her eyes as she brought the phone back to her ear.

			“Are you there?” Joy asked.

			“Yes,” Lauren said, her voice strong and unwavering now. She’d done this in meetings too. Thrown up in the bathroom before presenting to the entire board of marketing execs at Camping World. Turned around three times on the way to the office the morning of her introduction to the CEO at Campbell’s Soup.

			No big deal. She could sob in one moment and be perfectly calm in the next.

			“Lauren, I’m coming over.”

			“No,” Lauren said. “Joy, you don’t need to do that. I’m fine here.” Her cat wound between her legs, giving a rusty meow that said she’d seen some birds through the big back windows. She walked toward the door, and Chloe pawed at the bell. It didn’t ring, because Lauren had removed the part that bounced around inside and drove her nuts.

			Chloe ran out, her tail straight up, and Lauren left the door open. The wind blew, but not so much that the house would get cold. She’d installed a cat door, but Chloe was so finicky that she wouldn’t use it. Of course. Outside of her job, Lauren rarely had good ideas that others actually liked and implemented.

			“Are you still going to Hilton Head this weekend?”

			“Yes, of course,” Lauren said. She knew tomorrow would be better. She always felt better after a good sleep and a hard workout. Plus, she’d go back to work and get the praise she needed, and then the emptiness in her life wouldn’t matter so much.

			“You’re an amazing friend,” Joy said.

			Lauren laughed, the sound with little happiness. “Thank you, Joy. You’ve always been kind.”

			“We rarely see ourselves the way others do,” she said. “See you tomorrow, my lovely.”

			Lauren smiled at the way Joy always said goodbye, because her words did make her feel more lovely than she had a few moments ago.

			She left her phone on the counter and went outside with Chloe. She didn’t want to talk to anyone else, and she’d fall down dead if Bea didn’t call. She sank onto the top step of her deck and sighed. Part of her wished she’d brought out her phone so she could contemplate swiping through the dating app just to see if anyone new had moved to town.

			The other part of her was so glad she’d left her phone inside. A couple of new men had started at her firm, and she shook her head. Tobias was probably twenty-six years old tops, and a seventeen-year age gap made her uncomfortable.

			She pushed the idea of how to find a boyfriend from her mind—and just in time too, as a pair of robins screeched at Chloe and divebombed toward the gray cat. Lauren jumped to her feet, not too keen on getting her eyes poked out, but she wouldn’t let anything hurt Chloe. As much as the cat annoyed her sometimes, she didn’t want to be alone at night.

			“Hey,” she said just as Oscar, her second, much more reclusive cat came streaking past her. He yowled at the birds and jumped off the deck like a ninja-cat in Chloe’s defense, and Lauren wondered where in the world he’d come from. He liked to lurk under furniture and beds, or peer out at the house from the top of a bookshelf or the grandfather clock Lauren had inherited from her grandparents when they’d moved out of the house where she now lived.

			The robins chitter-chatted angrily, but they lifted into the air without claw or beak touching Chloe. She came back to Lauren and curled into her side, where she slept at night too. Oscar disappeared into the hedge, and Lauren might see him sneak onto the top of her dresser once she’d brushed her teeth and peeled back her comforter.

			“You’re okay,” she told Chloe, and she meant it as much for the feline as she did herself. “Tomorrow will be better. Just don’t provoke those robins.” And she wouldn’t poke at her loneliness or worry too much about what she didn’t have.

			In fact, she took a page from Bea herself and went back into the house to make a list of all the amazing things she had in her life so she wouldn’t focus on the few things that were less than stellar.

			[image: scene break]

			“I’m running late,” Lauren said the next day, her phone stuck to her ear. Her elbow ached from being in this position for the past hour. “I’m just leaving, so I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

			“It’s okay,” Joy said. “I have a table, and they know you’re coming.”

			“I’m sorry, Joy,” Lauren said, meaning it. She waved off her assistant and jabbed at the elevator button that would get her out of the building. Finally. “I’m getting in the elevator.” The call ended before she lost service, and she drove across town to Lotus Flower, the lunchtime traffic growing heavier the closer to downtown Sweet Water Falls she got.

			She ended up parking in the grocery store lot and walking just to get there faster. She’d put in three miles on the trail outside her house that morning, and Lauren did love the freedom the outdoors provided for her. The Texas sky had always cleared her head in a way nothing else could, her friends included.

			“Today’s about Joy,” she told herself as she entered Lotus Flower, the familiar scent of sesame oil mixing with rose water meeting her nose. It took a few breaths to feel like she wasn’t breathing in the wrong thing, during which she caught sight of Joy in a corner booth. She nodded to her and gestured to the hostess, who was helping someone else.

			She joined Joy with a sigh and another, “I’m sorry.”

			“It’s fine,” she said. “I ordered the pork potstickers.” She slid the half-eaten plate of them closer to Lauren, who didn’t hesitate to pick up the closest one.

			“I’m starving.”

			“You skipped breakfast, didn’t you?”

			“The extra twenty minutes of sleep was amazing,” Lauren said as she dunked her potsticker in the bowl of sauce.

			Joy smiled and lifted her hand. A waiter came right over, and Joy put in her order. Lauren didn’t need a menu, and she simply said, “Same as her, but with white rice.” Joy was forever eating brown rice, wheat bread, whole grains, all of that. Lauren admired her for her zeal and commitment to healthier eating, and she reached over and covered Joy’s hands with hers.

			“Tell me about Wendell.”

			Joy kept her head down, her eyes on Lauren’s hands. She turned hers over and put her fingers between Lauren’s. “He moved out. We decided to try a few months apart while we continue the counseling.”

			Separated. Lauren had seen other people do that, and they rarely came back together. She didn’t know what to say. Should she console Joy? Or was this what she wanted? She couldn’t tell if she was happy or sad. She supposed neither, as this didn’t seem like a winning situation no matter how it got sliced.

			“How are you feeling?” she asked.

			“You know, I’ve been trying to figure that out for a few days,” she said, finally looking up. “He moved out while I was at the Supper Club last week.”

			“Joy, that was almost a week ago.” She stared at her friend, sure she hadn’t been dealing with this alone that long. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

			“I just did,” Joy said. “When I felt like I could.”

			“So we’re upset about this,” Lauren said.

			“On some level, yes,” Joy said. “But it’s much easier at home now. I don’t have to walk on pins and needles all the time, so I’m more comfortable in the evenings. I hate saying that, and maybe that means Wen and I should just call it quits. He says he’s happier in the cheap apartment he got in Short Tail.” She exhaled and reached for her water. “So I don’t know.”

			Lauren thought about what she’d said. She didn’t like going home alone, and here Joy sat, saying how much easier it was to go home alone. “Come over to my house tonight,” she said. “Chloe misses you, and we can sit on the back deck while she torments the robins. Then Oscar will come out and do this flying stunt.” She grinned at Joy and slid her hands back to her side of the table. “It’s pretty amazing to watch.”

			Joy smiled back, though her bright blue eyes held tears. “Thank you, Lauren.”

			“Of course.”

			“Now.” Joy took a deep breath. “How are we going to get you a boyfriend?”

			“Oh, I’m over that,” Lauren said, swallowing the lie. “I don’t want to get all riled up about it again.” She picked up another potsticker and had just stuffed the whole thing in her mouth when someone said her name.

			A male someone.

			She looked up, a gorgeous man there with a head full of dark hair, plus a full beard, and a pair of deep blue eyes a woman wouldn’t forget in her lifetime. She tried to speak, chew, and swallow at the same time, and that didn’t go well. She choked, which only added to the problem, and she ended up smiling and chewing as fast as she could as Nash Hale laughed and said, “Don’t rush, Lauren. I shouldn’t have done that.”

			He looked over to Joy. “I’m Nash Hale.”

			“Joy Bartlett.” They shook hands over the table, and Lauren finally got the potsticker all the way down. She slid out of the booth, managed a laugh, and then she hugged Nash.

			They laughed together, and he held onto her shoulders as he pulled back. “You look great.” Something shimmered in his eyes, and warmth doused Lauren from head to toe.

			“Thank you,” she said, her smile wide and real. “What are you doing back in town?”

			“I just started a branch here,” he said, letting his hands fall back to his sides. “We just opened last week.”

			“That’s amazing,” Lauren said, moving back a step and tucking her hair behind her ear.

			“Do you have the same number?” he asked just as someone called his name.

			Nash’s attention got divided, and he looked over his shoulder and then back to Lauren. “Same number,” she said.

			“Great,” he said, stepping away. “Can I call you later? Catch you up?”

			“Yes, okay,” she said, giggling. She sucked that back in, hoping Nash had been far enough away not to hear it. She sank back into the booth, watching Nash meet up with other men dressed in slacks and white shirts, the top button undone and no tie. Very business sexy.

			She took a long drink, the silence from Joy saying more than she could’ve said had she opened her mouth. Lauren finally looked at her, and Joy cocked her eyebrows. “Nash Hale?”

			“You remember him,” Lauren said, her voice almost a croak.

			“Of course I remember him,” Joy said, eyeing the direction Nash had gone. “You two dated for a year. The real question is, why didn’t he remember me?”

			Lauren looked at Joy, hearing what she didn’t say. Nash Hale had always been a little self-centered. More than a little, she thought. At the same time, if he called her, she’d probably answer.

			“Anyway,” Joy shook her head in tight bursts. “Let’s talk about what you’re going to do this weekend with Bea.”

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			Chapter

			Eight

			The following morning, Bea returned from her walk on the beach, sighing as she stepped into the cooler cottage. The clock barely read half past ten, so no, she hadn’t gotten up at the crack of dawn. She’d actually liked lying in bed on her phone for an hour or so, then slowly making coffee, checking email, and texting with her youngest son.

			Then a walk sounded good, and while she hadn’t gotten lost, she had worked up a good sweat. The air conditioning would cool her, and then she’d figure out how to text Grant and ask him about lunch or dinner.

			“You could just ask for a recommendation for lunch,” she said, closing the cottage door behind her. She turned to face the house, sensing something was…off. No one jumped out at her. Her spotted purse sat on the coffee table, undisturbed. Everything waited exactly as she’d left it, with an eerie silence and stillness she couldn’t explain.

			In that moment, she realized what the issue was. Everything waited in complete silence and stillness. No air blew. No air conditioner hummed, and since she’d been here for over a day now, she knew the AC pumped day and night.

			Grant had said Hilton Head was in a heat spell right now, and as she hailed from Texas, she knew all about those. The air conditioner should be running.

			She smiled to herself and then looked up at the ceiling. “Is this some sort of sign?” She hadn’t even had to sabotage something, as Sage had suggested. She’d mentioned the dishwasher, and in all honesty, Bea would prefer that appliance go on the fritz than the air conditioner. So maybe this wasn’t a blessing from above.

			She moved further into the house, which still held a bit of leftover cool air. Cooler than outside anyway. She hadn’t seen the air conditioner in the utility closet, and she stopped in front of the thermostat, which sat mounted on the wall in the kitchen, right in the middle of the house.

			It was set at seventy-one, and it read seventy-four in the house. Not a huge difference right now, at ten-thirty in the morning. By this afternoon, however, Bea didn’t even want to think about how hot it would be in here. The house itself would become like an oven, trapping in all the heat and humidity.

			She tugged her phone free of the side pocket in her leggings and dialed Grant. He didn’t answer, and the call didn’t go to voicemail. So he’d swept her call away. Bea swallowed, trying to make sense of the sudden sting in her throat.

			She hadn’t even known she could feel this way, especially with someone she’d just met. She turned back toward the front door, wondering if she should call him again or simply send a text. She hadn’t had the chance to leave a voicemail, or she’d have done that.

			“Yeah, in a fun, flirty tone,” she muttered. Now, should she encounter his voicemail, she’d be business-like and demand he come fix the air conditioner.

			Her phone buzzed, and Grant’s name sat there. Talking to Shelby. Call you back in a minute.

			Relief painted over the spreading betrayal in her chest, and she once again marveled at how quickly her emotions could spiral out of control and then get reined back in. Of course Grant shouldn’t interrupt his call with his daughter for her. He’d said he hadn’t seen her for months, but they talked often.

			Bea wasn’t sure if she should open the windows now and let in some of the beachy breeze or maintain the air conditioning for a little longer. Next on her list for today was to somehow get a date with Grant, and all of her friends back home would be expecting an update.

			She half-hated she’d told them all about him, and half-loved that she had their support. She’d never envisioned herself entering the dating game again, but she did find herself feeling things for Grant Turner that spoke of romance.

			She quickly thumbed out a response for him, saying, When you can, you might want to come by. I hate to be the bearer of more bad news, but I think the AC is out.

			Bea didn’t know how to include a lunch invitation to that, and such things were so much easier in person or on the phone anyway. She could judge hesitation then, read the interest or inflection in his voice, and organize personal things and business things separately.

			You’re kidding, Grant texted. I’m on my way.

			Bea grinned, a certain measure of giddiness romping through her. It’s almost lunchtime, she said. I might run out and get something, so if I’m not here when you come by, I’ll be back.

			That opened the door, and she sank onto the couch, in no hurry to actually leave. “Let’s see what he says now,” she mused. She hadn’t lied. She’d said she might run out and get something, and if he showed up and she hadn’t, she could then say she didn’t know where to go.

			Wait for me, Grant said. They’re having a lunch sampler at this amazing Greek restaurant I think you’ll like, and I got tickets.

			Bea laughed, her heart feeling lighter than it had in months. Over a year. The smile on her face felt normal and natural, and not like she was keeping it there when it wanted to flee. If anything, she told herself to stop smiling like a fool, and she couldn’t.

			Okay, she sent to Grant. I do like Greek food.

			She thought about sending the news of her success to her friends, but she decided against it. She wanted to hold onto this private feeling of excitement and satisfaction that she’d managed to get another date with Grant for a little longer. The idea of a secret made everything juicier, and she didn’t have to spill the beans the moment she picked them up.

			She also didn’t want to make Lauren feel any worse than she already had. Cass had spent a good fifteen minutes ranting via text last night after the video chat about how Lauren had no right to rain on Bea’s parade. She should suck it up and be supportive. They’d all done it for her with every promotion she’d received over the years. On and on.

			Bea had let Cass get it all out, and then she’d said she understood why Lauren had disappeared for a while, then gotten off the call early. No one actually believed she’d lost her Internet. The woman worked with huge global companies, and she paid for the best Internet service in Texas.

			Joy had texted Bea privately to say she and Lauren were going to lunch today, but they wouldn’t have gone yet, what with the time being an hour behind in Texas. Bea wouldn’t ask about it either. Joy and Lauren could definitely go to lunch together and expect that what they spoke about wouldn’t be shared.

			Bea had run everything by Bessie in bed that morning, and she’d assured Bea that she hadn’t done anything wrong. Lauren would struggle with anyone dating right now, not just Bea, because she wanted to be in a relationship so badly. It was understandable, and where Cass had been brash and irritated with Lauren, Bessie had shown kindness and compassion.

			She’d texted Lauren a simple apology and gotten no reply, not that she’d expected one. Lauren was so strong and so capable in so many areas of her life. Bea closed her eyes and sent up a prayer that her friend could find the happiness she wanted.

			When she opened her eyes again, it was because of loud knocking on the front door. “Bea?” Grant called, and Bea realized she’d actually dozed off.

			“Wow,” she muttered. “This heat must be getting to me.”

			The front door opened as she stood from the couch. Grant poked his head into the house. “Bea? Oh, there you are.”

			“Come in,” she said.

			He did, his frown appearing and deepening as he did. “You’re right. The air’s off in here.”

			“Yeah.” She ran her hands through her hair, getting a momentary shock over its length. The style was still so new, she’d forgotten she didn’t have any hair to push back. Having Grant in the house brought a new kind of electricity she didn’t quite know how to hold. One couldn’t contain such a strong current anyway, but Bea really wanted to try.

			Let him handle the air conditioner first, she told herself as he went through the house and out the back door. She followed him at a safe distance, still getting plenty of musky, male notes of his cologne.

			Bea honestly felt like a twenty-year-old meeting the man of her dreams for the first time. The racing pulse, the nervousness in her chest that reached up and clouded her thoughts. Her life had been a whirlwind of fun when she’d first started dating Nort. New places, different friends, a world of possibilities opening before her.

			She felt the exact same way now, after a couple of decades of normalcy, with predictable—code for boring—days, generic conversations, and stale kisses. Her children had brought a new challenge every single day, but her romantic relationship had chilled quietly on the back shelf while the kids grew and then moved on.

			She hadn’t realized Nort had done the same, and she wondered as she watched Grant kneel in front of the air compressor at the back of the house if anything would’ve been different if she had paid attention to how unromantic their relationship had become.

			Maybe he wouldn’t have cheated on you with his secretary, she thought. The oldest situation in all the books and movies she’d watched her whole life had happened to her. She’d never given any thought to how the women in those fictional stories must’ve felt—until she had to deal with the crushing reality herself.

			And crush it did. Hopes, dreams, plans, lists.

			But she had a new list now, and while she’d only been on Hilton Head Island for just over a day, she felt wildly behind in accomplishing the items her friends had starred for her.

			Visit the beach and listen to the ocean.

			Fly a kite you don’t think you can control.

			She’d listened to the ocean this morning, and the waves whispered things like, Choose to be happy, and Let yourself breathe again.

			Not only that, but she sure had felt like she could fall in love again that morning, with the sunshine bathing her and her thoughts rumbling around how to text Grant and get another meal with him.

			She had plans to visit a kite shop later that day, actually, and also on her list today was to ask Grant a very important question.

			“I hope I didn’t cut your call short with Shelby,” she said.

			He looked over to her as if he’d forgotten she stood there, his frustrated expression softening instantly. “Nope,” he said. “We had just finished when your text came in.”

			Bea nodded and folded her arms across herself. “Is it bad?”

			“I’m going to call my guy,” he said, straightening and stepping back from the compressor. “Two minutes, okay?” He walked toward her, his smile appearing and crinkling along the edges of those gorgeous eyes.

			She returned the gesture and nodded. “I’m not starving or anything.”

			“Clinton, hi,” Grant said as he went past her, his voice nothing like how he’d spoken to her. Her smile lingered, turning into one that knew more than it should. He spoke differently to business acquaintances, and that meant she wasn’t just the woman staying in one of his rentals.

			She turned and watched him roll his neck side to side as he listened to whatever Clinton had to say.

			“Fine,” he said. “I want a call as soon as you look at it.” He hung up, his shoulders falling. They lifted as he turned, but he couldn’t erase the discontent there before she saw it.

			“He can’t come today,” she supplied for him.

			“He can,” he said. “But not until after work, and that’s not until five-thirty.”

			Bea looked across the yard, her mind buzzing. “I was going to go to the kite shop this afternoon and get a kite. I can just spend the day on the beach.”

			Grant approached, and she let him move all the way in front of her before she looked at him. “I’ll comp you a night,” he said. “And if you want a hotel, I can get you one of those for tonight too. If he can’t fix it, you’ll want that.”

			“It’ll be fine,” she said, not wanting to cause any trouble. Or pack up her unpacked things for one night. “I’ll open the windows.”

			“Bea,” he said, giving her a you can’t stay here without AC, silly look. “I’ll get you a room right now.” He tapped and lifted his phone back to his ear. “Or you can stay in one of my unoccupied rentals.” His eyebrows went up as if he’d just thought of that. “Which would you prefer?”

			“The rental,” she said. “If it’s as clean as this one was.”

			He lowered the phone and hung up, a new gleam in his eye that spoke of a little boy who’d once kept a snake in his closet so his parents wouldn’t know he’d found it. Mischief. Bea had raised two sons, and she knew the look. “I know just the place.”

			“It better be nice,” she said.

			“It is nice.” He looked up at her, that charming smile she’d only seen him give to her on his face. “First you’re too cold here, now you’re too hot. You seem like a hard woman to please.”

			Bea laughed with him, glad he’d initiated the first true flirting experience. “I have no defense,” she said dryly. “I want a hot shower and a cold room in the summer.”

			“It’s mid-April,” he said, stowing his phone in his front pocket. With his hands empty, Bea looked at them, imagining how hers would fit there.

			She slid her fingers along his forearm, then his wrist, and finally into his. All his laughter dried up on the first touch, and she let the sparks and pops fizz through her while their fingers intertwined and finally settled.

			Only then did she raise her eyes to his. A new emotion sat in the deeper, darkest part of his eyes, and since Bea wasn’t a twenty-year-old and meeting a man she really liked for the first time, she recognized it for what it was.

			Desire.

			“I think you said something about Greek food?” she prompted, her voice about half the volume it had been a moment ago.

			“Yeah,” he said, the word really made of half of his voice and the other half a growl. He cleared his throat, and his voice sailed smoothly on, “It doesn’t start until eleven-thirty, so we’ve got a few minutes. It goes until two.”

			She nodded, loathe to release his hand quite yet. But she did, forcing herself to pull her fingers away from his bit by bit. He let her too, and Bea wasn’t sure how to feel about that. “You probably have work to get back to,” she said. “We can go to the sampler when you’re ready.”

			Grant looked torn for half a moment, and then he said, “Nope. I don’t have anything on my list today that can’t wait.” He took her hand this time, and Bea ducked her head to hide her smile, though she wasn’t sure why. She’d just revealed her whole game plan by holding his hand out of the blue. “Do you want to take a walk on the beach?’

			“I already did,” she said. “But I’d go again.”

			“Or we can go to the kite shop now. Or you can go pack your bag, and I’ll give you the address for the new place, and you can get settled over there. Then we’ll go to lunch.”

			She eyed the back steps leading down from the deck. “Or we could sit right here in the shade and talk.” Bea took a few steps, and Grant came with her. She sighed almost in tandem with him as she sat, and their eyes met.

			He chuckled and she joined in, thrilled when he claimed her hand once more and settled their joined hands on his knee. “Shelby’s going to stay with me for the summer,” he said. “She’ll be here at the end of May, before Memorial Day weekend. Only six more weeks.”

			“That’s amazing,” Bea said, her thoughts winding to her own daughter. “I’m going to Austin to watch my daughter—she’s my oldest—do her last performance before her graduation. Then there’s that, and then I’m staying for a while to help her go through some wedding plans.”

			“Oh, when is she getting married?”

			“December twenty-seventh,” she said, the one piece of Meredith’s wedding she knew. “They’ve had that date on the calendar for a while.” She didn’t mean for her voice to sound wistful, but it certainly did. “That’s the day they met, two years ago now.” She smiled softly, the kind of smile that wasn’t built of happiness, but of fond memories and old times that seemed so good.

			Grant’s hand in hers tightened, and he asked, “What are you doing tonight?” at the same time she asked, “Will you help me find some historical sites to visit?”

			Bea’s words went longer than his, and it took her brain an extra moment to comprehend what he’d asked. Her emotions went into a frenzy, making everything buzz, and she gave the breeze a moment to babble between them before she said, “I hope I’m going to dinner with you tonight.”

			He smiled as he gazed out over the back lawn that did have more dead patches than green ones. “I hope so too. Guess I better come up with a plan.”

			“I do like plans,” Bea admitted, a new level of joy entering her system that she hadn’t experienced for a while. A completely new vein on the romantic front, which reawakened part of her heart which had long been dry and barren.

			“I can definitely help you find some historical sites around the island,” he said.

			“Okay,” she said like it was no big deal. “Cass said there’s some Civil War stuff here, and I love history.”

			Grant looked at her again, that edge still deep in his expression. He’d covered over it with interest, and he said, “Really? I wouldn’t have guessed that about you.”

			“Sure,” she said. “Museums, historical sites, plaques. I like it all. In fact, I put visit ten National Parks on my love list.”

			Confusion crossed his face. “Your love list?”

			Embarrassment heated Bea now, and along with the sun and the humidity, she certainly didn’t need it. “Uh, yeah,” she said, hoping that would be it. She really didn’t want to explain more of her craziness right now.

			Grant let a few seconds of silence pass, just enough to give her a false sense of hope that he wouldn’t ask. Then he slid his hand out of hers and asked, “Care to tell me what a love list is?”
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			Chapter

			Nine

			Grant didn’t like putting distance between him and Bea, emotionally or physically. His fingers practically ached to cradle hers again. But he would not be part of someone’s list of things to do while they visited the island. He’d dealt with thousands of tourists in his life, and he mentally berated himself for holding Bea’s hand at all.

			She wasn’t a permanent resident of the island, and she definitely had no intention of becoming one. She’d told him where she was going after this, and it sounded like she’d be gone for a couple of weeks at least. That put her away from her home in Texas for almost a month, and she wouldn’t want to come back here.

			He wasn’t going to ask her to come back here. He was not, though the idea still percolated in his mind the way his strong coffee did in the morning. He once again reminded himself that he’d known the woman for barely over twenty-four hours, and while he’d been known to fall in love quickly in the past, it was with foods or pets. Not a woman.

			Bea didn’t immediately laugh or brush off whatever a love list was, and he disliked the silence between them more than the absence of her hand in his. He suddenly wanted to leave the beach cottage. Even a drive over to the kite shop should slice through this new tension.

			“It’s just a list I made for myself,” she finally said, her voice barely louder than his heartbeat. “When Nort left and filed for divorce, I started thinking about my life. Really thinking, you know?”

			He detected the earnestness in her tone and turned to give her his full attention. “Yeah, I think I’ve had a moment or two like that in my life.”

			“I had fourteen months,” she said, her eyes firing hope and anxiety at him. “I put things on the list I wanted to do. Things I wanted to see. Things that seem easy, but for me, they’re not.”

			“What’s one of those?” he asked.

			“Cut my hair,” she said, reaching up to touch it. Alarm registered in her expression for a moment, and then it fled. “I’ve always had long hair. Always. That’s what Nort liked, and I wanted something different. I was different, and I needed something…different.”

			Grant nodded, though he didn’t truly understand. His ex-wife hadn’t changed anything but her address after they’d gotten divorced. “I like the short hair,” he said. “For what it’s worth.” He liked that she could sweep it up or leave it down, and that every day would be different and yet amazing. He liked the way it revealed the slender, kissable quality of her neck and ears.

			He’d given up trying to push away the thoughts he had about kissing Bea. They just came back anyway, and he’d been entertaining them for a couple of hours until his daughter had called. And see? Back, just like that.

			“Thank you,” she murmured.

			“Is the kite part of your love list?”

			“Yes,” she said. “I’ve always been a little bit afraid of kites. My father worried us kids—I have a sister and a brother—to death. Well, me at least.” She studied her hands, one of them running her fingertips along the other. “I was terrified I wouldn’t be able to control it, and it would go crashing into the power lines. Then I’d be electrocuted. Or it would get away from me, and I’d have to chase it through miles and miles of fields.” She looked at him then, a hint of laughter back in her face. “And then I’d be lost, because we both know about my directional challenges now.”

			He returned her smile and tugged her hand back over to his.

			“I worried I wouldn’t be able to get the kite in the air, because Daddy had such strict rules for how we had to do it. Then I feared it would tangle with my brother’s string if I stood too close, that I’d crash it to the ground and break it. All of those things would upset someone, and it became easier just not to go when my daddy took us kids out to fly kites.” She shook her head and hummed, a faraway look in her eyes that told him she could see herself as a child, afraid of her daddy and of flying kites.

			“Yeah, I have a lot of anxieties around kites, and I put on my list to fly one I don’t think I can control.”

			Grant liked listening to her talk, and he wanted to get her the biggest, most beautiful kite in the shop and let her fly it. Then she’d see she was capable of anything. Then maybe she’d see herself the way he did. Strong, sexy, sincere.

			“I think that’s great,” he said. “Let’s go get you a kite.” He stood and dusted off his shorts before offering his hand to help her up. “Can I come with you to fly it? I won’t get upset if you crash it or tangle up the strings.”

			She grinned up at him, definitely the most attractive woman he’d ever met, and his pulse yammered at him to make sure she knew he wanted her to come back to Hilton Head after she planned her daughter’s wedding.

			It’s not possible, his brain argued, but his heart would not be swayed.

			“I’d love it if you came with me,” she said. “That way, if I do have to chase the kite for a couple of miles, you can help me find my way back.” She giggled, put her hand in his, and joined him in a stand.

			Committed to spending the whole day with her, a blip of panic moved through Grant. He’d have to stay up late to get his emails answered and the contracts out, but as Bea ran inside to pack her bag, he told himself, “She’s worth it. Don’t blow this by saying too much, too soon. Just enjoy yourself.”

			He hoped he could do all of the above, because he’d really like to see if this relationship could become something more permanent even if Bea wasn’t on the island to stay…yet.
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			“You’ve got it,” he called, his head tilted back as he watched the huge, phoenix-shaped kite fly through the air. The flaming red color stood out against the perfectly blue sky, and Grant switched his gaze to the woman who’d done the same thing in his life.

			She’d stepped into it, full of color and laughter and showing him how very bland his life had become. How very gray. How very uninteresting. When one saw the blue sky every single day, though it was glorious and beautiful, it became…plain. He’d taken the sky for granted, the same way he’d just been going through the motions in his life

			Then came Bea, and everything was new and wonderful again. Simply getting up meant he might be able to talk to Bea. Every notification his phone bleeped could be her texting. It had almost killed him to swipe her call off instead of answering it, even for Shelby.

			He watched Bea as she backed up, pulling on each string in her hands. The bird swooped overhead; Grant knew because of the way the canvas-nylon blend of material whipped in the wind. And the way Bea laughed, her eyes glued to the kite in the sky.

			She brought a smile to his face as a door opened in his heart, one he’d thought he’d never unlock. He took a few slow steps toward her, wishing he hadn’t eaten so much tzatziki sauce on his falafel. That much garlic should never be on a man’s breath as he leaned in for a kiss.

			The fried falafel bites had been amazing, especially with half tzatziki and half creamy mustard sauce.

			He couldn’t believe the air conditioner in the beach cottage had gone out, as he hadn’t had any problems in that property in months. When he’d told Bea that, she’d simply hooked him with one lifted eyebrow and asked for the chicken gyro wrap.

			Even eating was more fun with Bea, and he’d been less frustrated about the issues at the property than he’d have otherwise been. She soothed some unknown wound inside him, and he really wanted to ask her to come back to the island after she went to Austin to help her daughter.

			“Look!” Bea yelled, and he did as she said. The phoenix soared and swooped, but what Grant saw was the joy on her face. He wished her father could see her like this, and he wished he could erase the past thirty-five years of Bea’s anxiety over kite-flying.

			Bea’s eyes met his, and a flash of panic in them. “I don’t know how to get it down.”

			“Start reeling it in,” he said easily. “Wind it up, and as it comes out of the current, it’ll float down.”

			She didn’t make a move to do that. “I can’t wind it up with one hand.” She shuffled her bare feet in the sand. “Help me.” Before he could protest, Bea shoved one of the lines of string into his hand, the handle a plastic blue grip that he almost dropped as an electric shock leaped from her fingers to his.

			With another hand free, she coiled the line around the plastic handle she held. Grant’s eyes went back to the kite as he started to do the same, hoping to match the speed at which Bea moved. Only moments later, the fabric flapped furiously, the same way Grant’s heartbeat did. The kite quieted then, swooping gently as it lost the help of the wind.

			It hit the sand only a few seconds later, about ten paces from where they stood. Grant smiled at it and then Bea. “No tangled lines. No running after the kite. You didn’t even get lifted up off your feet and blown out to sea.”

			With delight etched into every line on her face, she beamed at him and laughed. They continued winding up the string, each of them inching closer to the phoenix. “Did you have fun?” he asked.

			“So much fun,” she said, barely flicking him a glance. “I’m going to be out here every afternoon, flying this kite.”

			He finished with his line and handed the bundle of string wrapped around the handle. She met his eyes, and in the next moment, very much like how she’d burst into tears on Monday night, she threw her arms around him and hugged him tightly. “Thank you, Grant,” she whispered, her warm breath drifting across the bare skin on his neck.

			“You did it,” he said, holding her in his arms. He wished he had a birds-eye view of the beach right now and could see himself with this woman. Could see the bigger picture and what next Wednesday looked like, and the Wednesday after that.

			She pulled away; her hands wrapped around the back of his neck. Joy exuded from her eyes, her smile, the very pores of her skin. “What are we going to do now?”

			“Whatever you want,” Grant said easily. He swayed with her, the feel of her hip movement against his palms making him the luckiest man in the world in that moment. “The house’ll be hot, and we haven’t been to your new place yet.”

			“Let’s go to the new place,” she said. “Then maybe you can help me make a list for tomorrow, and—”

			“We’re going together, right?” He bent his head down as he brought her body closer to his. “I’m not just making you a list for tomorrow. We’re spending the day together.”

			She searched his face. “Can you spend the whole day with me, looking at historical sites?”

			“Sure,” he said easily. He’d give up sleep to be with this woman, and he could answer email any time of day or night. He could confirm reservations at ten o’clock tonight or four-thirty in the morning. “So I’ll make you a list of places I think you’ll like, and you can choose what you’re most interested in.”

			“I heard there are cannons here.”

			“There were,” he said. “The steam cannon. We can go see the remains of it.”

			She tucked herself closer to his chest. “I read online that it’s on private property.”

			“The Port Royal Plantation,” he said. “I know someone who works there. I can text him.”

			“You have a guy for everything, don’t you?” She beamed up at him again, her face much closer than it had been while she’d been flying the kite.

			“I’ve lived here for a long time,” he said, grinning back at her. He swallowed back the words, the ones which would ask her if she might want to live here too. It was far too early for such questions, even if he felt like he knew Bea well enough to kiss her.

			“All right.” Bea stepped out of his arms. “I need to see where I’m sleeping tonight.”

			“Let’s go,” he said, his nerves swelling as he got reminded that he had one cottage without air conditioning and the place he had for Bea to sleep that night stood a stone’s throw from where he lived. What would she think of that?

			He was about to find out.
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			Chapter

			Ten

			Bea walked through what she could only describe as a bungalow. It was a step down in size from the cottage, but the air conditioning pumped hard, and she paused in the bedroom, breathing in the coolness as Grant said behind her, “It’s not bad, right?”

			She turned and faced him. He hadn’t come with her down the short hallway to the bedroom, which took up the back of the house while the living room and kitchen took up the front. A bathroom connected them, along with that locked owner’s closet.

			A smile formed in her soul, and it vibrated through her physical body as it made its way to her face. “Not bad at all,” she said.

			“Your friend isn’t coming until Friday, right?” he asked, pulling out his phone. “I should hear from Clinton soon.”

			Bea didn’t tell him that five-thirty sat two hours in the future. Instead, she returned to the kitchen and picked up her bag. “Lauren will be here Friday night, late, she said.”

			“You’ll be back on the beach by then,” he promised.

			“If not, she can sleep on the couch for a night,” Bea said, a new prancing emotion stealing through her. “I’ll be right back.”

			His phone had swallowed his attention again, and Bea walked away from him. She tossed her bag on the bed and then ducked into the bathroom. One look at her face showed her how flushed and how smiley she still was. It had been hot on the beach and flying that kite had been a real rush.

			So had standing in Grant’s arms, hugging him, and thinking about how it would feel to kiss him. Fear crept through her again, stronger this time. She hadn’t kissed another man besides Nort in over twenty-five years. She’d never wanted to, never been tempted to.

			Grant wasn’t like her ex-husband in any way, and yet the attraction between them crackled like a raging bonfire, with the wood snapping and the smoke filling the sky.

			Bea washed her hands and told herself not to over-analyze. She didn’t need to make a list of the things she felt when she spent time with Grant. She knew he liked her, and she liked him. As she reached for the professional, if a tad clinical, white towel to dry her hands, her mind raced ahead a week.

			She’d told Grant about her plans to go to Austin to see Meredith perform and graduate. Then the wedding planning. There had been zero talk of what she’d do or where she’d go after that. Inside the crazy, irrational part of her mind—the part that whispered to her when she woke up in the middle of the night and couldn’t go back to sleep—she’d started to think she could come back here.

			Back to Hilton Head Island. Back to the beach. Back to Grant.

			As she replaced the towel on the hook, she told herself she wanted to come back here because the mornings held such tranquility and peace. The sun shone brightly, sure, just like Texas, but the air held more possibilities. The wind blew harder, cooling her right when she needed it to.

			Her phone chimed out a series of notifications in quick succession, and Bea picked it up from the countertop. Both Grant’s and Curtis’s names sat there, and her smile flew back into place.

			She navigated to her son’s texts first, as her youngest rarely called. He much preferred texting, and if she could get him talking, he could text in a fast and furious frenzy.

			Weekly update, Curtis had said. Things at Baylor are still happening. Finals in 2 weeks. I think I’m gonna pass all my classes.

			She smiled at that one, because Curtis was an extremely bright boy. He simply didn’t like some aspects of organized education. He disliked group work with an intensity that still surprised Bea, and in high school—and probably this first year of college—he’d actually calculated what grade he’d get if he did or didn’t do assignments.

			He was satisfied with Bs when he held A-intellect in his head, and on a lot of levels, Bea didn’t understand that. She’d always wanted to do the best she could do, even if she didn’t like the assignment.

			But the Lord had a way of giving people the exact children they needed in order to learn and grow, and Bea had learned to work with Curtis’s personality. Just as she’d cultivated Meredith’s love of the piano, she’d helped Curtis do good work on what he chose to do, and then in that last year of high school, she’d showed him that he really could get into Baylor if he got a few As over Bs, and did better on his SAT.

			He’d done both, because he sometimes just needed a goal to see, instead of just her or Nort teasing him for being the smartest B-student they knew.

			Good news, she sent back to him, and she’d no sooner hit send before another text from him came in.

			I think I’m going to stay here for the summer, Mama. How do you feel about that?

			Her stomach swooped in response to that. She’d been on Hilton Head for two days, and she’d forgotten that Curtis would be coming home after the semester ended. She wouldn’t be able to come back here after helping Meredith with the wedding plans.

			“Except now he’s not coming home,” she told herself, her voice echoing strangely in the bathroom. She looked up, trying to riddle through how she felt about that.

			Why? she asked. Delivering pizzas is amazing money?

			A picture started to load, but it didn’t come through clearly before Curtis’s next text. I met a girl, and we’ve been hanging out.

			“Dating,” she corrected him from a thousand miles away. Curtis had never wanted to use the term “dating.” Never ever. He always “hung out” with the girls he liked, and when he started kissing them, he still insisted things weren’t that serious. With his laid-back personality, Bea had learned that kissing for him wasn’t serious.

			It was for her, and another flutter of nerves hit her stomach.

			And yes, actually, Curtis said next. They begged me to stay at Rippers, because they need drivers bad right now. I got a raise and everything.

			That’s great, Bea sent him. You can keep your apartment? He had a private room in a house close to campus, where three other young men like him lived.

			The picture popped up, and her handsome, towheaded son grinned back at her, his arm slung around a pretty brunette with an equally bright smile on her face. They both had such a good air about them that Bea couldn’t help returning their gesture.

			She’s gorgeous, she sent to Curtis. What’s her name?

			“Bea?” Grant called, and she flinched. She hadn’t exactly forgotten that he was there, but she didn’t need to be hiding out in the bathroom either. “You okay?”

			“Yes,” she called back, quickly tapping to get to his texts. He’d sent three, each with a different picture of her flying that phoenix kite. “Oh,” fell from her lips, because she loved seeing herself like that. Carefree, happy, wild, and yet so in control of that huge kite.

			She left the bathroom and stepped into the kitchen, where Grant looked up from his phone. “These are amazing,” she said, holding up her phone to show him the picture he’d sent. “I didn’t know you’d taken pictures.”

			“You were pretty focused on that kite.” He tucked his phone away, his eyes never leaving hers. Bea didn’t know where else to look, or even if she should look somewhere else. The moment turned charged—absolutely full of energy and power—and it drew her toward Grant like he held a ball of gravity in his hands.

			“Thank you,” she murmured, wishing she were brave enough to take his face in her hands and kiss him as part of her gratitude. But with that whisper of fear still flowing through her, she settled for moving into his personal space and embracing him.

			“It was a picture,” he said with a chuckle, his voice tender and soft and yet reaching right inside her chest and imprinting on her heart.

			“Yeah.” She stepped back, a new kind of happiness pouring into her heart now. “And I can send it to my friends, so they can see me achieving the things on my list.” She felt like rays must be flying from her face as she looked at him, and he kept laughing as he shook his head.

			“I just found out about a beach bonfire tomorrow night,” he said. “Would you be interested in going?”

			Bea fell back another step. “A beach bonfire? What’s that like?”

			“Well, it’s on the beach,” Grant said, clearly teasing her. “Right down from your cottage actually. Pirate’s Beach?”

			She didn’t know it, so she shook her head.

			“Anyway, it’s put on by a friend of mine. A local real estate agent. He invites his past customers and friends, feeds them, and then we roast marshmallows or Starburst, hang out, drink, whatever.” He shrugged one shoulder, and Bea wondered if this was the kind of “hanging out” Curtis did with the girls he met at Baylor.

			For a single moment, Bea wished she still had long hair so she could shake it over her shoulders. Instead, she made a strange bobble-headed move, and then wiped her fingers through her longer, fringier bangs. “What kind of food?” she asked, like the dinner menu alone would decide if she’d go out with him tomorrow night.

			“Oh, Ty’s a pro,” Grant said. “He always gets something catered. The invite said he’d booked Wild West Dinners. They do Dutch oven everything. Even the dessert is made over the fire in a Dutch oven.”

			She gave him what she hoped came across as a flirty smile. “How very Texan.”

			“I knew you’d love it,” he said, his hand sliding along her hip to her waist. “So is that a yes?” He leaned closer to her, almost like he’d kiss her cheek or earlobe. He did neither, just held there while the two of them breathed.

			“Yes,” she whispered. “That’s a yes.”

			“Great,” he said, pulling back. “Listen, I’m going to run home and get some work done. I’ll be back for dinner tonight? Six-thirty? Seven?”

			“Sure,” she said, not wanting him to go but also realizing he had a job to do. He’d spent most of the day with her already, and they had plans to be together all day tomorrow.

			“I made you a list of possibly historical sites we can visit tomorrow,” he said. “You can look them up and decide which ones you want to go to.”

			“Okay,” she said, falling back as her phone chimed again. Probably Curtis. She walked Grant to the door of the bungalow, and he stepped out first. She followed him. He didn’t head for his car but cut across the grass, walking to the right.

			“Oh,” he said, turning back to her and walking backward. “I live right here. So if you need anything, just come on over.” He gave her a half-salute, turned on his heel, and continued walking.

			“You live right next door?” she called after him, waves of surprise overcoming her.

			“Yep,” he said. “See you in a couple of hours, Bea.” With that, he reached his house and jogged up the steps. He waved from the porch of the slate-gray house and went right inside like his close proximity to where she would be sleeping that night was no big deal.

			Behind her, the air conditioner clunked on again, and Bea realized she’d been trying to cool the whole of South Carolina for an undetermined amount of time. She hurried back into the bungalow and closed the door.

			Another chirp from her phone reminded her she’d been in the middle of a conversation with her son, and she hastily pulled her phone out so she could distract herself from this new development in her life.
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			The following morning, Bea opened the door to check next door, hoping to see Grant rushing across the half-dry grass toward her. In her dreams, he’d brought two coffees, one for her, with him, as well as his smile, and a declaration of how amazing she looked that morning.

			She’d used a barrette to clip her hair to itself on the right side, a look she’d seen online yesterday afternoon while she should’ve been checking out the sites Grant had listed for her.

			He wasn’t coming, and a quick glance to the driveway in front of the bungalow confirmed that he’d moved his car. Of course he’d moved the car. They’d gone to dinner last night, and Bea had been safely returned to this bungalow, regretting the fact that she had to release Grant’s hand after such an amazing day.

			She’d consoled herself with the promise of today—another entire day spent with Grant—and several spoonfuls of mint chocolate chip ice cream. She’d been up late enough to get all the texts from her friends back home, but all she’d done was send them one of the pictures of her flying the phoenix on the beach.

			There had been much speculation about who had taken that picture of her, but Bea hadn’t confirmed or denied anything. She didn’t want to include five other women in her relationship with Grant, but her friends were important to her. They’d stood at her side through thick and thin, and she’d done her best to do the same for them.

			Before Grant could come outside and see her waiting for him, she ducked back into the bungalow and almost closed the door. She left it open a couple of inches and decided to text him. How’s it going at the cottage? Will the air conditioning be done today?

			He hadn’t heard from Clinton before their date last night, during it, or after. He’d told her he’d call that morning or head over to the cottage and get it worked out. Because his car didn’t sit in front of his house or the bungalow, she had to assume he’d gone to the cottage to do just that.

			He didn’t answer, and their departure time to go see where the steam-powered cannon had been housed on the island came and went. Irritation built beneath Bea’s tongue, and she was just about to call Grant when he called her.

			“Hey,” she said, a bit more snap to her voice than she intended.

			“Hey,” he said, clearly rushed and distracted at the same time. “I’m so sorry, Bea, but I can’t go to the cannon with you this morning.”

			“Oh, no,” she said. “Why not?”

			He sounded like he was jogging, but when Bea cocked her head to try to listen harder, all sound on his end of the line went silent. Her mind screamed at her, because her husband—ex-husband—had silenced his end of their phone calls when his mistress had been in the room with him. He’d always had to stay at work for something, or go into work early, or cancel their lunches because this huge client had something he had to get done.

			“I forgot I had four arrivals today,” he said, only his voice entering her ears. “Two of my housekeeping staff are out, and I have to get a couple of places ready by three o’clock.”

			“Oh.”

			“I can still do the beach bonfire tonight.”

			Bea didn’t know how to reason past the sting in her chest. She hated feeling this way, and the emotions inside her quickly spiraled as if she was finding out Nort was cheating on her—and had been for over a year—all over again.

			“Bea,” Grant said, just the right amount of sorrow in his voice. Such a perfect amount that Bea couldn’t stand to be on this call for another second. She was not going to be lied to, hoodwinked, and made a fool of again.

			Oh, no, she was not.
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			Chapter

			Eleven

			Grant wasn’t sure what was happening with Bea. She wasn’t speaking, and he couldn’t tell if she was still on the line or not. His phone hadn’t hung up, so he assumed so. “Bea?” he tried again, this time her name forming a question and not a plea.

			“All right,” Clinton said, and Grant turned back to the air compressor in the backyard of the beach cottage.

			He took a step, his phone beeping to let him know the call had just ended. Surprised, he pulled it away from his ear and looked at it. Sure enough, Bea wasn’t on the line anymore.

			A riot started in his ribs, and Grant’s first thought was to get in the car and get back over to Bea.

			“You just need some new cooling coils,” Clinton said, and Grant blinked away from the screen of his phone to look at his friend’s face. “I can get ‘em after my first job and get them in this afternoon.”

			“Thank you,” Grant said, seeing this problem resolve itself. He looked back at his phone, and he had no service. That was definitely a new problem, and Bea probably thought he’d hung up on her.

			He couldn’t believe he’d forgotten about the multiple arrivals this afternoon, nor the two with special requests. He always personally delivered those, and he’d known—he’d known—he’d need to be on the housekeeping crew well into the afternoon today.

			He’d given a couple of his crew this week off, as he wanted to maintain good morale for his housekeeping, and everyone deserved time away from their jobs. Him included, and he’d so been looking forward to today.

			Foolishness filled him, and he turned and walked with Clinton as they went around the house toward the front driveway. His bars returned, and he quickly tapped to call Bea again. She didn’t pick up, and Grant frowned at his device.

			They’d been getting along so well, even if he had only met her a few days ago. They’d laughed and talked all through dinner, and he’d parked in his own driveway and then held her hand as they half-wandered and half-sauntered next door to the bungalow. He’d thought about her right up until the moment he’d fallen asleep, and she’d been his first thought when the sun had come through the slats that morning.

			He’d thought about kissing her good-night last night, but Bea held something back from him, and Grant hadn’t dared to lean in only to be rejected. He told himself he still had six full days with the woman in town, and there was plenty of time to ask her if she felt the same strong feelings for him that he felt for her.

			Now, however, Grant felt like his time had been ruthlessly cut short.

			I’m sorry, he said. I’m stupid and didn’t look at my calendar. I can send you the info for the Port Royal Plantation, so you can still go.

			He signed some paperwork for Clinton and said he’d swing by the house later that day to make sure everything was working, and then he checked his phone again. No texts from Bea. No return call from her either. He did have a zillion other notifications—everything from his calendar reminding him of his upcoming arrivals, the arrow that told him he had messages on the website where people booked their vacation stays, and the icon for a couple of missed calls, both from his head housekeeper, Chelsea.

			Ignoring that, he tried Bea again, but she didn’t answer for a second time. She should’ve been ready to leave the bungalow twenty minutes ago, and she shouldn’t be in the shower or anything like that. No, she just didn’t want to talk to him. Message received, loud and clear.

			That message, nor the fact that he had two big rental properties to clean and prep that day, didn’t deter him from making the drive over to the bungalow. Her rental sat in the driveway, which meant she hadn’t left to do her day of historical sightseeing alone.

			He dashed toward the door as his phone rang. He wanted to take the device to the edge of the continent and chuck it as far as he could into the ocean. Chelsea’s name sat there again, and he had to answer.

			“Hey,” he said, breathing hard for how much running he’d done that day already. “I’m on my way, I swear.”

			“Okay. I was just double-checking.”

			He rapped on the bungalow’s door. “I just had that AC issue at the beach cottage and couldn’t answer your other calls.”

			“Oh, right,” she said. “I sent Tawny’s crew to the condos, and Les took Paige over to the duplex.”

			“Great.” He lifted his hand to knock again. Bea had said that she had a stubborn streak, and Grant had chuckled about it. He wasn’t doing any laughing now. This knock landed more like a pound, and he added, “I’ll meet you at the Langston place.”

			“I just got here,” she said. “I’ll start the laundry, and then head over to High Tower Street to do the same there.”

			“Yep, that’s perfect, Chelsea,” he said right as the door got whipped open. Bea stood there, anger shooting from her eyes like daggers. “Thank you.” He lowered the phone though his head housekeeper said something else. His heartbeat boomed through his body and up into his head.

			“Bea,” he said.

			“Is Chelsea your girlfriend?”

			Grant blinked. “What?”

			“I knew I should’ve asked you if you were seeing anyone.” She scoffed and shook her head. “You could’ve said something too, you know.”

			“I’m not seeing anyone,” he said, dumbfounded enough to fall back a step. “What are you talking about?”

			She folded her arms, and he noticed how classic and sophisticated she was. His ex-wife was more of the hippie variety, with beads in her hair year-round and one pair of shoes she wore until they had holes in the soles.

			He wasn’t sure why he’d thought a relationship between the two of them would work, especially now, looking at Bea. She was so much more the type of woman he was interested in, even right down to the intensity in her personality.

			Everything about Pearl had been c’est la vie, and the only reason they’d stayed married for a decade was because Grant hadn’t wanted to abandon his daughter.

			“You can tell me if you already have a girlfriend,” she said.

			“I don’t have a girlfriend,” Grant said, frowning. He raised his phone. “That was Chelsea, my housekeeping manager. I’m supposed to be at the house she’s cleaning right now, and I’m running late. That’s it.”

			Bea held her ground for another moment, and then she sagged into the doorjamb. “You’re not cheating on me.”

			“No,” Grant said, though he wondered if they had a relationship serious enough to be cheated upon. “Not at all. Not—why would you think that?”

			Bea dropped her gaze to the ground, and Grant found he knew the answer to his question. “Your ex-husband cheated on you.”

			She nodded and turned away.

			“Bea,” he said, following her into the bungalow. “Hey, I’m sorry.”

			She sniffled, and Grant didn’t want her to cry again. “It’s not your fault,” she said, keeping her back toward him. “He always had something at work keeping him from coming home. From meeting me for lunch or dinner. From ever having to spend time with me.”

			“That’s not what I’m doing,” Grant said as gently as he could. “It’s just…work—and me not being careful enough when checking the calendar. I looked at next week and didn’t see any appointments. That’s all.”

			There was so much more, and Grant wondered if now was the time to say them. “Bea.” He reached out and touched her arm. She turned toward him and practically fell into his arms. He grunted and then steadied her in his embrace. He wanted to tell her she could cry as much as she wanted with him. She was safe with him. He would never hurt her.

			He stroked one hand over her short hair while the other held her tightly against him, so many things firing inside him, from his hormones to a quiet voice telling him how nice it was to have such a close human connection. He didn’t get to hug many people, and this felt so nice on so many levels.

			“I want you to be my girlfriend,” he whispered. “No one else.”

			She pulled back and met his eye, questions in hers. He smiled something soft at her. “Yeah,” he said. “I like you, Bea Callahan. I think about kissing you, and I’ve been trying to find a way to tell you that I don’t want you to leave for Austin next week.”

			Still, she said nothing, and Grant chuckled to cover his nervousness and the awkwardness he’d brought into the bungalow. “I really do have to work. It’s not an excuse.” He leaned down and touched his forehead to hers, his eyes drifting closed. He breathed in deeply and took in the floral, sugary smell of her skin. “Are you going to go to the historical sites by yourself?”

			“No,” she whispered. “I was thinking…I was actually thinking we could try going together another day.”

			Grant opened his eyes, his smile widening as he put enough distance between them to see her clearly. “Because you like me too.”

			Bea’s shock registered on her face, and then it melted into acceptance. “Yes,” she said quietly.

			“So what are your plans for today?”

			“No plans,” she said, and no wonder she looked so lost. Bea loved making lists and accomplishing them. She’d admitted last night that sometimes she made lists of things she’d already done just so she could go check, check, check and cross everything off.

			An idea struck him. “How about you come clean houses with me today?” He moved further back and took both of her hands in his. “It’s not terribly romantic, but there is air conditioning, and we can have lunch, and still spend the day together. And I’m still all yours for the beach bonfire tonight if you still want to go to that.”

			With all he’d just said, he felt like he’d told her he was all hers for anything she wanted, not just the bonfire.

			Bea slid her hands up his arms and across his shoulders. “A cold shower, a hot house, and now you want me to clean your properties?” The level of teasing in her voice made every cell in Grant’s body sing.

			“That’s right,” he said, hoping and praying this misunderstanding would iron itself flat. “And tonight, we can dance on the beach.”

			“Oh, all right,” she said as if he’d really put a major kink in her life. “Let me get my purse.”

			Grant released her and watched her walk back toward the bedroom. He breathed out, wondering what temporary madness had made him say so much, so soon. Bea hadn’t seemed rattled by his confessions, and Grant actually felt lighter than he had since his divorce.

			He knew he let his imagination run wild sometimes, but he couldn’t help thinking that tonight, by the very romantic light of a bonfire, he could kiss the gorgeous Bea Callahan and really call her his.

			[image: scene break]

			The orange-golden glow of the fire met Grant’s eyes from the parking lot at Pirate’s Beach, which he’d been lucky to find a spot in. He and Bea hadn’t arrived on time, which meant they’d come before about half of the others who would eventually show up.

			“I’m starving,” Bea said. “I haven’t worked that hard in a long time.” Her eyes reflected some of the firelight as she looked at him.

			“I don’t believe that,” he said. “While we made those beds, you said you’d cleaned out every closet in your house once Curtis moved to school.”

			“Yes, well.” She unbuckled her seatbelt and opened her door. Grant followed her out onto the sand, easily taking her hand in his. She squeezed, and he released her fingers and slid his along her waist, wanting to be closer to her.

			“How is Curtis? You said you were talking to him yesterday.”

			“Good,” she said. “He’s met a woman named Grace.” She broadcasted a worried note in her tone, but Grant didn’t comment on it. Her youngest had graduated high school last year, and he suspected she found him too young to get serious with anyone and get married.

			“How old were you when you met Nort?” he asked, hoping he’d kept his voice light enough to be casual and not inquisitive.

			“Only nineteen,” she murmured. She drew in a long breath. “Too young, to be honest.”

			“Are you worried about Curtis?”

			“Yes,” she said. “He’s staying in Waco for the summer because of Grace. He mentioned his job, but he could get one at home.”

			Grant didn’t comment on how she called Texas home. He’d already put his thoughts into words about her returning to the island, and she hadn’t spoken to it specifically.

			“I had Meredith when I was twenty-one,” she said. “I do love being my children’s mother, but sometimes…” She let her sentence drift on the wind, and Grant didn’t want to fill in that silence for her. So many things could follow it, and he didn’t presume to know everything about Bea yet.

			They approached the bonfire before she spoke again, and when she did, she said, “You’ll have to tell me all about your ex-wife and how you met.”

			“Oh, that’s a boring story,” he said, fixing his smile to his face as his buddy turned toward him. Half of Ben’s face glowed with firelight, and the whole thing beamed with warmth at Grant and Bea.

			“Grant,” he said with a laugh. “You made it, brother.” He grabbed onto Grant and man-clapped him on the back, which left Bea standing a pace or two away, alone.

			Grant laughed as he returned the back-slap, and they grinned at one another. “How’s business?” he asked Ben. The scent of smoked meat and crisp, apple cobbler hung in the air, and the food at this shindig wouldn’t be cheap.

			Fire smoke lifted into the air, and the bonfire, which burned at least a dozen feet high, threw enough light around to be able to see everything. Of course, it wasn’t quite full dark yet, and Grant’s stomach also growled at the lateness of dinner.

			“Good,” Ben said. “I just sold that house over in South Beach.” His expression held a knowing twinkle, and Grant couldn’t even imagine what his commission was on a five million dollar house. Hilton Head boasted plenty of wealth, and Grant didn’t hurt for money. He also didn’t have quite the income potential as some of his friends.

			It had never bothered him, and it didn’t now. He fell back to Bea’s side and slipped his fingers between hers. “Ben, this is Bea Callahan. Bea, my friend, Benjamin Mureno.”

			Ben looked from Bea to Grant and back, his surprise obvious even in the fading daylight. “Okay,” he said, springing forward as he’d fallen into a bit of a standstill. “It’s great to meet you.”

			“You too,” Bea said, lifting onto her toes as Ben swept his lips across one of her cheeks and then the other. Severe jealousy coated Grant’s lungs, squeezing them tight and making breathing difficult. He kept his smile in place, and re-took Bea’s hand when she returned to his side.

			“Food’s done,” Ben said, clearing his throat. “Help yourselves. They’re setting up the bar now, and we’ll break out the roasters and marshmallows in a while.”

			“Good to see you,” Grant said, noticing that Ben didn’t ask him about his business. He rarely did, but Grant didn’t blame him. He’d been friends with Ben for a long time, and the relationship had always been about Ben, not Grant.

			“He’s nice,” Bea said as they moved toward the top of the bonfire. A few people mingled there, nothing in their hands to keep them occupied.

			“Yes,” Grant said. Several paces from the fire, the Dutch oven buffet had been set up, along with an array of tables. His shoes sank into the sand, and the urge to remove them became unbearable.

			“I’m going to take off my shoes,” he said, spotting the tower where others had already put theirs.

			“Good idea,” Bea said, and she joined him at a table, where they sat to remove their shoes. He took hers and put them inside his before putting them on a high shelf on the tower, and as the sand squished between his toes, he sighed.

			“Ready for dinner?” he asked upon his re-arrival at Bea’s side.

			“Beyond,” she said, gazing at the food. She made no move to get closer to it, pick up a plate, and start getting served by one of the three people behind the enormous Dutch ovens situated on the tables.

			“Grant,” she said, meeting his eye with the maturity of a woman who wasn’t nineteen anymore. She clearly had something to say, and as more people arrived and a roar of laughter lifted up from those lingering closer to the fire, he leaned closer to hear her. He marveled at how the world could feel so far away when so many eyes stood so close.

			His phone rang, the tone of his daughter, and his pulse jack-knifed through his body. If he’d been connected to a heart monitor, surely the nurses would be calling a Code Blue. “Hold that thought,” he said, his voice hoarse for a reason he couldn’t name. “This is Shelby.”

			“Go. Answer it.” Bea removed her hand from his and faced the fire. She took a couple of steps in that direction, giving him some privacy. Privacy he didn’t want, but he did swipe on the call from his thirteen-year-old, wondering how he was going to tell her that he’d met an amazing woman and had started to fall in love with her in only three days.

			His sister had texted earlier that day too, and Grant hadn’t answered. She’d likely interrupt his evening too, but he pushed Julie from his mind as he said, “Hey, buttercup. What’s up?”

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			Chapter

			Twelve

			Bea basked in the heat and light from the bonfire, trying to remember the last time she’d been barefoot on the beach. Not even during the few days she’d been here in Hilton Head had she gone shoeless on the beach.

			She also couldn’t recall a time when she’d come to the beach at night. Sweet Water Falls had a huge New Year’s Beach Bash, but she hadn’t attended for years. Her children did each year, but Nort disliked sand and dirt of all kinds, and he didn’t understand why anyone would go party on the beach until midnight on New Year’s Eve.

			On their last one together, he’d been asleep on the couch by eleven, and Bea had texted her children a Happy New Year! at midnight and gone to bed by twelve-oh-five.

			This year, she’d gone to a party at Sage’s house, as Sage threw some of the best bashes in town. There had been so much talking, and so much laughter, and so much noise, that Bea had already decided to spend this New Year’s Eve at home, with herself, her new puppy, and the ball-drop on TV.

			As she stood and watched the flickering flames change, morph, and reform into different shapes, each one without corporeal form, she wondered what the rest of this year would bring her. She loved fire, because it danced and cheered, the crackling like a lot of tiny hands clapping that she’d expanded her comfort zone and left the house after dark.

			She dug her bare toes in the sand, a feeling of such contentment manifesting itself. She wrapped her arms around herself, though it was anything but cold. She couldn’t make sense of why she felt so…at-home here. Texas had always been her home, and she couldn’t imagine not living there.

			Can’t you? she asked herself, and she looked over to where Grant tipped his head back and laughed. He’d said he liked her, and he hadn’t said he wanted her to return to Hilton Head after her trip to Austin, but it had been implied.

			Or maybe she’d only interpreted what he’d said to fit her own desires.

			He spoke on the phone, as changing and bright and cheery as the flames. She smiled at the sight of him, at the clear way he adored his daughter. She couldn’t imagine not seeing her younger children for almost a year, and she admired how dedicated he was about keeping in touch with Shelby.

			He finished his call, but immediately lifted the phone back to his ear, his demeanor different now. He stood about fifteen feet from her, and she couldn’t hear him over the crackling fire, the conversations nearby, and the roar of the ocean, but she knew he wasn’t talking to Shelby anymore.

			Grant turned toward her, and their eyes met. He rolled his in a good-natured way, and Bea guessed his sister had called. He took easy, slow steps toward her, the shape of his words finally making sound in her ears when he got closer.

			“…talk to you tomorrow, okay?” He arrived at Bea’s side, the hint of frustration in his eyes enough to confirm her suspicions about the caller. “Because it is a fire, Mother. I must go.”

			Bea’s eyebrows flew up. Mother? I must go? She’d never heard Grant speak like that. The man wore khaki shorts and a casual, short-sleeved button-up shirt to clean toilets and make beds, but she’d never call him stuffy.

			He sighed as he lowered his phone. “I’m silencing this thing,” he grumbled. “My mother should never have been allowed a cellphone.”

			Bea giggled, though she didn’t mean to make light of his irritation. “My father won’t use one,” she said. “Trying to talk to him is a special kind of torture.”

			Grant looked up, all of his negative emotions disappearing. “My parents usually get on the phone together, both of them shouting questions at me before I’ve had time to answer.”

			She laughed again, and while Grant usually initiated the physical contact between them, right now, Bea leaned her palms into his chest. “Well, we must get something to eat, Mister Turner. I’m stah-ving.”

			He searched her face before his melted into that charismatic, sexy smile. “You’re making fun of me.”

			“I’ve never heard you say things like ‘I must go, Mother.’” She smiled at him, feeling like glitter flew from her eyes as she did. “Sounded formal.”

			“They live in Charleston,” he said. “My mother is from old money, so yeah, I suppose I’m quite formal with her.”

			“Julie’s in Charleston too, right?” she asked as he wound his arm around her and steered her toward the buffet line. It had grown, and they had to wait now.

			“No, actually. Julie’s here.” That shoulder he shrugged went up. “Sort of.”

			“How are you sort of somewhere?” Bea asked, teasing him again.

			“She’s technically in Bluffton,” he said. “It’s across the bridge, right on the other side. Not here on the island.”

			“Ah, I see.”

			“You drove right through it,” he said, picking up a plate and handing it to her. “Did you fly into Atlanta or Charlotte?”

			“Charlotte,” she said.

			“Either way, there’s only one way onto the island, and that road goes right through Bluffton.” He gave her a smile, and they went through the line. Bea had never seen such food, and while she’d eaten ribs, beef, and potatoes out of a Dutch oven plenty of times, she’d never had crawfish, crab, or roasted corn on the cob.

			Everything carried the hint of char, which actually made her mouth water, and she said yes to everything, even the red beans and rice which looked slightly watery. She got a separate plate for her apple-peach cobbler, asked for a double scoop of vanilla ice cream, and joined Grant at the table.

			The now-familiar sense of uncertainty, of doing something she’d not done before—or something she hadn’t done in a very long time—of that young excitement filled her. She glanced at him, and said, “Thanks for inviting me to this. I don’t normally come to things like this.”

			“No?” He picked up a crawfish, the bright red color telling her it had been cooked. A big bowl sat nearby, and he twisted the tail from the body and peeled off the shell.

			“No,” she said. “My ex-husband didn’t like to eat outside. He’d be horrified.” She giggled, and Grant chuckled with her.

			“My ex-wife would live outside if she could,” he said. “In fact, when we were first married, we may or may not have lived in a tent in the woods for a week or two while we waited to get into our apartment.”

			Bea turned fully toward him, pure horror moving through her. “You’re joking.”

			That trademark chuckle came from him as he shook his head. He popped the whole crawfish tail—now peeled—in his mouth. “Nope.”

			“I…I’m not even sure I’ve ever been camping.”

			“You didn’t take the kids?”

			“My brother did,” she said. “Every now and then. The boys participated in the Boy Scouts, and they had leaders that took them to do those things.” Bea needed a lesson on how to eat the food on her plate, and she picked up a crawfish too. “I’ve never had one of these. Help me.”

			Grant picked up one from his plate and started instructing her how to twist, peel, and eat the tail. “Then, if you’re feeling adventurous, you can suck the head.” He put the body of the crawfish up to his mouth and gave it a good pull in. He grinned, probably at the terror on her face, and added, “It’s juicy. Try it.”

			Bea didn’t want to try it, but she figured she could add it to her love list and cross it off if she did. Plus, Joy would be so proud of her for trying a new-to-her food, and eating it the way the locals did.

			So she lifted the head to her mouth and sucked, definitely getting some crawfishy juice. It shot straight to the back of her throat, which made her choke and cough. Grant burst out laughing, and Bea did too. That complicated everything, and tears sprang to her eyes as she tried to clear her airway while laughing, coughing, and choking on crawfish juice all at the same time.

			Grant pounded her heartily on the back and someone set down a big glass of water in front of her. Once she calmed, she met Grant’s eyes, the sparkle and gravitational pull between them even stronger than before.

			“So no to the head,” Grant said, grinning from ear to ear.

			“Yeah,” Bea agreed, wishing she’d been brave enough to lean into him and kiss him right then. Instead, she looked back at her pile of crawfish and other Southern delicacies. “I’ll stick to the tails.”

			An hour later, Bea threw back the last swallow of her first—and only—glass of wine. Grant had been nursing a single bottle of beer since they’d finished dinner, and she liked that he didn’t seem to be a big drinker.

			Warmth and wooziness wafted through her, and Bea swayed to the sound of music coming from the opposite side of the bonfire from where she stood. They’d given up their chairs to others who’d arrived after them to eat dinner, and they’d sat side-by-side on a couple of stump-seats for a while.

			Grant knew everyone on the island it seemed, and Bea had met a steady parade of people. She’d smiled and chatted, something she was very good at doing from her previous life. The one before she’d come to Hilton Head to begin living her love list.

			“You’re dancing alone,” Grant said, and he tossed his bottle in the oversized, outdoor trashcan. He took her into his arms as she moved her body right, and she melted into his embrace easily.

			He smelled like freedom and fun, smoke and plenty of smolder. She wasn’t sure how she’d caught his attention, as she hadn’t felt beautiful or desirable for so long. But the way Grant looked at her… It wasn’t a trick of the dancing fire, or the wine she’d consumed.

			He said nothing, but friendship and acceptance radiated from him, seeping into her and once again making her feel safe and cherished in a way she’d only felt with her friends this year.

			Perhaps it was that sense of safety that tipped her forward. Perhaps it was the wine. Perhaps it was the fact that they danced in uneven sand, barefoot, with pure romanticism surrounding them in the form of the beach and the bonfire.

			No matter what it was, Bea reached up and trailed her fingertips along Grant’s jawline, which held that beautiful beard. “I really like you, Grant,” she whispered, and as he lowered his head toward hers, she let her eyes drift closed despite the screaming warning her brain sent through her body in pulses.

			Grant took his sweet Southern time, but his lips finally touched hers, igniting a passion inside her that she’d thought had long grown ice cold.

			She sucked in a breath through her nose, moved her other hand to his face, and urged him to kiss her like he meant it, like he liked her too, like he didn’t want her to leave Hilton Head for longer than it took to visit her children in Texas.

			And he did just that.

			As Bea kissed him back, she had no idea who she’d become. She wasn’t a woman who danced barefoot on the beach this late at night. She only drank during her Thursday Night Supper Club, and she’d never dreamed she’d ever find another man who would light her up like this.

			In fact, with every stroke of Grant’s mouth against hers, she was quite sure she’d never felt so alive and so vibrant, even with her husband, even when they’d first started dating.

			Grant bent his head further, breaking the kiss and leaving her wanting more. They breathed in together, and he pulled away enough to look at her. She gazed back at him, unembarrassed about kissing him. She probably had crawfish breath, but he hadn’t seemed to mind.

			He reached up, removing his hand from her lower back and leaving that spot on her body cold. She didn’t have a lot of hair to move, but he brushed his fingers through her longer bangs, the emotion in his eyes as strong as that raging through Bea’s whole body.

			“Will you come back to Hilton Head after you go to Austin?” he whispered, and Bea didn’t hesitate to nod.

			“I’ll think about it,” she said, and Grant only smiled briefly before kissing her again. She wasn’t sure why she couldn’t just commit, but she did need more time to think. And kiss Grant. Yes, kissing Grant was definitely working for her right now.
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			Chapter

			Thirteen

			Grant knew he should stop kissing Bea out on the open beach, where all of Ben’s clients and friends—a lot of whom were also Grant’s friends—could see.

			He simply couldn’t do it.

			She tasted like vanilla beans and peaches, and he never wanted to eat anything else. His last meal would be apple-peach cobbler with vanilla ice cream just to remind him of this woman. Her mouth fit against his with precision, and he felt sure she’d been made to kiss him and only him.

			He moved in a slow, deliberate way, sliding his fingertips along the curve of her earlobe, and then moving his hand down her back to that delicious swell in her hip. He pressed there, bringing her as close to him as he could get her.

			“We should go,” she murmured against his lips, and Grant thought that was a very good idea. He led her along the outskirts of the firelight, grabbed Ben and said goodbye, and took Bea back to the beach cottage, which now had the air conditioning restored.

			He walked her to the door, their fingers intertwined and the feeling between them sweet and tender yet charged with passion. She paused there, and Grant gave her a smile. “An early dinner tomorrow?” he asked. “Before Lauren comes in.”

			“I’d like that,” she said, leaning into his chest again. For some reason, the way she did that made him feel so strong, and he wrapped her in his arms.

			“What are you going to do tomorrow?” he asked. “I double- and triple-checked my calendar, and I’m free after one.”

			“Then I’ll walk in the morning, make a picnic lunch, and maybe we can go to the beach when you get done with work.” She lifted her eyebrows, plenty of flirty vibes dancing in her eyes. “Do you relax on the beach, Grant?”

			With her, he would. “Sure,” he said. “A beach afternoon. Sounds amazing.”

			“Great,” she said, easing out of his arms. “See you tomorrow then.”

			Grant wanted to kiss her again, so he caught her hand right before she got all the way away from him. He pulled her back in and kissed her one more time, everything in his life shifting with this second connection with Bea Callahan.
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			Grant updated his calendar for the bungalow next door, then the pair of condos he managed, and then three other properties, one of which was the beach cottage that Bea currently rented.

			It was one of his more popular rentals, and he loved getting people into his places for longer amounts of time. Then he didn’t have quite so much housekeeping to do.

			With summer almost upon South Carolina, Grant would need to double-check with his groundskeeping company, and he bent to open the drawer in his desk where he kept his contracts and contacts.

			He used Harrison Tate at Tate Landscaping to take care of the individual yards—including his—while the condos had an HOA fee for that amenity. The phone calls, the emails, the paperwork, none of it had ever bothered him before.

			It didn’t today either; an itch simply existed beneath the top layer of his skin, telling him he could be kissing Bea.

			Thinking of her didn’t help his focus, and he blinked at the paper in front of him. Right. Collaborations for the summer. He put coupons for specific restaurants, The Mad Mango, the historical lighthouse over in Sea Pines, and other of the better local attractions in each of his units. The summer tourist season brought over a million people to the island’s beaches, and Grant picked up the phone to call the woman who owned the best Indian restaurant on the island.

			About eleven, the furniture store where he’d purchased a desk for his new assistant called, and not five minutes later, the men and desk showed up.

			They were in and out, and then Grant stood next to the new desk. Vanessa, his new assistant, would most likely need a computer, but Grant had ordered one of those online. It should be on his porch by the time he got home tonight, and he’d set it up sometime before Vanessa showed up for work on Monday.

			He sighed thinking about how he should probably have a list of tasks for her to complete, and the thought of a list took him back to Bea.

			She could probably help him with such a list, and he determined to speak to her about it later that day.

			By the time he left his office, Grant’s restlessness ate at him, and he drove a little too fast on the way to the beach cottage. He pulled up to the cute little house and killed the engine, getting out before he realized a police car had pulled up behind him.

			His stomach sank to his shoes. The officer got out, checking the area as he did, and he lifted his shades as he settled his gaze on Grant.

			“Hey, Lawrence,” Grant said easily, knowing the man hadn’t just stopped by for a chat.

			“Grant,” he said, taking a couple of slow steps toward him. Everything the man did came in shades of slow. In fact, Grant had never met a man who could tell a story and take as long as Lawrence Murphy did.

			“Everything okay?” he asked.

			“Yeah,” Grant said, pocketing his keys. “Just finished at work and trying to get here for…the rest of my day.” He wasn’t lying, but maybe he’d made it sound like he had a ton of work left to do here at the beach cottage. Lawrence knew he owned the house and rented it out. There had been some squabbling in this neighborhood about rentals, and Grant had managed to keep his cottage rented because of how long he’d been doing it.

			Lawrence nodded slowly, his bushy, black mustache almost stereotypical of a cop from the 1980s.

			“Grant?” Bea asked, and he turned toward her. She wore a flowing white dress that was obviously a swimsuit coverup and not something she’d wear to church.

			“Hey,” he said, waving. She came down the steps toward him, and he couldn’t contain the smile shining from him.

			“Goin’ a little fast back there,” Lawrence said.

			“Yeah,” Grant said, sliding his hand around Bea as she arrived at his side. Any man would hurry to see her, not just him. He pressed a kiss to her forehead and looked at Lawrence. “Sorry. I guess I was in a bit of a rush to get here. Bea’s promised me a picnic on the beach.”

			Lawrence looked at her too, and Bea leaned further into Grant. “All right,” he said. “Slow it down, Grant.”

			“Yes, sir,” he said, thinking a salute to be too much. Lawrence would probably see it as Grant mocking him, and he turned and went back to his police car.

			“What did you do?” Bea asked as he backed out of the driveway.

			“Speeding,” he said, turning his back on Lawrence. “I was in a hurry to see you.” He grinned and took her fully into his arms.

			“Smooth,” she said, giggling.

			Grant felt twenty years younger with Bea, and he kissed her hello. “I am hungry,” he murmured against her lips. “That required a lead foot to get here.”

			“Come on then,” she said. “Come help me with the picnic basket. I’m afraid I may have overpacked it.” She led him inside the cottage, and Grant had never seen a picnic basket so big.

			Or so full. He barely got it outside to the wagon he kept in the small storage shed behind the cottage, Bea put a half-dozen bottles of water beside it, then a blanket, a couple of towels, and her spotted purse with bottles of sunscreen spilling from the top.

			“You’re not wearing your swimming trunks,” she said.

			“They’re in my car.”

			“Are you going to swim?” She pulled the shoulder of her dress up and back into place from where it had slipped.

			“Probably not,” he said. “Are you?”

			“I’m wearing my suit.”

			“That doesn’t mean you have to get in.” He liked how confused she looked.

			“I promised my friends I’d get in,” she said, turning away from him.

			“You don’t have to do everything they say,” he called after her.

			“I want to get in,” she called back.

			Grant would meet one of her friends, Lauren, tomorrow when they had brunch, and Grant went to his car and got his swimming trunks from the back seat.

			He changed in the extra bathroom in the house and exited the house with his clothes tucked into his backpack. He tossed that into the back of his car and faced Bea. She stood in front of the wagon, the handle in her hand like she’d be the one to tug it over the sand to the perfect spot on the beach.

			She stared at him, and Grant didn’t like the appraising glint in her expression. Something else sat there, but he couldn’t place the emotions.

			“Ready?” he asked, taking the handle from her.

			She seemed to thaw, and she stutter-stepped out of the way. “Yes,” she said, clearing her throat. “Yes, let’s go.”

			The first block was easy, as it was paved. Once they reached the beach trail, pulling the wagon got predictably harder. “My ex-wife used to want to do all kinds of things without any preparation.”

			He wasn’t sure why he’d brought her up. “We’d go to the beach with nothing. Sometimes just in our clothes.”

			“Would you swim?”

			“She would,” he said.

			“Where is she now?” Bea asked.

			“Pittsburg,” he said. “She’s always moving jobs. Whatever will pay her more. This latest one, though, she’s been at for about a year. She got a promotion, and they wanted her to go to Pittsburg for management training.”

			“What does she do?”

			“She works for Associated Foods.” He shielded his eyes to find a spot, and because it wasn’t the summer season, they could set up camp anywhere.

			“How close do you want to be?” he asked.

			“Anywhere is fine,” she said.

			He pulled the wagon only a little closer and then slightly away from the main path and dropped the handle. She spread out the blanket, and Grant put the massive picnic basket in the middle of it. He tucked the edge of the blanket under the wagon wheels, and she knelt beside the basket and opened it.

			“I’ve got chicken salad croissants,” she said. “Or roast beef and provolone.” She looked at him, her eyebrows high.

			“Both,” he said, his stomach roaring. She handed him two sandwiches and continued getting out a giant container of cut-up fruit, two bags of potato chips—one the cheddar sour cream flavor he loved—and an immaculate platter of brownies.

			“My goodness,” he said. “Where did you get all of this?”

			“I made a lot of it,” she said, flashing him a smile. She reached for the bottled water, and as she handed one to him, she asked, “Have you ever been to a National Park?”

			Grant unwrapped his sandwich, thinking. “Maybe? I don’t know. There’s a lot of National land here. Marshes and beaches and such. But I don’t think that’s what you mean,”

			“Nope.” She sat cross-legged and faced the ocean. Grant did love the water, the dull sound of it that never stopped. It especially surprised him at night, because he couldn’t see it, but the continual shushing noise of it could always be heard.

			“I mean like Yellowstone or there’s a couple in Utah. Bryce Canyon, where you can hike down through these beautiful red rocks, or Zion National Park, where they’ve built a big tunnel right through the canyon walls.”

			“Nothing like that,” he said.

			“I want to go,” she said. “On my love list, I put I wanted to visit ten National Parks.”

			Grant watched her, wondering why she was telling him this. “You’re planning your next trip,” he said, unsure if he was happy for her or devastated that she didn’t want to rent his beach cottage indefinitely. He had blocked off the next few weeks just in case she wanted to return after going to see her daughter in Austin.

			I’m thinking about it.

			Thinking wasn’t the same as committing to come back. He knew that. He did. Sometimes his hope made a fool of him.

			“No,” she said. Her head drooped, and she added, “Maybe. Just one list. And do you know what’s at the top of it?”

			“What?” Grant reached for his favorite potato chips, trying to remember if he’d told her he liked these or not. They’d talked a lot over the past several days, big things, little things, all kinds of things.

			“I wanted to ask you if you’d plan a trip to see a National Park with me.”

			Grant forgot about the potato chips then. His mind blanked, but he managed to meet her eyes.

			“Don’t look so surprised,” she said, smiling and returning her gaze to the horizon in front of them. “I don’t just go around kissing every man I meet when I travel.”

			“I know,” Grant said, because he’d never once thought that Bea hadn’t meant to kiss him. She wasn’t the kind of woman who did things she didn’t want to do, which was why the need she felt to do what her friends required of her seemed odd to Grant.

			“I brought a notebook,” she said. “If you want to start making a list with me.”

			He chuckled, because Bea and her heart-shaped face had made such an impression in his life, and he loved—absolutely loved—her lists.

			“I’d love to help you make a list,” he said, and as he took another bite of his delicious sandwich, she squealed and lunged for her spotted cow-purse to retrieve her notebook.
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			Chapter

			Fourteen

			Lauren Keller’s headlights cut through the darkness, illuminating the clapboard white planks on the beach cottage. They glinted against the numbers on the front of the house—the same ones Bea had given her that morning.

			She’d arrived.

			Finally.

			Lauren put the car in park but didn’t switch it off. She didn’t like walking up to a strange house in the dark, and she wanted her purse on her arm, one hand inside on her pepper spray.

			Ridiculous, as it sure seemed like the whole island had gone to sleep hours ago. She had been traveling for a few hours now, after a full day of work. She hadn’t wanted to wait until tomorrow morning, because then she’d lose at least half the day traveling, and she wouldn’t be in Hilton Head as long as Bea.

			Lauren had almost stayed home, because Bea had mentioned Grant in every single message that came to their group text, and that meant Lauren would be a massive third wheel this weekend.

			Privately, Bea had assured her over and over that she wouldn’t be, and that she wanted her to be there.

			I need your opinion, Bea had said. I need someone to meet Grant. Please, please come.

			So Lauren had come. In truth, she hadn’t been sure she would, even that morning. At lunch, when she’d met Nash Hale for a quick chicken Caesar wrap at a fast casual restaurant, she’d even opened her airline app to cancel her flight.

			She’d told no one that he’d called Wednesday about dinnertime, nor that Lauren had agreed to the Friday lunch. She herself hadn’t allowed herself to think of it as a date. She hadn’t held his hand, kissed him, or given him any indication she’d like to do either.

			She didn’t know what she wanted.

			A light snapped on in the house in front of her, and Lauren pulled her ridiculously huge handbag onto her lap. She didn’t truly need the pepper spray inside. She could just start swinging this, as it carried enough to be as heavy as at least four or five bricks.

			Satisfied with her back-up plan should someone step out of the shadows, Lauren turned off the car and got out. She didn’t hesitate but stepped quickly toward the front door.

			It opened before she reached the porch, and Bea trilled out, “You made it!”

			Lauren ran up the last few steps, not sure why she was so dang happy to see Bea. She dropped her purse and flew into Bea’s arms, the two of them embracing tightly.

			Lauren’s emotions surged and swirled, and she honestly didn’t know why. She’d seen Bea five days ago, and she didn’t spend every evening with one of her friends. Usually, she poured herself a glass of rosé, changed into a loose pair of pants, and sipped while she sketched, read, or tried to get her cats to do what they didn’t want to do.

			“Are you okay?” she asked Bea, who stepped back and smiled at her.

			Lauren saw instantly how much she’d changed in only five days. Pure joy beamed out into the world, the source of it Bea. She hadn’t looked like this since she’d won that bingo at the Sweet Water Falls Fair.

			Then, she’d laughed and waved her arms above her head as an official came to check. When he’d deemed her the winner of the five hundred dollars, she’d danced up the aisles between the tables to claim her prize.

			She’d been so full of life then.

			Nort hadn’t liked that she’d been “gambling,” though she hadn’t been. Since his departure from her life, Bea had been fading. Day by day, she grew dimmer, the way stars did as they burned through their fuel too fast.

			She’d become a shell of who she’d once been, that dancing thirty-something with a stamped bingo card in her hand.

			Bea looked like that again. A healthy glow emanated from her, and while she’d always smiled with straight, white teeth, this one wasn’t meant to hide something.

			“I’m great,” Bea said, and the only negative thing Lauren could say about her was how her expression held the smallest hint of exhaustion.

			Lauren felt it pulling through her whole body. She knew how to cover things with smiles and giggles too, and she did exactly that now. “Great,” she said.

			“Do you have a bag?” Bea asked, already moving to the top of the steps. “I’ll get it.”

			Lauren wanted to call to her that she shouldn’t go alone, but Bea had already gone. Lauren dug out the keys and unlocked the car so Bea could get her carryon, and she waited for her friend so they could go into the cottage together.

			“I have those pirouettes you love,” Bea said, leading the way inside.

			Lauren smelled the scent of leather and musk, fresh laundry and mint, and she knew instantly that Bea had just barely kicked out her boyfriend. She wasn’t sure why her chest tightened, only that she didn’t want to be a burden this weekend.

			“Are you sure it’s okay I’m here?” she asked.

			Bea turned to face her. “Of course.”

			“It’s—you and Grant—”

			“Lauren.” Bea put down the bag. “I want you here. Grant is Grant, and he’ll love you too.” She grinned at her. “Now come on, it’s not quite eleven yet, and that means we can have cookies without ruining our sleep.”

			“Okay,” Lauren said, determined not to ask again. “But no coffee.”

			“I didn’t make coffee,” she said, but Bea wore a devilish glint in her eyes. She left Lauren’s bag in the entryway and strode into the kitchen. She grabbed the can of pirouettes, then opened the freezer.

			When she turned, she held the can of cookies in one hand and a container of ice cream in the other.

			“Mocha chocolate chip,” she said.

			Lauren laughed, and it did feel good to do that. Laughter could cleanse so much, and Lauren felt lighter. Bea wanted her here, and she’d gone to some trouble to welcome her.

			“Thank you, Bea,” she said, moving to stand beside her friend as Bea stood at the back counter and scooped ice cream. She leaned her head against Bea’s shoulder, and Bea pressed her cheek to the top of Lauren’s head.

			“Absolutely,” she said. “But don’t think just because it’s late means you get to escape to your bedroom without telling me how things are going in Sweet Water Falls.”

			Lauren straightened. “There’s nothing going on in Sweet Water Falls. There never is.” She turned and took in the house. It was a normal house, with a kitchen that bled into a dining area, then a couch and love seat in the living room. Big windows took up that side of the house, and Lauren assumed she’d have an amazing view of the beach once the sun came up in the morning.

			“That’s just not true,” Bea said. “We’ve managed to keep ourselves entertained all these years.” She handed Lauren a bowl with two scoops of ice cream and four pirouettes sticking out of them. She raised her eyebrows, and Lauren took the spoon before heading for the couch. She curled her legs under her as she sank into it, and her first bite of the treat was better than anything else she’d put in her mouth that week.

			Bea gave her a few bites of sweetness in silence, and then she said, “There has to be something that’s happened this week. Something with Cass? Anything?”

			Lauren took a delicate bite of her pirouette, the crispness of the rolled cookie melting in her mouth. She definitely brought news from Sweet Water Falls, and not all of it good. In fact, some of it would bother Bea greatly, and no one back home wanted to do that.

			“I’m going to call Cass,” Bea said.

			“Don’t do that,” Lauren said, swirling together her ice cream to get the melted edges into the more solid middle. “The woman goes to bed at eight o’clock.” Lauren grinned at Bea. “If you call, she’ll think Jane’s gotten pregnant.”

			They both laughed, and Lauren did miss Bea powerfully. A hint of sadness turned down her mouth, but she hid it behind another bite of ice cream. Over the past five years, she’d gotten very good at hiding things—all except the tiny lines that had been creeping around her eyes and along her forehead.

			They’d become part of her, and Lauren didn’t mind them so much anymore. She did travel a fair bit for her job, and she’d enjoyed the cities she’d visited. She’d never seriously considered leaving Sweet Water Falls, though she lived on the western edge of town so she could get to the airport in Corpus Christi faster.

			“Lauren,” Bea said, a plea, a question, and a declaration of support all at the same time.

			“There’s news,” Lauren said. “But it’s not mine to give.” She gave Bea a quick smile, disliking the horrified look on her friend’s face. Bea had never been very skilled at hiding her emotions. “Sorry, Bea.”

			She blinked rapidly a couple of times, then smoothed over everything. She plucked a broken piece of cookie from her bowl, feelings storming from her end of the couch and slapping Lauren in the face. “What’s the news you can tell me?” Bea asked.

			Lauren took a deep breath. “I haven’t told anyone this,” she said, blowing out all the oxygen in her lungs. She filled them again, trying to find the right way to tell Bea about her date earlier that day.

			It wasn’t a date, she told herself. Guaranteed Nash wouldn’t think of grabbing lunch and chatting for less than thirty minutes a date. Even if he asked her to dinner and she dressed up in a cute little black dress, heels, and curled her hair, Nash probably still wouldn’t categorize getting together with her as a date.

			If it wasn’t a date—and it wasn’t—Lauren probably shouldn’t tell Bea. But she couldn’t tell her about Joy, and the fact that Sage had used a hotter chili in her salsa and that she’d dang near burned off her husband’s tongue wasn’t news. Bea had likely already seen that on their group text, though Lauren didn’t remember seeing Bea respond very much this week.

			“Did you get another cat?” Bea asked.

			Lauren gave her a drop-dead look, and Bea giggled. “If you must know—and this is not a big deal—I went to lunch with Nash Hale today.”

			Bea sucked in a breath, which caused her to choke on her cookies and ice cream. She coughed, and Lauren sat there calmly, eating a couple bites of her coffee-flavored ice cream, with delicious chocolate chunks.

			“Are you okay?” she asked as Bea reached for a glass of water.

			“Fine,” she said, obviously still clearing cookie crumbs from her lungs. She didn’t go back to her dessert. “Nash Hale?”

			“Yes,” Lauren said without any emotion. Her stomach started to ache from all the sugar, as she enjoyed treats like most other people, but it was late at night, and she didn’t usually eat sweets in such a large quantity. She leaned forward and put her half-eaten late-night snack on the coffee table. “What about you? You obviously ate dinner with Grant Turner.”

			Bea picked up her bowl again, but it wasn’t anywhere big enough to conceal the flush blooming in her cheeks. Or the small smile. Or the nervous flick of her eyes toward Lauren. “I mean, yes.”

			“Here?” Lauren looked lazily toward the kitchen. No evidence of their romantic meal remained.

			“No,” Bea said. “Grant knows all the best spots on the island.”

			“And tonight’s menu?” Lauren gave her friend a smile, hoping Bea would understand she wasn’t prying, and she wasn’t going to use what she told her as ammunition against her. “By the way, Cass is on the rampage. I have strict instructions from her to find out everything and tell the ladies back home.”

			Bea’s eyes widened and set her ice cream aside. “Lauren.”

			“I’m not going to,” Lauren said. “Just like you won’t immediately get on the group text and tell the girls about Nash.”

			“Of course not.”

			Lauren nodded. “Next month’s Supper Club is at Bessie’s. She’s thinking she might do a pizza bar.”

			“That sounds fun,” Bea said, her voice so light it could’ve floated away. Lauren didn’t need to ask her if she’d be back in Sweet Water Falls at that point. The answer was no. She was going to Austin to be with her daughter, but everyone knew Bea would be back in time for their monthly Supper Club.

			No one missed it, if at all possible. In the past fourteen months, Bea had relied on the Supper Club heavily, and low notes rang against Lauren’s heartstrings. She had the very real feeling that Bea had started falling in love with Grant, and the paths her life could take had multiplied considerably in the past four or five days.

			“Did you and Grant have pizza tonight?” Lauren asked, circling back to her earlier question about dinner.

			“No,” Bea said, delicately taking another bite of her ice cream, and then putting the spoon back in the bowl. She leaned into the couch and hugged herself. “We went to a cute little burger joint tonight.” She swallowed, and Lauren waited. She didn’t need to ram questions at Bea the way Cass did. “He asked me if I’d like to meet his sister and her husband.”

			Lauren’s eyebrows went up, but otherwise she said nothing. Meeting a sister was almost as important as a man’s parents.

			“They’re twins,” Bea said, and that only made the introduction even more important. Grant would be close with his twin sister, and he’d certainly value her opinion. “No other siblings.”

			The meeting suddenly became as real and as important as Bea meeting Grant’s parents. “Wow,” Lauren finally said. “Are you excited? Scared? Both?”

			“I’m going to go with both,” Bea said, half a smile trying to push onto her face. It almost made it, but the gesture and emotion didn’t stick for long. The turmoil Lauren witnessed raged through her too. She hated not being able to see the whole path in front of her with clear certainty. She’d only ever been able to do that with her career, and Lauren wished the Lord would shine a light on her romantic life and direct her feet further than a single step.

			“But you are meeting her,” Lauren said.

			“Yes,” Bea said. “Monday night.”

			Once again, the feelings of being in the way washed through and over and around Lauren, and she honestly thought she’d blink and be drenched from head to toe. She did, but everything remained dry.

			“We’re having brunch with him in the morning,” she said, familiar anxiety in her eyes. “Will you tell me what you think of him?”

			Lauren reached along the back of the couch, and Bea did the same, their hands touching and locking together. “That’s why I came, honey. It’s going to be fine.”

			Bea gave her an appreciative smile. “You had tickets before I even met Grant,” she said with a giggle and a head shake.

			“Yeah, but not first class,” Lauren said.

			They both laughed then, and Bea got to her feet to collect their dessert dishes. “Lauren, please. Everyone knows you don’t fly if you can’t sit in first class.” She shook her head and moved into the kitchen.

			Lauren simply watched her, because it was good to see her old friend smiling anew. It warmed Lauren’s heart and provided a measure of hope that had been missing from her life. She’d gotten over the sting of jealousy that she still hadn’t found a single man who loved her, and Bea was well on her way to finding a second.

			But in that moment, just like the one earlier this week, Lauren knew she trod the right path for her, and if she kept taking one step at a time, even if the path ahead was dark, she’d find her way.

			For now, she’d live vicariously through Bea, and she’d keep going out with Nash if he asked, and she’d…see. Yes, she’d just see how things went, because the path wasn’t illuminated right now, and that was her only choice.
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			Chapter

			Fifteen

			Bea sat straight up in bed, her eyes darting back to the beginning of her text. The purple bubble blurred, and she couldn’t jab at the phone icon because she couldn’t see it.

			Don’t call, Joy said next, and Bea pulled back on the anguish and adrenaline speeding through her. One, it’s Saturday morning and no one should be awake this early. Two, I’m okay and don’t want to interrupt your beach trip. Three, I don’t want to talk about it again.

			Bea sniffled and sank back into the pillows. For a rental, they were fluffy and comfortable, and she could see why Grant got great reviews on his beach cottage.

			“Again,” she murmured. That single word meant Joy had already spent all of her energy telling everyone else in the Supper Club about her recent separation from her husband. They’d met for lunch or dinner or desserts, and Joy had told them all, and Bea had missed it.

			She pressed her eyes closed and let her phone fall to her chest. Stings and burns coated the backs of her eyelids, and Bea couldn’t help the spiraling, out-of-control feeling whizzing through her.

			She’d missed out on something major in one of her best friends’ lives. And for what? A walk on the beach? To fly a kite? To dance in the arms of a handsome man at a bonfire?

			It all seemed a tad insignificant now, though Bea knew Joy would never want her to feel that way.

			I’m so sorry, Bea said, her eyes focusing as her fingers flew. When did you guys get together? I could’ve listened via video. She hoped that didn’t make her sound whiny or accusatory. She didn’t want to be either. She only wanted to provide the same comfort, support, and love Joy had always given to her. I miss you, and I wish I was there to hug you and feed you.

			Bea could picture Joy’s bright blue eyes as they danced the way fire did. They’d crinkle along the edges as she laughed, even in the most difficult of circumstances. It’s fine, she’d say. But if you are going to go to the trouble, make the fried mac-and-cheese balls, please.

			All the fried macaroni and cheese you want, she added just before Joy’s response came in.

			She’d started with a smiley face, and then she’d said, I’ve eaten so much this week. I don’t think I could take another bite, even if you made one of your brisket grilled cheese sandwiches.

			Another item Bea was known for in her friend group. A little onion jam, two big slices of cheese—one provolone and one muenster—and a pile of chopped brisket, crisped up with plenty of butter on the bread—mmm. Bea wanted something that rich and savory right now. She wasn’t much of a breakfast eater, so she and Grant had set up a brunch date for that morning, wherein Bea would introduce him to Lauren.

			She still hadn’t told him she’d love to meet his sister, and she suddenly had a lot of texts to send.

			Oh, the fried mac-and-cheese! Joy said next. I could definitely squeeze in a few bites of that.

			Bea giggled, the sound dying almost the moment it escaped. Do you want a sneak peek of my news? She’d texted everyone late, late last night, after she and Lauren had finally stopped talking and gone to bed, asking for an update and that she would have “a lot of news” that night for them.

			Cass had answered almost immediately—which was strange for her, as she did retire early—and said, It’s about time, Bea. We’re dying back here in Texas. It’s been a real news drought.

			No one else had responded until Joy, and even then, her texts had come to only Bea and not the full group text.

			I’m dying for it, Joy said. But I can wait if you don’t want to type it twice or you’d rather share it with everyone later.

			Bea didn’t know what she wanted. Her mind traveled in circles, something it had been doing since Nort had come into their bedroom one night. She could still see everything about those few minutes so clearly. The words he’d said had jumbled over the months, but the resolute, determined tone he’d used still sat solidly in her ears.

			He’d been holding a suitcase, and he lifted it. She’d been reading in bed, as usual. He always came to bed after her, and sometimes he’d pick up her eReader from her chest and put it on the nightstand if she’d fallen asleep. She’d only just gotten started on her adventure romance, the heroine whacking her way through a jungle somewhere, when Nort had caught her attention.

			“I’m leaving,” he’d said. She did remember those words. The ones after that tumbled around in her mind, and she shoved against them, trying to get the memory to leave. She hated that her mind had seized onto those few minutes and refused to let them go. She’d love to remember something else, like when her middle child, Ted, had won the fifth-grade spelling bee. She couldn’t even remember what word he’d spelled to win, and that would’ve been worth keeping in her head.

			I’ll give you the abbreviated version, she said. Cass is going to ask a million questions. Bessie will think it’s so romantic. Lauren is here, and I’m afraid she’ll change her ticket if I tell her too much. Sage will only encourage me.

			None of the things she’d said about her friends were bad. She just wanted truthful, and there was no one better at that than Lauren.

			But Joy would also be real, and she’d always helped Bea by posing the right questions in a kind way.

			I kissed Grant on the beach, she said. She thought of all the other things she could say—it was magical and thrilling, yet I also have no idea what I’m doing. I’m scared. I’m anxious. I don’t live here.

			She drew in a deep breath and re-read the few words she had typed. She wouldn’t send the others, as Joy would get the implication of them anyway. She always listened, and even if she wasn’t in the same room, Bea had known her long enough that she didn’t have to type out everything.

			He wants me to meet his twin sister. It’s getting serious, I guess, and I don’t know. Is this crazy?

			Those three words—that one question—summed up all the turmoil, all the swirling, all the confusion so easily.

			Is this crazy?

			She felt crazy. Just coming here had been crazy, and so far outside of normal for Bea. She sent the text, so tired of second-guessing herself and her thoughts, actions, and feelings.

			Her muscles released, and she hadn’t even realized she’d been clenched so tightly.

			It’s not crazy, Joy sent. It’s fast, Bea, and for you personally, that’s going to translate to crazy.

			Truer words had never been spoken, and Bea relaxed even further.

			Fast also doesn’t mean wrong, Joy said. You know who you are. You know what’s important to you. Don’t ever question that. If you can do that, then whatever you do and however you feel—it’s probably right.

			A new lightness entered Bea, and she breathed in again. A full breath, not one that made her ribs hurt and her lungs pinch. She wasn’t eighteen, even if her hormones fired at her like she was. She could think rationally, and she understood her feelings. Fast didn’t equate to wrong.

			Joy’s last text was something Bea had heard her say before, usually to her kids when something didn’t go their way, and a couple of times to Lauren as she wondered what the right career moves for her should be.

			Run with it, not from it.

			Tears filled Bea’s eyes, and she sent a simple Thank you to Joy. What a perfect response, from a perfect friend.

			Run with it, not from it.

			Bea had spent some time running from Grant this week, and she decided right then and there to change her stride and match his instead. To prove it to herself, she opened her texts to him and said, I’d love to meet Julie. Dinner on Monday night?

			Fantastic, he answered immediately, followed by, You’re up early.

			Bea warmed under the text, though it was benign and casual. I’m always up early.

			Yeah, but I thought you might sleep in today, what with Lauren arriving so late last night. Grant said he’d get up and get some work done that morning so he could then meet them for brunch. After that, he’d called his friend at the Port Royal Plantation so they could go see the hydraulic cannon.

			Did she get in okay? he asked.

			Yep, Bea sent back to him. What are you doing?

			Trying not to be distracted by you, he sent back, and she giggled, the sound of it much happier and lingering for much longer this time.

			All right, she said, hearing herself say it in a forced casual tone in her head. I’m just going to take a walk on the beach this morning. I’ll see you at brunch. Chestnut Tree Café? Ten-thirty?

			I’ve got the reservation made.

			Bea got out of bed, got dressed, and went into the kitchen. Lauren showed no signs of being awake, and Bea tucked her phone in the pocket of her leggings and left the beach cottage. The breeze swept across her bare neck and ears, making her shiver though the sun had warmed the air.

			“Good morning to you too,” she said, her smile already etched on her face. Her step remained light even through the squishier sand, and once she made it to the more compact part of the beach, she picked up her pace.

			She needed to get off the ranch where she lived more often. She adored walking on the beach—everything about it—and she couldn’t believe she hadn’t been spending her mornings doing this in Texas. She did live about an hour from a beach, but what else did she have to do?

			She didn’t attend PTA meetings anymore. She didn’t have lunches to pack for children or a husband. She had no job that must be done at a certain time.

			When she reached the sign that said the next stretch of beach was private, she turned around to go back. She’d never gone this far, and she wasn’t sure where she was on the island. She’d only taken about a dozen steps when she caught sight of a man jogging toward her. Plenty of people walked or ran on the beach in the morning.

			This person wasn’t wearing the typical running clothes, and only two heartbeats later, she recognized Grant.

			Her step slowed even as her pulse sped, and Grant reduced his pace to a fast walk, ran his hand through his hair, his smile vibrant and doubling the sunlight on the beach.

			“Well,” she said, grinning back at him. “Strange running into you out here.”

			He laughed as he jogged the last three steps to her, swept her into his arms, and spun her around. Bea wasn’t one of those twenty-something models who braced themselves against their equally-model-esque male partners and leaned down for a kiss as he twirled and twirled them.

			But in that moment, she felt like one.

			Grant set her on her feet before kissing her, and Bea held his face in her hands, enjoying the slow, sensual kiss that said so much more than good morning, Bea. It’s great to see you, Bea.

			This kiss said things like, I’m falling in love with you, Bea, and Tell me you’ll come back to Hilton Head Island, Bea.

			She didn’t know what to tell him, so she just kept kissing him, wondering what kinds of messages he got from her.

			“I failed,” he whispered as he broke their kiss and slid his lips along her neck.

			“Yeah?” she asked, not sure what he meant. She was sure she wanted him to keep kissing her, and she held onto his shoulders so he wouldn’t get too far away.

			“Yeah.” He touched his lips to her collarbone, and then her earlobe. He drew back and looked at her, happiness shining in his eyes. “I let you distract me.”

			Bea tipped her head back and laughed, her voice combining with Grant’s. “Come on,” she said, threading her fingers through his. “Let’s get back. I have to shower, and I don’t want Lauren to think I’ve been abducted.”

			“I really do have to get some work done today.”

			“Then go,” she said playfully. “No one’s stopping you.”

			He jumped in front of her and gazed at her, again saying so very much with the emotions in those dark eyes. He kissed her again, this time with more urgency. He pulled away rougher and faster, and said, “You’re stopping me, Bea.” He gave her a smile that promised more kissing later and started walking again. “But I’ll see you soon, okay?”

			“Okay,” she said, and he released her hand and took off jogging down the beach the way he’d already come. Bea stood still and watched him, Joy’s words coming back into her mind.

			Run with it, not from it.

			She could definitely see herself doing that, and fear rooted her feet to the sand. If she ran with the feelings she had for Grant, that would mean leaving Texas for a lot longer than ten days.

			And she didn’t know if she could do that.

			She was thinking about it, but she’d committed to nothing…yet.
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			“All right,” Lauren said later that day. “It’s right there on the left.” She peered through the rental car windshield. “See it?”

			“No,” Bea said, annoyed at herself for thinking she could navigate them to the café. “But if you say it’s there, I’m sure you’re right.”

			“We’re only a couple of minutes late,” Lauren said in reassurance. Bea had taken them over the bridge and off the island before Lauren had snatched her phone and said, “Bea, it’s literally in the opposite direction.”

			She made the turn, and Lauren pointed left again. Only then did Bea see the sign for Chestnut Tree Café, and some of her anxiety bled out of her. “I’m so nervous,” she admitted as she swung into an available parking spot.

			Lauren reached over and took her hand. “I’m not going to judge him or you. It’s brunch, and you love eggs Benedict.” She gave Bea a smile, which Bea tried to return without feeling like a clown.

			She failed in that but managed to get out of the car. On the sidewalk, a couple of people waited outside the café, and it seemed like the happening place to be on the island on a Saturday morning. The door opened, and the most gorgeous man stepped out.

			Grant, wearing a pair of black cotton shorts and a polo the color of the mint chocolate chip ice cream she liked so much, grinned at her and reached for her hand.

			She gave it to him, everything and everyone else around her blanked out for a moment. “Morning,” she said as his skin sizzled along hers.

			“Good morning,” he said as if they hadn’t had their brief rendezvous on the beach that morning. He swept a kiss along her cheek—nice and Southern proper when in mixed company—and turned toward Lauren. “You must be Lauren.” He let go of Bea’s hand to shake Lauren’s with both of his, his charm and charisma filling the entire world.

			Lauren returned his brilliant smile, and Bea felt so dim and dull compared to the two of them. She’d forgotten that Lauren worked with big companies and big names and charmed rooms full of men. “Yes, I am,” she said. “You must be Grant.”

			“That I am.”

			“I’m clearly not needed here,” Bea said dryly, causing both Lauren and Grant to turn and look at her. “Thanks for letting me introduce y’all.” She reached for the door handle while Grant chuckled behind her.

			She led them inside, thinking they needed to wait for their table. But Grant squeezed through the others standing there and said, “We’ve got a table over here.” He took her and Lauren toward a table against the wall, a huge chestnut tree with sprawling limbs painted in a stark black-against-white motif.

			A man sat at the table, and he got to his feet, his face rugged and handsome. He didn’t wear a beard like Grant, but he seemed just as lit from within.

			Grant indicated him, not one ounce of uncertainty in his expression. Bea felt it trampling through her, and she glanced at Lauren. What in the world was Grant doing? Was this some sort of weird double-date, blind setup thing?

			“I hope this is okay,” Grant said diplomatically. “This is Harrison Tate. He was working on the deck on one of my properties when I needed to leave. I asked him if he wanted to come.”

			“He owes me money, and he thought he could buy me with a brunch instead,” Harrison said, grinning from ear to ear. He cut a good-naturedly glance at Grant, who laughed. “It’s great to meet you.”

			“This is Bea,” Grant said, taking her hand. “And her friend, Lauren.”

			Lauren smiled and shook hands and slid into her seat. She hadn’t been fazed by this sudden appearance of a second man at their brunch, and so Bea did the same. She picked up her menu and held it high in front of her face.

			Only then did she look at Lauren and ask, “What are you going to get?”

			Lauren looked at her, so many unspoken things flying between them. Lauren’s eyes searched Bea’s, interpreting all the questions. She looked down at her own menu and said casually, “There’s so many good things here. I might have a hard time deciding.”

			Bea understood Lauren’s code, and she’d just said she really liked Grant and that she didn’t mind Harrison’s presence. She lowered her menu, because she didn’t need to hide behind it anymore.

			“Have you been here before?” Harrison asked.

			“I’m from Texas,” Lauren said easily. “This is my first time to Hilton Head, period.”

			“Oh, well, then you have to have the shrimp hash,” he said. “It’s phenomenal.”

			“Or the crab cake eggs Benedict,” Grant said, his eyes never straying from Bea.

			“Sold,” she said at the same time Lauren said, “What about this breakfast kitchen sink—with frog legs?”

			She looked up, and she only had eyes for Harrison.

			“Have you had frog legs before?” he asked, his dark green eyes sparkling with laughter. “They’re not for everyone.”

			“She likes being adventurous,” Bea said, causing Lauren to look at her. “What? I’m the non-adventurous one. My favorite brunch food is eggs Benedict, and what am I getting?” She laughed lightly, because she didn’t mind that she was predictable.

			Grant reached over and took her hand in his, squeezing to let her know he didn’t mind either. Bea had so much she wanted to say to him, but she kept it all way down deep in her stomach. They’d be alone at some point, and maybe she’d have found her bravery by then.

			She wasn’t sure how to tell him she’d started to fall in love with him. She wasn’t sure how to ask if she could have the beach cottage at the end of the month and through all of May and into the summer. She didn’t know how to get the words to line up to ask him if he’d introduce her to his daughter once she arrived on the island.

			Her mind had moved so far ahead of her reality, but with Grant as her prince, her knight in shining armor, Bea wanted to run with him.

			Not from him.
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			Chapter

			Sixteen

			Harrison Tate should’ve known Grant wouldn’t invite him to a meal where he wasn’t wanted. Harrison simply felt so out of place inside his own life right now that he wasn’t sure he saw any situation clearly.

			Both women across the table from him exuded charm and beauty, and he could see why Grant had fallen in love with Bea. She complemented him perfectly, with her short hairstyle that said she wasn’t afraid of who she was.

			Lauren…he couldn’t quite get a read on her. When she didn’t know he was looking at her, he felt a different kind of vibe flowing from her, but the moment their eyes met, she covered that with a façade. He knew plenty about ripping out the old and redoing things with new. He knew about leaving in an old, tarnished, broken-down tub and shower combo, sealing it to make sure the water didn’t leak into the walls and cause mold, and simply covering it with brand-new front features.

			He could spray the waterproof coating over the walls and tub, then fit something new over it. No one knew what sat beneath the shiny new exterior—except for him.

			That was how he felt about Lauren. She kept putting the new fixtures over the old ones, because she didn’t want anyone to see the rust, the mildew, or the damage that truly existed.

			Heck, he understood. He wasn’t going to call her on it. For one, she was a stranger. Two, she deserved her privacy.

			Her long, dark hair held a wave, and when she laughed, her nearly black eyes lit up. But that light went out quickly, buried beneath whatever sadness or melancholy she held in her heart. Her eyebrows sat heavily over her eyes, but he liked them—they gave her face character.

			Their eyes met, and Harrison quickly smiled, then went back to his New York strip. Any day he could eat steak and eggs on Grant’s dime was a win in his book, and he didn’t have anything waiting for him at home.

			Not anymore.

			He pushed that behind a façade, realizing he wasn’t the only one at this table with something he didn’t want to show on his face. In fact, he hadn’t even told Grant about Claudia leaving, and he wasn’t planning to. Once his neighbors found out—and only by some miracle had they not yet—the whole island would know. Then he’d get stopped by little old ladies in the grocery store and have to accept condolences.

			Pats on the forearm, with those big puppy dog eyes. He didn’t want any of it, and he wished the grocery stores here in Hilton Head delivered like they did in Charleston, where his brother lived.

			Harrison had thought of moving there, but he’d established and built his landscaping company here. He’d worked hard at it too, and he employed over a dozen people and had twice that many clients. Good clients. Paying clients.

			He shot a look at Grant, who said, “You’ll come to the lighthouse with us, right, Harrison?”

			He shoved another piece of steak in his mouth and shook his head. “I can’t,” he said once he’d swallowed. “I’ve got a consult out in Sea Pines.”

			“Oh, is that so?” Grant’s eyes glinted with the same magic and mayhem he’d seen many times. Once, right before they’d jumped off the bridge that connected the island to the main continent. “Well, that’s where we’re going. Consults take what? Ten minutes?”

			“Grant,” Harrison said with plenty of warning in his voice.

			“What?” Grant asked. “Bea wants a picture from the top of the lighthouse, and I told her you helped restore it.”

			Bea wore wonder in her dark blue eyes, and Harrison sighed internally. “Did you really?” she asked. “I love the history of this island. It’s amazing.”

			“Yeah,” he said, his voice heavy but his heart growing wings. He’d been to the historic lighthouse—which yes, he’d helped make sure it was structurally sound when the island government had approved its restoration—many times. Too many. But it was either do his consult and go home to an empty house, or go through the museum to the top of the lighthouse with an old friend and two pretty women.

			It honestly wasn’t a hard choice at all.
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			A while later—an hour, maybe two, Harrison wasn’t sure—he stepped out onto the deck on the Harbor Town Lighthouse. He’d arrived last, though not by choice. Bea and Lauren had wanted to see everything, and by that, they meant everything.

			They’d read every sign on the way up. Looked at every picture. Exclaimed over the things hanging from the ceiling. It had been cute for the first ten minutes, but as the few tourists already on the island went up and then back down while they’d only made it to the fourth landing, the novelty of their excitement had worn off.

			Harrison honestly didn’t care, but he’d also stopped telling them more than what hung in the lighthouse. It wasn’t used anymore, and it had been converted into a shop and a museum upon the renovation. Two shops, actually, as one existed on the bottom level, where they’d bought their tickets, and here at the top, on the inside portion of the deck level.

			“Wow,” Bea said, and Harrison got the feeling it wasn’t the first time. Grant hadn’t strayed more than six inches from his new girlfriend, and the way he looked at Bea made Harrison sick to his stomach. Like he’d just swallowed a liquid concentrate of cotton candy. It was so sweet and so sugary and so soft, and Harrison remembered looking at his wife like that once upon a time.

			His stomach hadn’t hurt then, so a lot had changed.

			He’d changed, and so had Claudia. He did regret that their individual changes hadn’t been something which brought them closer together, but he wasn’t going to apologize for the improvements in himself. She shouldn’t have to either, and as he looked out over the water toward Daufuskie Island, Harrison felt some of his sadness lift.

			Harrison loved working on that quaint island. No one owned a car, as golf carts were the only form of motorized transportation there. They did allow him to drive his construction trucks around when he was working on a build, but none of the residents had cars. The roads were too narrow, and Harrison thought about buying something on Daufuskie now that he had to stay in his house alone.

			He’d have to take a ferry to Hilton Head every day, though, and he wasn’t sure about that. Daufuskie was only accessible by ferry, as were a couple of other islands to the northeast of Hilton Head. Carter’s Cove was one of his favorite places to visit, and it only sat a few miles away from his front porch on the north side of the island.

			No ferry service between here and there, so he had to drive a little over an hour to his favorite beach there. But hey, they had grocery stores and great restaurants, while Daufuskie did not. They had a few restaurants, but Harrison considered himself a foodie, and he wouldn’t book a ferry just to go to an eatery on Daufuskie.

			“Take our picture,” Bea said, drawing Harrison back to the moment. She stood next to Lauren, the two of them wrapped in each other’s arms, cheeks pressed together. Grant took the picture, and even Harrison could admit how absolutely joyful the two of them looked.

			They were obviously close, and he expected Grant to hand Bea’s phone back to her. Instead, he gave it to Harrison. “Take mine and Bea’s, would you?”

			“Sure.” Harrison waited a few moments while Lauren stepped out of the frame, and Grant took her spot at Bea’s side. She melted into him in a romantic way, and dang if Harrison’s heart didn’t wail in jealousy.

			Claudia had only been gone for two weeks, and he didn’t want a replacement. He just wanted someone. Someone to talk to in the evenings. Someone to run his crazy ideas by. Someone to go to dinner with so he didn’t have to show up and say, “Party of one. I can sit at the bar.”

			He couldn’t swallow at the loving sight of Grant and Bea, but he managed to tap the screen and get a few pictures taken. He handed the phone to Bea and leaned against the railing while she exclaimed over them.

			The sight of her and Grant, so picture-perfect and obviously made for each other, rotated slowly through his mind. He tried to examine it from every angle, every side, because they weren’t in their twenties. Grant had been divorced for a handful of years now, and Harrison had no idea what Bea’s situation was.

			He knew she was older than him and Grant, but once a person reached mid-life, it was hard to pinpoint age exactly. He’d put her in her early forties, maybe up to forty-five. Grant had turned forty-one over the holidays, and Harrison would be forty-two by Independence Day.

			Forty-two, he thought, another dose of misery hitting him squarely in the breastbone. He’d done a lot in his lifetime, but losing Claudia seemed to void all of it.

			“Ready?” Grant asked, and Harrison pulled his eyes from the horizon.

			“Yep.”

			Grant let Bea and Lauren go ahead, which was probably a smart move. Harrison wanted to get down the steps as quickly as possible and get out of Harbor Town. He was suddenly ready to be done with people, a feeling that only doubled when Grant asked, “Are you okay, Harry? Something feels…off.”

			“Something is off,” Harrison said without thinking too hard about it. “But I don’t want to talk about it today.”

			“You sure?”

			“Definitely sure,” Harrison said.

			Grant was a good friend, because he said, “All right. You have my number.”

			“Yep.” Harrison led the way downstairs, and sure enough, he ran into Bea and Lauren looking at something they’d already looked at. “I have to go,” he told them. “It was so great meeting you both.”

			“You too,” Bea said with such a genuine quality to her voice, Harrison actually believed she’d enjoyed meeting him. Lauren smiled and nodded, and Harrison took a page from her book and did the same to the two women. He edged by them on the tiny landings in the museum and kept going down.

			Down, down, down, until he was out of the lighthouse and back in the sunshine. He took a big breath, wishing the simple act of filling his lungs could erase heartache and change the past. Since it couldn’t, Harrison drove through his favorite hamburger joint on the way home, determined not to work all weekend.

			He’d been filling his days with work since Claudia’s departure, and he needed to quit doing that. So, a half-hour later, he sank into the hammock that hung under his deck, the shade great on this side of the house at this time of day. The water lapped a dozen or so yards away, and he unwrapped his first double cheeseburger.

			He had no one to talk to, no one to share his morning with, and no one crying in the house. So not a perfect situation, but probably better than it had been three weeks ago when it seemed all anyone did in this big gray house was cry.

			Harrison took a bite of his burger, his emotions finally settling down. His life wasn’t what he’d pictured, but he had to stop for a moment and ask himself: Whose was?

			That image of Bea and Grant moved through his mind’s eye again, and he clung to the hope that forty-two wasn’t too late to meet someone new. He didn’t have children, and now he didn’t have a wife.

			But maybe his life hadn’t crashed and burned around him. Maybe it hadn’t ended. Maybe his life was just beginning.

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			Chapter

			Seventeen

			Cass lunged for her phone as the group text notification went off. She couldn’t quite grip it because of all the sloppy barbecue sauce on her fingers, and she ended up dropping it right onto her plate. It clattered and clanked, which drew the attention of her husband, West.

			“Sorry,” she said around a mouthful of pulled pork. “It’s Bea.” Giddiness galloped through her the way the young fillies did out in the front field.

			West said nothing and ignored her as she got up to wash her hands with soap and water, as well as clean her phone with an antiseptic wipe. Bea had sent a picture—a gorgeous seascape with plenty of sunshine and crystalline blue water.

			This is from the deck at the Harbor Town Lighthouse, she said. Isn’t it amazing?

			Sage had already chimed in about the amazingness, but Cass frowned. This was not the type of news she wanted.

			Bea had ignored her barb from that morning, and everyone else had skated by it too. Perhaps Cass could come across as blunt and unfeeling, when really she was so dang excited for Bea and she wanted all the details.

			Another picture came in, with another view from the lighthouse deck. Lauren and I loved this lighthouse. It has a museum in it as you walk up the one-hundred-ten steps.

			“Cass, hon,” West drawled, and Cass looked up from her phone.

			“Yeah, baby?” She almost tripped over Beryl, the golden retriever who never got too far from her. He seriously acted like he hadn’t eaten in days, that she kept him chained up outside at night instead of snuggled into her side. “Beryl.” She bent down and grabbed onto the dog so she wouldn’t topple forward as her legs collided with the eighty-pound animal. “Move, buddy.” She smiled at him, wondering where Conrad was and why he hadn’t called yet.

			West held up his phone. “Conrad said he tried to call you, but you didn’t answer.”

			“He most certainly did not.” Cass stepped around the canine and marched over to the dining room table, where she and West had settled with their store-bought feast of Texas barbecue. She nearly ripped the phone from her husband’s fingers. “Con? Where are you?”

			“At the theater still, Mom,” he said, clearly frustrated too. “I called you four times.”

			“I can assure you that my phone did not ring once.”

			“Her phone didn’t ring,” West yelled, and Cass gave him an appreciative smile.

			“They asked me to work late,” Conrad said. “Can I?” The boy had been saving for a truck, and Cass admired his work ethic and determination.

			“Of course, baby,” she said, sinking into her seat at the table. West’s phone felt too heavy in her hand, as he put a bulky case on it to protect it when he dropped it. The man had broken more cellphones than any other human alive, and Cass’s heart warmed when she thought of her husband. “How late?”

			“One,” Conrad said. “I’ll come wake you up when I get home.”

			Cass was fixing to go to bed in about an hour, as she forced herself to stay up until at least dusk. “All right,” she drawled. “Wake up Daddy, okay? I have to get up early for a ladies’ meeting for church.”

			“You’re still goin’ to that?” West asked, his attention leaving the newspaper beside his plate. The barbecue house they ordered from wrapped their brisket in it, and while it was a replication of some old paper from the 1920s, West always read it like it bore today’s most important headlines.

			“Yes,” Cass said, giving him a look. “Be safe, Conrad. If you have a problem, call—”

			“I know,” Conrad said. “I gotta go.”

			Cass let him hang up, and she handed her husband his phone. “He’s working late.”

			“That’s what he said.”

			She wondered why she’d had to talk to Conrad if he’d already told West he wouldn’t be home until late. “I think we should tell him we’ll go in on the truck with him.”

			West looked up then, the fake newspaper forgotten. His right eyebrow went up, and Cass smiled at him. “How much?” he asked.

			“Half,” she said. “We did that for the twins remember?”

			“Did we?”

			“Yes,” Cass said, surveying her plate. She didn’t want to eat anymore, and she picked it up and headed back to the kitchen sink. “Will you tell him?”

			“He’ll know it’s because of you anyway,” West said over his shoulder.

			“I know,” Cass said. “I still want you to tell him.”

			“Okay, hon,” West said. He groaned as he stood. He met Cass in the kitchen, holding his plate to the side as he wrapped his free arm around her waist. “When I retire, we’ll get a big motorhome and travel the country.” He smiled down at her, and Cass sank into the comfort of his arms.

			“You’ve been looking at them again, haven’t you?”

			“And the schedule for when I have to submit my paperwork.”

			Cass beamed up at him, the love between them as strong as ever. “You have that chart memorized.”

			“I can file by September first,” he said. “Be done at the end of February.” He slid his plate onto the counter and took her fully into his arms. He swayed, a soft, low, deep hum starting in the back of his throat. They danced right there in their kitchen, the bright lights blazing overhead, as if it was their senior prom.

			“You’ll never do it,” Cass whispered.

			“Yes, I will,” West said, his voice throaty. “I don’t know how many more cases I can handle.” He worked for the state of Texas as a homicide investigator. Sometimes he traveled, but more and more, he’d been sticking to the Coastal Bend and the local and Southern Texas cases.

			“When’s the deadline after September?” she asked.

			“January first,” he said. “Done by June thirtieth.”

			“Conrad will be graduated by then,” she said.

			“We can travel,” he whispered, lowering his face until he touched his cheek to hers. The house stood in silence, the moment between Cass and West intimate and comfortable. Perfect. They didn’t fight much, and he put up with Cass’s early bedtime and even earlier morning alarm, while she endured his boxes of case files all over the house and the way he sometimes forgot he had a family while he worked a particularly disturbing case.

			They had big plans for their lives after Conrad graduated, and Cass laid her cheek against his chest and listened to his heart beat and his throat hum as he danced her around the kitchen.

			It wasn’t until later, after she’d climbed into bed, the soft golden glow of dusk finally disappearing into grayness, that she remembered her phone and Bea’s “big news.”

			She scoffed aloud and picked up her phone from where she’d already plugged it in. After the two pictures Bea had sent, as well as all of the others saying how those views were indeed spectacular, Bea had messaged another picture.

			Cass blinked, her throat drying up as she tried to make sense of it. Bea stood against the railing with a handsome man, the two of them the definition of “young and in love,” though Bea wasn’t all that young, and she certainly couldn’t be in love with Grant Turner already.

			Could she?

			She could, Cass thought but couldn’t vocalize. She couldn’t stand the thought of Bea leaving Sweet Water Falls, and she tried to swallow. She’d already brushed her teeth, and she should have plenty of saliva.

			She couldn’t swallow. All she could taste was the metallic side of mint, and her stomach lurched.

			Grant stood a head taller than Bea, and he held her against his side casually and yet powerfully. She fit there, tucked into him, and she looked…happy. Beyond happy. Full of bliss. Jolly. Joyful.

			Cass couldn’t even come up with enough adjectives for happy. Bea was all of them. She broadcast them from her eyes, her smile, her very being.

			Cass’s own happiness seemed to be crumbling around her, and she hated the feelings cascading through her like water off a tall cliff. She should be overjoyed her friend had found this man. After all she’d been through, Bea deserved the very best in the world. The best house, the best food, the best man.

			Grant certainly looked like he could be that man, and Cass scrolled down to read Bea’s caption. Aren’t we the cutest? She’d laughed afterward, but Cass’s throat was too narrow to get out any sound.

			Another picture came up, this time of Bea and Lauren, and again, they both looked like someone had sprinkled particles of joy over them. Lauren hadn’t looked that happy in months, and Cass smiled, her heart softening at the wonders Hilton Head Island could apparently achieve.

			The texts had come in quickly then, and every single one of the women in her group had wondered where she was and why she hadn’t responded to anything.

			Beryl lifted his head and rested the heavy thing on her lap, looking up at her with doleful eyes. She sniffed, and in that moment, she realized she’d been weeping. Beryl had always been her best friend whenever she was sad, and he edged further onto her lap now as if to say, I’m right here, Cass. Don’t be sad.

			She wasn’t even sure why she had tears in her eyes. Thankfully, none of them had trickled down her face. She smoothed back Beryl’s floppy ears, those big brown eyes of his falling closed. “I know, buddy,” she whispered to him. “I’m okay.”

			She was—or she would be. Cass hated change, as she liked planning when things shifted so she could be prepared in every way. Emotionally, physically, all of it. If she’d planned for Bea to meet the man of her dreams within minutes of arriving on Hilton Head Island, she wouldn’t be dealing with quaking lungs and a nervous pit in her stomach that everything she loved and adored about her life in Texas was about to change.

			Sorry, she quickly typed out, taking a steeling breath as she did. West and I were eating dinner, and then I left my phone inside while we went out to check on his new horses. The pictures are AMAZING, Bea! You look full of starlight and glitter, and wow! Grant is sooo good-looking.

			Cass could’ve stopped there, but she didn’t want to. It was a losing battle, but she wanted Bea to know she’d be missed here in Sweet Water Falls.

			I miss you, and I can’t wait to see you in person again.

			She sent the whole message, where she usually was a one-liner kind of texter. Yes, she’d sent fifteen lines in a row, but just one at a time. It drove her daughter nuts. Too many notifications, Mama, Sariah had complained.

			A whole new wave of missing rolled over her, and Cass quickly sent a few texts to Sariah and Jane too, so her daughters would know how very much their mother loved them.

			She’d barely lowered her phone when it rang, and Bea’s name sat there. Cass tossed her hair back as if going to battle and cleared her throat. “Bea,” she said a moment later. “I can’t even start on what to say about your pictures. Just…wow.”

			Bea giggled, which spoke of so much. “Right?”

			“So…” Cass didn’t know how to ask her what her plans were. Cass had her whole life planned. She’d achieved a lot of what she’d set out to do too. Married by twenty-four. Three children—where of course she’d get at least one of each gender. White picket fence. Interior design degree.

			She planned her days, weeks, and months. She planned church activities and huge birthday parties for her children. She’d even been featured in The Best of the Bend magazine once for the fairy tale birthday party she’d done for the girls when they’d turned twelve.

			She planned what a room would look like, and how textures, fabrics, and colors would flow from space to space to create harmony and peace.

			Bea moving to South Carolina? It wasn’t in Cass’s plan, and she had no idea how to reconcile it right now.

			“You want to know what my plans are,” Bea said.

			“I would like a hint,” Cass said, still stroking Beryl’s head for comfort.

			Bea didn’t respond, probably thrown off by the quiet voice Cass had used. She did sometimes use an outdoor voice when she was indoors, because she liked being in charge. She liked seeing her plans come to life before her eyes, and she always knew precisely what to do and when.

			“To be honest,” Bea said. “I’m not sure. My heart is telling me to book this cottage again and see what happens. My head is telling me I’m a fourth-generation Texan, and that’s where I belong.”

			Cass looked up from her golden retriever, her own emotions a tangled ball of yarn. “I can see what will happen. So can you. Look at that picture of you and Grant. You look so happy, Bea. I’ve not seen you like that in years, even before Nort left.”

			“Do you really think so?” Bea asked, her voice small and afraid.

			“Yes,” Cass said. “I really think so.”

			“Could you maybe send me the information on how to book this place?”

			Cass swallowed hard. “Yes,” she said. “But Bea? Before you go—or even after. Could we plan a trip together? All of us, if the others want to come.”

			“What kind of trip?” Bea asked.

			Cass smiled then, a window opening that might allow her to do two of the things she loved most—plan something amazing and spend meaningful time with her friends. “A trip to visit as many National Parks as we can.”

			Bea trilled out a laugh and said, “Of course, Cass. What a great idea.”

			Cass nodded, the emotion in her throat now a ball that couldn’t be pushed down. “Great,” she said. “Now, I don’t need details, but I want more than you put in the group text. Dates? Dinners? Dancing? Where did you kiss him?”

			Bea scoffed. “Who says I kissed him? I’ve been here for five days, Cass.”

			Cass laughed then too, the sound of it lightening her mood and removing the heavy weights that had somehow gotten tied to her heart. “Please, Bea. One look at the two of you and I knew you’d kissed him. Again, I don’t need the gory details. But you better start talking.”

			“Isn’t it past your bedtime?” Bea teased in a voice she hadn’t used in a while either. This Grant fellow had really reawakened her, and the joy Cass had expected to feel earlier finally arrived.

			Cass stifled an untimely yawn. “I’m wide awake,” she said again, sinking further into the comfort of her pillows and blankets, the warmth of Beryl seeping into her system. “Now get going.”
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			Chapter

			Eighteen

			Grant’s stomach and chest buzzed with a full hive of bees, the tremors in his hands evidence of the unrest inside him. Of course, Julie had invited him to her house to eat. She’d done that plenty of other times, and he loved his sister’s big Southern barbecues in the summer, and her hearty meatloaves in the winter.

			As it was spring, he wasn’t sure what she’d made tonight. She’d said it would be spectacular, and he didn’t doubt that. Julie had definitely inherited all the cooking genes in the family, leaving Grant with little choice but to order something or drive through somewhere. He didn’t really mind, except for breakfast. He loved big Belgian waffles with lump crabmeat and plenty of syrup. He’d never met a piece of bacon he didn’t like, and he’d eat eggs for every meal.

			Bea, on the other hand, didn’t eat breakfast at all, and he glanced over to her as he parked in his sister’s driveway. She stared at the front door like she might die when she passed through it. Her fingers gripped the strap on her cow-purse tightly, and she swallowed.

			“This is it.” Grant unbuckled his seatbelt, ready to have the introductions over with. They were the hardest part, and then the conversation would flow like honey and sweet tea again. He got out as if he didn’t have a care in the world, and he opened Bea’s door for her only a moment after he saw the flutter in the curtains.

			Julie watched everything, and Grant told himself to school his emotions or his sister would blow everything wide open. As if him asking Bea to come to this dinner hadn’t already.

			Bea rose from the car like royalty, and she wore a dark blue pantsuit he’d stared at with a dry mouth for a good minute when she’d opened the door at the beach cottage. He’d finally remembered his manners and asked her where she’d gotten that, and she’d complimented the shopping in Hilton Head.

			She exuded richness and sophistication, and Grant felt lucky that he could slip his fingers through hers and lead her up the sidewalk. The front door usually opened before he could knock or ring the bell, but tonight, it didn’t.

			He glanced at her, licked his lips, and reached for the doorknob. He didn’t even know if he should knock or use the doorbell. He literally never had at his twin sister’s house. “Hello,” he called as he opened the door inward.

			“I told you he’d walk in,” Julie said. “Go on now.”

			Dylan, her youngest, galloped toward Grant, who laughed and scooped the eight-year-old into his arms. “Howdy, cowboy,” he said, reaching to tap the brim of the boy’s hat. “You didn’t come let me in.”

			“Mama said I couldn’t,” Dylan said. “She said we have to be proper tonight.”

			“Oh, that’s not true,” Julie said, but Grant suspected it was absolutely true. He set his cowboy-nephew on the ground and embraced his sister. Daria, her thirteen-year-old lingered in the doorway with an apron tied around her waist, and Grant didn’t see Decker, Julie’s other son.

			He hugged his sister tight as could be, then stepped back. “Jules, this is Bea Callahan. Bea, my sister, Julie.”

			Bea’s eyes darted between him and Julie, as did most people’s when they learned the two of them were twins. Fraternal, obviously, as he was a man and Julie a woman. They were just like Bea and her sister, except he and Julie had been born at the same time. Well, technically, he was four minutes older.

			“Bea,” Julie said, drawing her name out as if it was a Southern delicacy she wanted to taste in her mouth for a while. “It’s so great to meet you.” She folded Bea into an embrace, but Grant had prepped her for that.

			“Hi, Daria,” Grant said, opening his arms. “Tell me you made the peach tarts tonight.”

			“I did, Uncle Grant.” Daria gave him a big hug, and he put his arm around her and presented her to Bea too.

			“Lovely to meet you,” Bea said, and she met Dylan just as kindly.

			“Where’s Randall?” Grant asked, clapping his hands together. “And Decker?”

			“Oh, Deck had an accident out in the shop.” Julie rolled her eyes and gestured for them to follow her further into the house. “Randall’s helping him clean it all up.” She gave Grant a look that he interpreted to mean Randall was punishing Decker by making him clean it all up. He wasn’t going to go interrupt or disagree with his brother-in-law, that was for sure.

			Randall had a big personality, with a loud voice. His normal indoor voice could make Grant cringe, and he suddenly understood why Julie always invited him to her house to eat. She didn’t want to inflict Randall on everyone at a restaurant.

			The thought made Grant grin, and Bea slipped her hand back into his. “It smells great,” Bea said.

			“Have you had Frogmore Stew?” Julie asked, her dark eyes dancing with delight. “It doesn’t have any frogs in it.”

			Bea’s grip on Grant’s hand relaxed. “Oh, okay,” she said. “My friend Lauren would probably like it. She had frog legs the other day for brunch.”

			“Chestnut Tree?” Julie asked, her eyes flying to Grant’s. He nodded, and his sister’s mouth took off again. “I love that place. The stuffed French toast is to die for. I’ve never had the frog legs, but I’m sure they’re good. You can’t get anything bad at Chestnut Tree.”

			She turned to go into the kitchen adding, “Come see the stew, Bea. You’ll see.”

			Grant nodded at Bea when she looked at him, almost like he was her father. He tucked his hands into his pockets as she walked away, the flowing fabric on the wide-leg pants making her seem like she could float over water. He couldn’t stop the smile as it touched his mouth, and he realized too late that Julie saw it.

			He decided then that he didn’t care. So he liked Bea. Any man with even one good eye would like her.

			“I love your hair,” Daria said while Grant turned his eyes toward Dylan. The boy played with a plastic horse on the floor, neighing and making it buck. “I want to cut mine short, but Mama says I’ll regret it.”

			“You will,” Julie said. “Now, look, Bea, it’s just sausage, shrimp, potatoes, corn, and onions.”

			“Oh, the whole corn cob,” Bea said.

			“Some people call it a Lowcountry Boil,” Julie said.

			“My ex-husband used to grill corn on the cob,” Bea said with a light laugh. Grant turned to look at her, recognizing the nervous energy in her tone. “I mean, the one time of year he cooked.” She waved her hand like she could swat her words out of the air, and they’d disappear. “It looks delicious.”

			Grant went into the kitchen too, easily sliding his hand along Bea’s waist. “It is delicious,” he said. “Julie makes some of the best Frogmore Stew there is. It’s not too spicy, and not too rich. Plus, the bread.”

			Julie glowed under the compliment, and she picked up a stack of wide, nearly flat bowls. “You get to set the table.”

			He grunted as she pressed them into his chest. “I’m the guest.”

			“Ah, there’s Decker,” Julie said. “Deck, come help Uncle Grant set the table.”

			“I’m covered in oil,” Deck said, his face screwed up in irritation and embarrassment at the same time. “I’m going to shower.”

			“You don’t have time to shower,” Julie said, whipping her attention toward her son. She looked at her husband as he came inside, calmly closed the door, and faced his wife.

			Oh, boy.

			Grant turned and made a hasty exit from the kitchen, not wanting to be anywhere near the hurricane about to happen. “Bea,” he said in a near panic. “Grab those spoons. Daria, get the paper towels.” They’d definitely need those, and they got to work, giving Julie and Randall a few feet of privacy at least.

			Decker had indeed disappeared upstairs to shower, and because Randall couldn’t say anything at a volume less than eighty decibels, Grant heard everything. Everyone heard everything.

			“He had no business bein’ out there,” Randall said. “It’s fine. He’s fast.”

			“Randall,” Julie said. “I just think there’s a better time.”

			“There always is,” Randall said. “But we’re not late, and now’s no time to be havin’ this conversation either.”

			Grant looked over and smiled, and Randall brushed past his wife. “You must be Bea,” he boomed, and Bea nearly dropped the remaining spoons in her hand. Her eyes widened, and she handed the spoons to Grant as she moved to say hello to Randall.

			He also wrapped her in a hug, but because he was twice as big as Julie, he could lift Bea right up off her feet. She giggled, and Randall laughed, and all the tension in the house dissipated. “Grant hasn’t brought a woman around in a while,” he yelled, and Grant’s face heated.

			“Thanks, Randall,” he said dryly. He looked at Julie. “Seriously? Where’d you get this guy? Doesn’t he remember what not to say when he’s trying to win someone over?”

			“I don’t need to win you over,” Randall said, releasing Bea and clapping Grant on the shoulder. He grinned as if he’d just won a million dollars. “And she likes me fine too.” He gave Bea another grin and turned to his wife. “All right, love. Where do you need me?”

			Grant didn’t know what to say, and Julie planted her hands on her hips, clearly just as flustered by her big, loud husband. “Where do I need you? Go wash your hands and check on Deck. I can’t even hear the shower running yet, and the stew is done.”

			Randall looked past her to the stove, and she raised one hand and both eyebrows. Her husband thought better of whatever he was about to say or do, laughed, and headed for the stairs.

			“That man,” Julie half-muttered, but she obviously wanted everyone to hear her. “Dylan,” she barked. “Put the toys away. Come help Mama slice the bread. Daria, get the cream whipped. It can sit in the fridge while we eat.”

			At that moment, a black and white streak zoomed into the kitchen, and Dylan yelped. “Bonanza!” he yelled, and that got everyone else all excited too.

			Grant hippity-hopped out of the way and over to Bea, barely dragging her to safety before the wild cat got to her.

			“What is that?” Bea asked, staring as Julie shooed the cat toward the laundry room and slammed the door closed.

			“A cat,” Grant said. “Or at least it has partial feline DNA.”

			Julie returned to the kitchen, her hair slightly out of place. She smoothed it back and bent to open a cabinet in the island. Grant realized a moment before she produced the bottle of red wine what she was really doing.

			“All right,” his sister said with a sigh. “I think we need a drink first. Then we can eat.”

			Grant looked at Bea, and Bea looked at Grant. She casually raised one shoulder, the sparkly dark blue fabric catching an errant ray of evening light. “I like red wine.”

			He burst out laughing and accepted the glass Julie handed to him. “I do too,” he said, grinning at his sister. “And don’t worry, Jules. I ate on the way over.”

			She gave him a death glare, then picked up an oven mitt and swatted him with it. “You—males—you—can—leave.” She tossed the oven mitt down and looked at Bea. “We’d have a perfectly enjoyable dinner without them.”

			“Oh, honey, tell me about it. I have a monthly Supper Club, and it’s heavenly.” Her eyes sparkled like diamonds and stars and sequins. “Everyone helps with the dishes without being asked. There’s no oil, and no crazy cats, and no one eyeing the food and trying to sneak it before it’s time to eat.”

			Julie poured the wine and handed the glass to Bea. “I need a Supper Club.” She gave Grant another glare, to which he lifted both hands in surrender.

			“I didn’t do anything.”

			“You literally just said you ate on the way over.” Julie linked her arm through Bea’s and started for the sliding door that led into the backyard. “We’re going to drink our wine out here. Someone come get me when everything is ready.”

			With that, the two of them left, and neither of them looked back—not even Bea. Grant chuckled and turned to his niece and nephew. “All right, guys. Cream?” He looked at Daria, and she nodded. “Toys?”

			“Yes, sir,” Dylan said. “Then Mama lets me use the knife to cut bread.”

			Grant checked with Daria, who nodded silently, and Grant sent up a prayer that his nephew wouldn’t slice off his fingers while under his watch. “All right. Let’s do this.” Just then, the shower started, and relief rushed through Grant.

			In truth, this was about how things went during dinner at Julie’s, and he wasn’t expecting anything different. He loved them, and they’d always kept the door open for him, and fifteen minutes later, when Decker had returned from the shower, and Randall had promised to try to talk softly, Grant slid open the back door and said, “All right, Jules. Bea. Dinner’s ready.”

			He smiled at both of them, and Bea met him first. She squeezed his hand and went inside, leaving him alone with Julie on the deck. It only took two seconds for her to communicate everything she thought about Bea to Grant, but she still stopped in front of him and said, “She’s wonderful.”

			She scanned him to his shoes and back to his scalp. “Not sure what she sees in you, but she says she likes you, so.” She patted his chest. “Guess we’ll keep you around.” She stepped inside while Grant struggled to come up with an adequate response.

			“You’re letting in the flies,” Randall bellowed, and Grant got back inside before he started another World War over insects.
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			The silence in the car sounded like heaven to Grant, and he didn’t dare break it as he drove Bea back toward the beach cottage. She didn’t say anything either, the blue light of her cellphone illuminating the lower half of her face.

			She looked entertained and happy, and Grant figured she was probably texting her friends back in Texas. One lung pinched, telling him he didn’t want to be the topic of conversation for her Supper Club ladies. The other one kept breathing fine, because of course she should tell her friends about his fun-loving sister and the delicious Lowcountry Boil and peach tarts they’d eaten tonight.

			He didn’t want to take her from her friends. He didn’t want to force her to choose between him and them. He didn’t mind that she had a life outside of their relationship—in fact, he thought that was probably healthy. Not only that, but she had three children, her parents, and her siblings she needed to stay in touch with too.

			No, Grant didn’t pretend that he would be the center of Bea’s universe. Quite the opposite. She felt like the sun to him, pulling him in with her gravitational personality and amazingness. He’d orbit around her, not the other way around.

			He pulled into the dirt drive in front of the beach cottage and put the car in park. He turned it off, which indicated he might stay awhile. Bea wouldn’t even look up from her phone, and Grant draped his hand lazily over the steering wheel, watching her out of the corner of his eye.

			She didn’t seem to be typing at the speed of light. No, scrolling. “What are you looking at?” he asked.

			Bea brought her head up, her eyes blinking, probably from moving from something bright to something not. Their eyes met, and Grant sucked in a breath as quietly as he could. She was simply so beautiful, and the attraction between them popped and foamed and sizzled.

			He’d learned a lot about her in the past week, as they’d spent hours and hours together. He’d enjoyed meeting and getting to know Lauren too, and they’d both showed him pictures of the other women in their Supper Club.

			She hadn’t told her children about this relationship yet, and Grant certainly didn’t expect her to. She only had one more full day on Hilton Head, and while she’d said she was thinking about coming back after she went to Austin, she hadn’t confirmed it.

			He knew about her parents, her siblings, her children. She’d shared her whole love list with him, and it screamed Bea and made him smile, even now.

			She held up her phone and turned it toward him. “I was looking at this place to rent, but it’s booked.” Bea pushed the device closer to him, clearly wanting him to take it. “Maybe you can help me.”

			Grant took the phone, but he couldn’t focus on the bright and dark and Bea at the same time. “Why would I—?” He cut off at the sight of his beach house at the top of her phone. His heartbeat thundered through his chest, and his mouth turned to sand. He tried to swallow, but such an impossibility only made him feel like he might suffocate.

			“It has such great reviews,” she said airily. “I mean, I enjoyed it on my first stay here on Hilton Head.” She tsked the way Grant’s grandmother did when he’d been naughty. “It’s a shame it’s booked. I suppose I can find another spot to stay.”

			Grant looked up from her phone then, not sure why he’d been staring at it for so long. He knew the amenities at his own beach cottage. “Bea,” he managed to say, a thick lump still lodged in his throat.

			Their eyes met again, the light shining from the beach cottage and her phone illuminating both of them. “I’ve decided,” Bea said, her voice strong and steady but not loud. “I’m going to come back after I finish with Meredith in Austin.”

			She was going to come back to him.

			A smile exploded onto his face, but Bea shook her head. “It’s not because of you.”

			“Oh.”

			“I mean, I haven’t eaten all the things I want to eat. I haven’t been to a plantation. I’ve only spent a couple of afternoons on the beach, for crying out loud.” She spoke with a false note in her tone, and she broke a moment later, her giggling quickly escalating into laughter.

			Grant got out of the car, his pulse galloping through his body and making his hands shake. He pulled open Bea’s door, and she spilled into his arms. “I don’t care if you’re only coming back for the bacon-tomato jam,” he whispered. “You’re coming back, and that’s all that matters.”

			Bea wrapped her arms around him and hugged him. “Grant, I’m coming back to see if this thing between us can keep growing.” She cleared her throat, and Grant let his eyes drift closed. Holding her felt like he could work magic spells and produce great swells of joy. “To be clear.”

			“Got it,” he whispered. He pulled away and searched her face, not finding anything false there now. Only the most amazing smile and the life she’d always infused into him. “And I blocked off the rentals for this cottage, hoping you’d want to come back. No one’s actually renting it.”

			Surprise entered Bea’s expression. “Don’t you lose money if you don’t rent it?”

			Grant didn’t need to answer that for her to know, so he didn’t.

			“Grant.”

			“Don’t,” he said, recognizing the concern parading across her face. “I’m just a hopeful fool. It doesn’t mean anything.” He leaned down and kissed her, and that meant something.
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			Chapter

			Nineteen

			Bea sighed as she leaned her head against the window on the airplane. It hadn’t even taken off yet, and she already wanted to go back to the beach cottage.

			Ten days, she told herself. For the past month, she’d been living in ten-day increments, and she wasn’t sure if she should laugh or cry about that.

			When Nort had first left, she’d lived in one-hour increments. She’d gotten through each day, only to have another dawn. They marched on relentlessly, not caring about her heartache, her turmoil, her anger, her concerns.

			Bessie had suggested she take a cruise by herself. Just to relax.

			Bea couldn’t imagine anything worse.

			Sage had said there were single women’s groups all over, and they planned trips to almost every destination around the world. She’d get there alone, but then she’d be with a group of women just like her. Single. Divorcées or widows. Ready for adventure. Ready to move on with their lives.

			Bea hadn’t been ready. Even when she’d boarded the plane to come to Hilton Head, she hadn’t been ready. She’d done it, because she didn’t want to disappoint Joy, and she didn’t want Cass to lose her money on the rental.

			She closed her eyes and relived the last kiss Grant had given her. Out on the curb, here in Charlotte, he’d said he’d be right there to pick her up when she returned in just ten days. Before, Bea wouldn’t have worried about what ten days could bring.

			Now, she knew ten days could drastically change the course of someone’s life.

			The plane pushed back from the gate, and Bea sighed again. She’d never imagined she’d be heartsick again. She’d never once thought as she fought with Nort throughout their divorce that she’d want to attach herself to another man. She’d never believed that second chances happened to women in their mid-forties.

			She also wasn’t sure her relationship with Grant really was a second chance. A second chance at what? She wasn’t going to have more children. They wouldn’t be building a family together, though his daughter was still a minor.

			A second chance at happiness, she thought, and with that perfect, golden image in her mind—her and Grant on the deck of the lighthouse, grinning for all they were worth, the glorious ocean in the background—she endured her flight to Austin.

			The moment she saw Meredith, tears rushed into her eyes, and Bea blinked them back. “Hey, baby,” she said, though her twenty-four-year-old was no baby. Meredith held her tightly, and though she towered over Bea, it was like she was her little girl all over again. She’d just gotten off the bus on her first day of kindergarten, and while she’d skipped up the driveway, the moment she’d seen Bea, she’d burst into tears.

			“How was South Carolina?” Meredith asked.

			“Oh.” Bea sighed and stepped back. She made a show of wiping her eyes to buy herself a few moments to think about what to tell her daughter. “It was wonderful. Sunny and relaxing.” She picked up her spotted purse. “I love the ranch, but I’m thinking I need to be closer to the beach.”

			Meredith laughed and put Bea’s bag in the trunk of her car. “You can go to the beach any time you want, Mama. It’s just a few minutes’ drive.”

			“Sixty is more than a few,” Bea said. She sat in the passenger seat and let her daughter navigate them around Austin. “Are you ready for the concert?”

			The big performance sat roughly twenty-four hours from now, and Bea noticed the way Meredith’s fingers strangled the steering wheel. “I think so,” she said. “I have one more practice session in the morning with my professor. I got my dress from the dry cleaner today.” She glanced over to Bea. “You’re making the Texas sheet cake, aren’t you?”

			“Of course,” Bea said, though she had forgotten. She felt as if she’d left some of her brain cells in the beach cottage on Hilton Head, and she looked out her window so Meredith couldn’t see the little white lie on her face. “Did you get the ingredients?”

			“Mom, I don’t even know the ingredients.” She spoke in a horrified tone, and Bea scoffed and shook her head.

			“You do too. We’ve made it plenty of times.”

			“You’ve made it, Mama,” Meredith said. “I can count beats and notes. I can’t measure ingredients.”

			Bea laughed, because that had been their joke over the years Meredith had grown up. She had a selective math mind, and cooking was something she selected not to do.

			“We’ll have to swing by the grocery store tonight,” Bea said. “No problem.” She could put a sheet cake together in her sleep, and last time she’d checked, Meredith could chop pecans.

			“Did you get the graduation gown sorted?” Bea asked. Her daughter had called in a near-panic on Tuesday—was that just yesterday?—and said the university didn’t have the sash she’d earned.

			“Yes, thankfully,” Meredith said. “I texted you earlier, but you must’ve been on the plane.”

			“Oh, right.” Bea pulled her phone from her purse and tapped on the airplane icon to get it connected to data again. A moment later, a flurry of notifications came in, overwhelming her instantly.

			Grant had texted a few times, of course, and Bea subconsciously angled her phone away from Meredith. She drove, so she wasn’t peering over Bea’s shoulder, ready to accuse her of falling in love with a man in ten days or less.

			Bea’s heart still pounded like that accusation might go flying, and she tapped to read the texts from her daughter. “Good,” she said when she saw that her stole and tassel had been found. “I can’t wait to see you in the Oxford pink.” She beamed at Meredith, who smiled a proud smile too.

			Meredith nodded, her throat working. That meant she had something to say, and Bea braced herself. Her daughter kept her thoughts to herself until she pulled into the parking lot at a grocery store. “Mama,” she said. “You’re going to be…okay, right?”

			Bea looked at her daughter, unsure what she meant. “Of course I am. Why wouldn’t I be?”

			“Daddy asked me if he could bring his girlfriend, and I didn’t know how to say no.” The words rushed out of Meredith’s mouth, and it took Bea a few seconds to make them into meaning.

			“Your father’s dating,” she said, her voice pitching up an octave. “He should be. He was when we were married. I wouldn’t expect him not to be now that we’re divorced.” She reached for the door handle and got out of the car. She expected the wind to whip her away, to drown her in misery, to make her shiver and drive her back inside the safety of her ranch house.

			Today, it didn’t.

			Bea stood strong against it, and nothing inside her pinched or clenched or spun out of control. She met her daughter’s eyes over the top of the car. “I’m going to be fine,” she said with a smile. “It’s going to be Ted in trouble.”

			Meredith grinned and rounded the hood, asking, “Why’s that?”

			“Oh, that boy can’t stay away from my Texas sheet cake,” Bea said. She fell into step with her daughter. “He’ll eat so much, he’ll have a stomachache for days.” She linked her arm through Meredith’s, and they laughed together as they went inside to get the ingredients Bea needed.

			She half-expected her thoughts to fly right back to Nort. She usually obsessed over how events and activities with him would go. Today, she didn’t. He was no longer someone she had to worry too much about. She could exist in the same room with him—girlfriend or no girlfriend—because she must. They had three children together, and that wasn’t going to change.

			Bea had changed, and yes, she was going to be just fine.

			As she picked up flour, sugar, and pecans, her mind rotated around Grant, her daughter’s performance, the beach on Hilton Head Island, the graduation party, and then Grant again. She hadn’t answered his texts yet, but the moment she could find a quiet place to be alone, she would.

			A couple of hours later, that moment finally came while one sheet cake baked and one cooled. She stole out to Meredith’s tiny backyard and quickly thumbed out a text to Grant.

			I wish I’d thought to invite you to come, she said. I miss you.

			She looked at the words and didn’t fight them. Instead, she sent them.
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			The following afternoon, Bea could not hold still. By some stroke of bad luck, Meredith had been slotted to go last at the music department’s final recital. Bea had listened to over an hour of phenomenal piano solos, but none by the one person she’d flown hundreds of miles to see.

			Her anxiety had hit the ceiling ten minutes ago, and it now plowed through the plaster and into the sky.

			Applause started, and she hadn’t even realized the young man on the piano bench had stopped playing. She perked up now, though, as the department chair stepped behind the mic and the clapping quieted.

			“Our last student to perform is Meredith Callahan,” he said, his smile as bright now as it had been in the beginning. How he accomplished that, Bea would never know.

			She reached over and put her hand on Curtis’s leg. He covered hers with his and gave her a quick smile.

			“Miss Callahan has led our department this semester, and it’s my pleasure to welcome her to the stage. She’ll be playing Widmung by Franz Liszt and Robert Schumann.” He turned to the left the way he had for everyone else, and Meredith glided onto the stage.

			She wore a deep black-as-a-country-midnight dress that made her look elegant and classy. The bodice fit like a glove, and thin straps went over her shoulders. At her waist, the dress flared into yards and yards of fabric, and it held just enough shimmer to look like dancing fairy lights under the big bulbs in the performance hall.

			Bea clapped harder than she ever had, while trying to suck back the tears in her eyes. She lost that battle, and she let them flow down her face. She’d driven Meredith to a countless number of piano lessons. She’d sat with her for a countless number of hours as she practiced. She’d scrimped to buy their first grand piano, and she’d attended every single one of the girl’s recitals.

			Her daughter came alive with music, and Bea had done anything and everything in her power to provide that outlet for her.

			Somewhere else in the hall, a loud voice lifted into the air—“Go get ‘im, Mere!” and that dried up a lot of Bea’s tears.

			Norton was here after all. She hadn’t seen him yet, and both of her sons sat with her. In fact, Curtis reached over and squeezed her hand, which had already curled into a fist on her lap. She held very still, and then the moment passed. Leave it to Nort to ruin a perfectly sophisticated concert. None of the other fathers had yelled out, and Bea stewed in her irritation for the first few opening notes of Meredith’s song.

			Then she released it all, because she wasn’t going to let her ex-husband ruin her daughter’s performance. She turned her hand over and squeezed Curtis’s hand, then dared to look away from Meredith and at him for a moment. He gave her a smile that melted her heart, and she looked past him to Ted.

			Her middle child. The dark horse. Black sheep. Whatever label he wore, Ted wore it really well. He too gave her a smile and reached over to pat her hand before all three of them focused on the stage again.

			The boys loved their dad, and Bea knew that hadn’t changed. She did find it a tad surprising that they’d chosen to sit with her at this concert. She hated that they had to choose at all, but life had not been particularly fair for her over the past fourteen months.

			Meredith’s fingers moved brilliantly over the keys, and she coaxed the most beautiful sounds from them, in stunning chords, harmonies, and melodies. Bea loved the way Meredith let the music move through her, and each movement of her body seemed to be in tune with the music, not something she’d invented to be theatrical.

			Bea wasn’t ashamed of the tears anymore, and she wept silently as her daughter gave a stunning, final performance for her college career. When the last chord lifted into the hall, and Meredith finally removed her fingers from the keys, Bea leaped to her feet, her hands already banging together.

			Meredith stood from the bench, her smile one of the biggest Bea had ever seen. She radiated joy from her very center, and everyone who saw her could feel it.

			The concert ended, and Bea stood to follow Stewart, who led the way toward Meredith. She came out with the rest of the students, all of them dressed in their finest attire.

			Meredith squealed and launched herself at Stewart, who laughed and caught her in his arms. “Brilliant,” he said. “Perfection. You didn’t miss the E in the sixty-first measure.”

			Bea marveled at the level of detail he knew, and she supposed he’d been around quite a lot as Meredith had practiced this semester.

			“Amazing,” Ted said, stepping in and taking Stewart’s place. He hugged his sister. “Totally worth the trip.”

			Meredith only laughed and shook her head. “I know you came for the sheet cake.”

			“I did not,” Ted said, his voice deeper than Curtis’s, just like his personality. If he were seeing someone, he’d call it dating. He didn’t keep in touch with Bea as regularly as her youngest son, but Bea had learned with Ted that no news meant things were fine. If she tried to call or text him and press for information, that was what she got. I’m good. Things are great. Going fine.

			Curtis released Grace’s hand, and his girlfriend stayed at Bea’s side as Curtis told his sister how absolutely amazing her performance had been. Bea took Grace’s hand in hers and leaned closer to her. “You’re coming to Meredith’s afterward, aren’t you?”

			“If I’m invited,” she said, and Bea gave her a grin as she nodded.

			“You’re invited,” she said.

			“Ma,” Curtis said, practically running back to the pair of them, though they stood only a few feet from Meredith. “What are you saying to her?”

			Bea rolled her eyes. “My goodness, Curtis. Calm down. I invited her to Meredith’s for dinner and dessert.” She gave her son a cocked eyebrow. “She acted like she wasn’t sure she was welcome.”

			Curtis opened his mouth, but nothing came out. He slid his gaze to Grace, who played perfectly into Bea’s hand and folded her arms as one hip cocked out. She too wore a marvelous dress in dark green that went really well with her dark hair.

			“Of course you’re invited,” Curtis said, a slight wound to his voice. “Gracie, I thought that was implied.”

			Bea left them to work it out, because she knew Grace wasn’t really upset. She took a turn holding her daughter and murmuring how utterly fantastic it was to listen to her play and watch her make such beauty.

			“Thank you, Mama,” Meredith said, her voice wobbly. She pulled back, and shock moved through Bea when she saw her daughter actually crying. Meredith was always so even, and she rarely let her talent spark any emotion. “I mean it, Mom. I see what mothers do for their kids now. You’ve always done so much for me. All the lessons.” She shook her head and wiped at her eyes, smearing a tiny bit of the black makeup.

			“Meredith,” Bea said. She didn’t want to tell her that when she was a mother, she’d understand. Meredith had expressed concern over her nurturing side—or the lack thereof—and Bea didn’t want to add any pressure to the burden she already carried. “It was no sacrifice at all.”

			“Meredith.”

			Bea stepped back, falling out of the way, as Norton arrived. He towed a blonde woman behind him, her hair long and flowing over her shoulders like she was suspended in water, and her hair moved with the currents of the sea.

			She wore a lot of makeup, and very high heels, and a skirt that probably should’ve been four inches longer.

			“Anne?” Bea asked, her brain finally catching up to her retinas.

			The woman—Norton’s secretary—turned toward Bea. A smile plastered itself to her mouth, and she let go of Nort’s hand to take the few steps to Bea. “Bea,” she said as if the two had simply fallen out of touch and had just seen each other after a few years apart. “It’s great to see you.”

			Anne hugged Bea, who stood there and let herself get smashed into the taller woman’s chest. “She played so well. Just beautiful.” She stepped back, and Bea would give her points for being able to speak. To move. To do anything but stare in disbelief.

			Of course, she knew she was dating her boss, so what did Anne have to be surprised about?

			She retreated while Bea continued to stare. She’d never felt more alone, standing in the awkward space between her sons, her daughter and her fiancé, and then Nort and his new girlfriend.

			“Bea,” Nort said with a nod of his head. He wouldn’t make a scene, not here. Not that there was anything to make a scene about. They’d both fought for what they wanted in the divorce, and they’d both had some wins and some losses.

			He looked good, as much as Bea hated to admit that, what with his dark brown suit and a crisp white shirt. No tie, but Nort only wore a tie to the office—or to woo really big customers. His hair had grayed over the past year, and he wore a beard Bea had never seen before.

			It reminded her of Grant, and the thought of him—an echo at her side—allowed her to put a small smile on her face that didn’t feel like a grimace. She nodded to Nort, and said, “Hello, Nort.”

			No one could really expect much more than that, and she returned her attention to Meredith. Stewart said, “Baby, Doctor Bradshaw just called you.”

			“Okay.” She faced him and said, “Fix my face.”

			“Your face is fine,” Stewart said with a smile. “Go on.” He cut a glance at Bea, who raised her eyebrows. “Go,” he said again. “We’re right behind you.”

			Meredith squared her shoulders, nodded, and walked away. Stewart looked around at the rest of them, his smile growing by the moment. “Come on, son,” Nort snapped. “What’s going on?”

			“Hey,” Bea said, taking a step forward. She unified herself with Stewart and put her hand in his. They looked at Nort together, and Bea narrowed her eyes at him. “Don’t talk to him like that.” She looked up at Stewart. “If we’re going to be right behind her, we better get going.”

			Stewart’s face flushed, probably from the demeaning way Nort had spoken to him, and he squeezed her hand. “Yes,” he said. “You don’t want to miss this.”

			“Miss what, Mama?” Curtis asked, but Bea couldn’t answer. She’d like to know what she couldn’t miss too.
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			Chapter

			Twenty

			Bea walked with Stewart toward a small, raised platform in the lobby of the performance hall. As she arrived at the back of the crowd, Meredith stepped up onto the stage. Bea had no idea what was going on, but her daughter beamed at her professor, and he did the same back to her.

			He looked away and out into the crowd, who’d all gotten the memo to gather here. “We always award our department honors from this stage,” Dr. Bradshaw said. “This year, I’ve asked our student music chair to do some.”

			Meredith faced the crowd too, and she shone like a heavenly body. Bea was reminded so much that she loved being on stage, apparently even when it wasn’t big enough to hold a piano. She began to hand out some awards, and then someone stepped up and handed her a massive bouquet of roses in all colors. White, red, purple, yellow, pink, and orange.

			“Dr. Bradshaw is retiring this year.” Her face crumbled for half a moment, but long enough for her mother to see. Meredith hitched everything back in place, and it was Bea’s chest storming like a category five hurricane now. Watching her daughter get emotional apparently made her emotional too.

			“He’s been such a steady influence in a lot of our lives,” she said. “All of us students pitched in, and we just wanted to say we’re going to miss you.”

			“You won’t even be here.” Dr. Bradshaw laughed lightly. Something pained did cross his face, so retiring couldn’t be easy for him.

			“You’ve been here for twenty-seven years,” Meredith said. “So we got you twenty-seven roses, and there are twenty-seven gifts.”

			“No,” Dr. Bradshaw said as more people flooded the stage. Some of them carried envelopes, one a potted plant, one a shoe box. Each gift got laughed over and thanked for, and then Meredith gave the bouquet to an older woman.

			“Nancy, we know you’ve put up with a lot of us at your house at all hours of the night. With your husband getting prank boxes of cookies, and with scores of performances.”

			Nancy wept too, though her smile never wavered.

			“So.” Meredith held up one more envelope, this one pink. “We got you this.”

			She handed it to Nancy, and then moved in for a hug. Meredith stepped back out of the way while Nancy opened her envelope and screamed a scream of joy.

			“What is that?” Dr. Bradshaw asked, reaching for the slip his wife had pulled out. Bea found she wanted to know too, and her heart beat extra fast. “No,” Dr. Bradshaw said. “No, we can’t accept this.”

			“Non-refundable,” Meredith called. “You can’t give it back.”

			The Bradshaws stood there, mute, and someone called, “What is it, professor?”

			Nancy plucked it from her husband’s fingers, and still weeping, said, “It’s a trip to Germany.” She looked at her husband. “We’ve always wanted to go to Germany.”

			“And now you’ll have time,” Meredith said. Everyone began to clear the stage, even Nancy, but Dr. Bradshaw didn’t go. Another man in another suit handed him a plaque and an envelope, and he cleared his throat.

			“We only have one award left,” he said. “It’s not a trip to Germany.” The crowd twittered, and the professor looked out into and around at the crowd. “This is our music department of excellence award. I don’t even give it out every year; only when I feel there’s a student who’s so exceptional and so deserving.”

			His smile wavered, and he cleared his throat. “This year, I’m pleased to award this highest level of achievement and accolade to Meredith Callahan.”

			“Oh!” Bea couldn’t see her daughter anymore, but as the applause and whooping started, she emerged from the crowd again, pure shock on her face as she stepped up the few steps to the stage.

			Her brothers cheered for her, as did Stewart. Of course, at this moment when cheering would be acceptable, Nort stood as silent as a statue.

			Bea did her best to add her voice to the fray, her love for her daughter doubling and then tripling. She couldn’t wait to see what her children would do with their lives, because she loved them so much and wanted to be there with them as they achieved amazing things.

			A voice whispered in her mind that it would be easier to attend things like this if she stayed in Texas, but she silenced it quickly. Now was not the time to make any decisions. At least permanent ones.

			“You knew,” Bea said, turning to Stewart and popping him on the bicep.

			He laughed as he flinched away from her. “Maybe a little bit,” he said. “Don’t be mad, Bea. Even she didn’t know.”

			By the shell-shocked look on her face, no, Meredith hadn’t known. The award ceremony ended, and families started to regroup and head for the exit. Bea once again found herself in an odd position, and she wished for at least the tenth time that she’d thought to invite Grant to attend this concert with her.

			At the same time, she couldn’t even imagine what her children’s reactions would be to that, and she decided being here alone, only a couple of weeks post-divorce, was the right thing.
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			“Mama, put that pitcher down.” Bea raced toward her elderly mother, disgust mingling with fear as she took the glass pitcher full of iced tea from her mom’s frail hands. “You don’t need to be doing anything. Go sit. Go.” She barked the last couple of words at her mama, because if she didn’t, her mother wouldn’t listen to her.

			“Oh, you,” her mama griped at her. “I’m fine.”

			Bea didn’t argue. The last thing she needed was shattered glass and no sweet tea at a Callahan family party. Or a mother with a broken hip. Or her mama coming after her for sassing her.

			The graduation ceremony had been about like all graduation ceremonies: long, hot, boring, and filled with tradition. Bea had only sat up and paid attention for sixty seconds, when Meredith had walked across the stage, her pink stole and tassel perfectly positioned on her hat and robe.

			She hadn’t seen Nort and Anne, thankfully, and they hadn’t shown up here at Stewart’s house either. Once he and Meredith got married, they’d live in this house together, and Bea couldn’t help looking around and imagining them raising babies here. She kept her thoughts to herself once more and kept moving forward to put the sweet tea on the table.

			“If you want to do something, Mama,” she said over her shoulder. “Call everyone out here. It’s time to eat.”

			Her mama opened the back door and yelled, “Time to eat!” like a true Texan. Hey, it worked, though it wouldn’t have been how Bea would’ve gotten everyone outside. Stewart and Meredith arrived close to last, and Bea nodded at Stewart to take over.

			He and Bea had worked together to plan this meal, and his parents and siblings had come to Austin from all over the state too. Bea appreciated the love and support her daughter had, no matter who it came from, and she looked toward the back door, half-expecting to see Nort there.

			He wasn’t.

			Her nerves buzzed at her, and her phone did the same in her pocket. She waited while Stewart’s dad said grace, and then she ducked into the cooler house to check her device. Grant had texted, and Bea’s smile came instantly.

			Those pictures are so amazing, he’d said, as she’d sent him a few shots of Meredith alone, Meredith with her brothers, Meredith with Stewart, and finally, Bea and Meredith together.

			I especially like that last one. He added a smiley face, and Bea giggled as if she’d lost thirty years and was now fifteen again. How are you holding up? Has dinner started?

			It just did, she said. I’m good. Food is done. Everyone seems happy. She glanced up, looking all the way through Stewart’s house to the front door. She returned her attention to her phone. Meredith’s father isn’t here.

			She turned as the door slid open and someone came in. Ted. She tried to shove her phone in her pocket, only to remember she wore a pair of slacks that didn’t have a big back pocket. Therefore, her phone promptly fell to the floor and skidded toward Ted.

			He bent to pick it up, and when he straightened, he wore questions in his eyes. “Mom?” he asked. “What are you doin’ in here, texting?” He looked down at her phone, and Bea had no idea what he’d see. He looked up quickly, as if what he’d read had burned his eyes. “Who’s Grant?”

			Bea extended her hand, a clear sign she wanted her phone back. Ted handed it to her, his dark eyes darker and more hooded now. “Mom.”

			“He’s just someone I met,” she said. She didn’t have to defend herself. She hadn’t cheated on her husband. She hadn’t dated even while they’d been separated. She hadn’t done anything wrong.

			Buoyed by that, she looked Ted right in the eye. “I met him last week in South Carolina. We started seeing each other. I’m going back there after I help Meredith with her wedding plans.”

			Ted’s eyebrows clawed themselves toward the sky. “You are?”

			“Teddy.” Bea sighed and sank into a nearby dining room chair. She ran her fingers over the top of the table, wondering what it had seen in its day. Hers had seen chubby fingers trying to grab cheese chunks and get them into the right spot. It had seen paintings and crayons. It had seen papier-mâché and game figurines, straw, hay, dirt, mud, and blood.

			Her house closer to the coast, but still here in Texas, had seen so much. It held memories for her—good memories of her children, her life, and yes, her husband.

			She looked up at her son as he came closer and took a seat too. “What do I have in Sweet Water Falls I can’t let go of?” she whispered.

			“Nana and Pops,” he said, equally as quiet. “Your Supper Club.”

			She nodded, because he was right. She drew in a deep breath. “We’re just getting to know one another.” She gave Ted a fast, fake smile. “What about you? Weren’t you going to ask out Amaryllis?”

			He shook his head. “Didn’t work out.”

			She normally would’ve tried to find out why or insist that Ted just needed to try again. Now, though, she just said, “Yeah, sometimes it doesn’t.” She covered Ted’s hands with only one of hers, and it wasn’t anywhere big enough to do that. “You’re going to be done at A&M next year. Then what?”

			“I don’t know, Mama.” He looked and sounded absolutely miserable about it too.

			The door opened again, letting in a blast of chatter and laughter. “There you are,” Meredith said, quickly taking in the scene at the table. “What’s going on?”

			Ted got to his feet swiftly. “Nothing.” He gave Bea a pleading look that fled after only a breath. He went past Meredith saying, “Just talkin’ to Mama.”

			Meredith met her eyes, and Bea groaned as she stood. “He’s right,” she said. “Nothing.” She tucked her phone in her front pocket this time, so it wouldn’t clatter to the floor and reveal her secrets.

			Outside, she looked around at the organized chaos. She thought she saw a spot for Grant among all the craziness, and that brought another smile to her soul. At the same time, she couldn’t imagine him here, in Texas, at all. He owned a lot of properties on Hilton Head, and he couldn’t give all that up to live with her on a farm they didn’t farm.

			He disappeared from the family party in the next blink of her eyes, and Bea rejoined the festivities if only to get some cake before it was all gone. She didn’t understand why the Lord brought two people together who couldn’t be together. That seemed so cruel and so unnecessary.

			She remembered something her mama had taught her: If it’s meant to be done, there’s a way to do it.

			Bea had no idea if she and Grant were meant to be. She wasn’t sure how one ever knew that. She told herself as she took a monumental bite of chocolate cake that she didn’t have to know right now. She’d be back on the island in six more days, and then she and Grant would have more time to figure out what, if anything, they both wanted from their relationship.

			“And I said, no, that’s how you get a chicken to fart!” Her daddy bellowed with laughter, and Bea shook her head. Grant would die here all right, and not just because Texas wasn’t his beloved Hilton Head. Then she remembered that Julie’s family was a little wild, and a little crazy, and a little loud.

			Maybe Grant would fit in just fine here too.
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			No, Bea sent to the group text. She can’t have the pink one. Can NOT. So other than that one, what should she pick?

			Honestly, Bea’s head had never hurt this bad. In a year, or two, and definitely in twenty, no one would remember what tint Meredith’s veil had held. The number of boxes that needed ticking on the checklist made Bea’s eyes bleed, and she just needed a break.

			Whoever had thought a marathon five-day wedding planning session was a good idea should be shot.

			Why can’t she have the pink? Bessie asked, and Bea growled under her breath.

			Blue, Sage said, following the directions and just answering the question.

			I’d say blue too, Cass said.

			I’d go yellow and gold, Joy said. Feels more heavenly.

			Lauren didn’t answer, not that it would’ve mattered. Meredith looked up from her binder and said, “I think I’m going to go with the blue one, Mama. What do you think?”

			“I think that will be nice,” Bea said. She’d said a version of those words many times in the past several days. “With your darker coloring, it’ll be nice to have a cool color.”

			Meredith nodded and wrote something on the page in front of her. Bea’s opinion was important to her, and Bea had learned within the first hour that Meredith really did want to know what she thought. She wasn’t just asking and then picking whatever she wanted anyway.

			“You can ask Aunt Esther about the cake?”

			“Oh, yes,” Bea said, her temples throbbing. Grant had said he’d call when he finished with a property walk-through today, and she expected her phone to ring at any moment. “I already asked her about it.” She tapped to get to the right thread. “This is what she sent.”

			She laid the phone on the table between them, so the wedding cake pictures her aunt had sent could be seen by both of them. Aunt Esther was fifteen years younger than Bea’s mother, and she’d been making wedding cakes for four decades. She lived out in the Hill Country, so Austin wasn’t a big drive for her, and she’d seemed thrilled to be asked to make Meredith’s cake.

			“How many tiers do you want?”

			“I don’t know.” Meredith laid her head in her hands, her eyes still on the phone, taking in the texts. “Do I care?”

			Bea gave her a tired smile. “Do you?”

			Meredith returned her exhaustion. “I think I will tomorrow.”

			Bea picked up her phone and said, “Then let’s do this tomorrow.” She slid the binder away from Meredith and closed it. She got to her feet. “What do you want for dinner?”

			“Whatever,” Meredith said, and that truly testified of her mental doneness. She’d asked Bea for all of her favorites from her childhood every day this week. Spaghetti and meatballs. Barbecue beef bundles. Spiced potato skins with bacon and sour cream.

			Her phone rang, and Bea’s adrenaline spiked at Grant’s name on the screen. “Hey,” she said, stepping out onto Meredith’s front porch. “How did your walk-through go?”

			“I made it through,” he said. “How’s the wedding planning going?”

			Bea sighed with the force of the wind, and Grant laughed. “That good, huh?’

			“It’s just too much,” she said. “Too many decisions to be made in a short period of time.”

			“I’m sure,” Grant said. A beat of silence went by, and Bea sank onto the top step. “It’s good to hear your voice.”

			“Yours too,” Bea said with a smile. “I’ll be there Friday afternoon. My flight gets in—”

			“At three-thirty,” they said together.

			Bea looked out at the neighborhood. “Grant, I haven’t told all of my kids about you. What—? Do you think I should?”

			“I think you should do what you think is right.”

			“I want to tell them.”

			“Then tell them.”

			Bea took a big breath and tried to force her brain to think better. “Tell me how Vanessa is doing.”

			“Starfish can use a computer better.”

			Bea laughed, the sound rising up and filling the air around her. “Grant.”

			“Bless her heart,” he said. “But yeah. She has the certifications, but the practical application?”

			“That’s what you’re giving her, sweetheart.” Bea stilled as the endearment came out of her mouth. Grant obviously had too, because he said nothing.

			“I wish it was Friday,” he finally said.

			Her phone buzzed in her hand, and Bea looked at it. “Grant, my mom is calling. I’ll talk to you later, okay?”

			“Okay,” he said, and Bea swiped on the call from her mom, which ended the one with Grant.

			“Mama,” she said, needing to tell someone about Grant and get some advice. Her friends knew, but they were biased. They’d all stopped telling her what they thought too. Once she’d booked the beach cottage again, they’d assumed she was committed and didn’t have doubts.

			But she did. If anything, Bea needed more help reconciling her thoughts with her heart.

			“Are you there?” Bea asked as she started to get to her feet.

			“Bea,” her mom said, her voice a burst of air. “Your dad fell, and I think he broke his hip.”

			Pure terror seized Bea. “Did you call the ambulance?”

			“I’m calling you.”

			“Mama,” Bea said, rushing back inside. “Hang up with me and call nine-one-one. Do you hear me? Nine-one-one.”

			“I know how to call an ambulance,” her mom yelled, and Bea wanted to rage back at her.

			“Then do it,” she said. “I’m going to call you back in five minutes.” She jabbed at the phone icon to end the call, and Meredith looked up from the table. She’d obviously fallen asleep and Bea had woken her. “Pops fell,” Bea said, her adrenaline firing on all cylinders now. “I need to get back to Sweet Water Falls.”

			“Yeah, of course,” Meredith said as she stood. “I can come too.”

			“No,” Bea said. “You need to be here for the tastings and fitting. I’ll be fine. I’ll call you and update you. All of you.” She headed down the hall, her fingers still jabbing at her phone. She needed to get help over to her parents’ house, and she needed to pack. She needed to book a flight, and she needed to keep everything together until she was alone so no one would see her break down.

			“Cass,” she said when her best friend answered. “My mother just called and said my daddy fell. Can you get over to their place and see what’s what?”

			“I’m on my way,” Cass said, just like that. No questions asked. A rush of gratitude filled Bea, and she jammed her clothes in her bag, swiped her brush from the dresser in Meredith’s spare bedroom, and headed into the bathroom to get her toiletries.

			With her bag packed, she called her mama again. “Mama,” she said. “Tell me what’s going on.”

			“The ambulance isn’t here,” she said, and she sounded frightened now. “You’re coming over, aren’t you?”

			“I’m still in Austin, Mama.” She re-entered the kitchen, and Meredith swiped her keys from the counter. They didn’t have to speak before they both headed for the front door. “I called Cass, okay? She’s on her way over.”

			“Okay,” Mama said. “I’ll let her handle everything.”

			“Yes,” Bea said. “That’s probably a good idea.” Her mother couldn’t hear very well, and she refused to wear her hearing aids if it was just her and Daddy around the house. “I’ll call you right when I’m taking off.”

			“All right.”

			Bea said, “I love you, Mama. Tell Daddy I love him too.” She got the words out without a hitch in her voice, but she felt it seizing through her lungs, then her stomach, and all the way down to her toes.

			She said nothing on the way to the airport. She hugged her daughter with a fierceness she didn’t know she possessed. Then she texted a marathon of texts, some to her friends, some to Grant, and some to her children.

			By the time she arrived at the hospital in Sweet Water Falls, darkness had fallen, and Bea felt one or two steps away from a complete collapse. Mentally. Physically. Emotionally.

			But she pushed open the door where her father reportedly was, determined to find out what she needed to know.
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			Chapter

			Twenty-One

			Bea pulled the new pillbox from the plastic sack. “All right, Mama,” she said. “Let’s go over how to fill this.”

			Her mama looked exhausted, much the same way Bea felt. Everything tugged at her, from texts from Meredith about some decisions she still needed to make, to Curtis saying he could come home to help, to Grant wanting to know how everything was going in Texas.

			She hadn’t spoken to him in a day, maybe two, and Bea’s throat constricted when she thought about the beautiful South Carolina coast, the carefree afternoon on the beach, and the phoenix kite she’d left in Grant’s care.

			She shook her head, trying to get her emotions out of her thoughts. She couldn’t go back to Hilton Head Island right now. Her father had fallen and broken his hip, and since he’d had problems with it for years, they’d done a full hip replacement.

			He’d be in a walker for at least six weeks. He couldn’t drive—and he was the one who went to town and got the groceries, picked up dog food, prescriptions, and Mama’s favorite coconut chocolate dream ice cream every week.

			A sob wrenched its way through her chest, but she managed to swallow it back before it came out. “Mama.” She turned around, as her mother had been right behind her coming in from the car. She bent over Daddy in the living room, helping him with a blanket and pillow around his injured side.

			She turned, the emotion plain on her face, and Bea knew she’d be staying here for another night. Probably more than one. She’d already been sleeping in the guest room since Wednesday night, when she’d arrived back in Sweet Water Falls.

			Four days had passed, and while today was the Sabbath, she didn’t feel the usual peace and comfort she did on Sundays. She took a deep breath and removed the plastic around the pill box so she could open the little squares.

			“All right.” Mama slid onto the barstool at the counter. It could only accommodate two stools, which hadn’t been a problem for the past decade. Bea had called Tori and Dallin, her sister and brother, and they’d both come to help too.

			At the moment, Dallin should be getting dinner and bringing it here, and Tori had stopped at the grocery store after Daddy had been discharged from the hospital to get the groceries their parents needed that week. She had to go home tomorrow, as she worked a busy job with a back surgeon in Dallas, and they had operations scheduled this week.

			Dallin would stay for another few days, and he only lived a couple of hours away, in San Antonio. Bea was the only one who’d stayed near her parents, and as part of her new adventure in life, she’d really been looking forward to leaving the same small town where she’d grown up.

			She sort of had, as she lived north of Sweet Water Falls, and her folks still lived within the town boundaries. Technically, Bea lived between Short Tail and White Pines, about forty minutes from her parents.

			“He has to eat with all of these,” Bea said, flipping the pages. “Tori’s getting little things like applesauce and string cheese so he can just have a few bites.”

			“I’m not hungry,” her dad called from the living room.

			Bea didn’t even turn and look in his direction. She sank onto the second barstool and rubbed her forehead. The old fluorescent lights here made her eyes burn and her head ache. She felt like she’d gone back in time thirty years, to a place where she couldn’t have an opinion, and she had to do everything Mama and Daddy said.

			She thought of the kite-flying, and how Daddy had stressed her so completely she couldn’t enjoy herself. There wasn’t anything to enjoy about a hip replacement and taking care of a stubborn old man, and she didn’t need him adding to that.

			She met Mama’s eyes. “He has to take them, Mama. On time. Every day. All day long.”

			“He’s not going to do it.”

			“Yes, he is,” Bea said fiercely. “If you want him to get better, and he wants to get better, he’s taking them. Every time.” She reached for one of the pill bottles and peered at the label. Twice a day.

			She’d purchased a pill box that had four available boxes for each day of the week, and she put one pill in the top spot and the bottom one. One by one, she opened the bottles and put the pills where they went.

			“All right,” she said. “They’re different, see, Mama?” She pushed the box in front of her mom. “Dallin put all of them on automatic renewal, so they’ll be ready at the pharmacy without you having to call. You just have to go pick them up when you get the call that says they’re ready.”

			Her mama met her eyes, and Bea nodded, a silent acknowledgement that this was going to be really hard. She didn’t vocalize to her mother that she could do this, but the understanding lingered between them.

			“Take a picture with your phone,” Bea said. “Then you don’t have to try to read all the bottles. They’re all different colors and sizes. I can come help you every Sunday.” Those last words put a nail in any ideas she might have of leaving Texas. She’d just pinned herself to Sweet Water Falls, at least for the next several weeks.

			And what would be left for her and Grant then?

			Summer would arrive, and with it, his daughter. He worked his rentals a lot in the summer, according to him, which Bea believed. He’d said millions of people came to Hilton Head in the summer, and she’d seen the pictures.

			He wouldn’t be able to come here; she wouldn’t be able to go there. While her mother took a picture of the daily pill box and then started to fill the other boxes with the right pills, Bea turned away. She needed to breathe for a moment, and she stepped onto the back deck at the same time Dallin called, “Hey-ho! I’ve got barbecue sandwiches.”

			He sounded so upbeat and cheerful, which Bea appreciated. Her brother had always seen the sunny side of life, and while he’d realized the seriousness of the situation, he’d brought the positivity this past weekend.

			Bea’s stomach rumbled for the want of food, but she wouldn’t be able to eat until she figured out a few things. She took a deep breath of the evening air, focused, and lifted her phone to dial Cass.

			Her best friend answered after only one ring. “How did the discharge go?”

			Bea sighed and drifted further from the house. She went down the steps to the backyard. “We made it out of there,” she said. “I don’t think any of the nurses would’ve survived the night if we hadn’t.”

			Cass laughed, but Bea barely broke a smile. “I don’t think I’m going to survive this.”

			“Yes, you will,” Cass said in a firm tone. “He’ll get better, and he’ll actually be in better shape than before, because the whole hip is new.”

			“He’s going to drive my mama insane.”

			“Yes, he will,” Cass agreed. “But Bea, he’s acting normal. He’s lost his mobility and his independence in one go, and he just needs some time.”

			“Yeah.” She wandered toward the trees at the back fence. “I think Mama will be able to manage his medications.” She turned back to the house, and she saw Dallin through the window. He wore a smile and moved around the kitchen like he’d never left.

			“Right,” Cass said. “They’ll be okay. They have great neighbors, and their pastor knows the situation.”

			“Yeah.” Bea didn’t say anything else. She wasn’t sure how to ask Cass what she should do. “I—”

			“You’re not going back to Grant, are you?”

			“I don’t see how I can,” Bea said, dropping her gaze to the grass. “I—they need help here.”

			“Bea.”

			“No, Cass,” Bea said, because Cass could sometimes clip out words and make Bea question her decisions. “The first few weeks are going to be intense. I’ll be here every day, just to make sure Mama doesn’t kill him, and that he understands that he has to do what he’s told.”

			“Tori can come help.”

			“Not this week,” Bea said. “Dallin will be here, but he’s more of the big-picture guy, and I’m the one who takes care of the details.” In this case, the details mattered a lot, and Bea couldn’t imagine herself boarding a plane and leaving her parents to their own wiles.

			“Okay,” Cass said. “So you call him for a few weeks, then go.”

			“You make it sound so easy,” Bea said, knowing it wasn’t. “Honestly, Cass, Hilton Head was a dream. That’s all it was. A vacation. A celebration that the previous fourteen months were over.” Tears pricked her eyes, not enough to threaten crying, but enough to know that she wished dreams came true.

			“Bea.”

			“I was there for ten days. I didn’t fall in love with him,” Bea said, noticing that Cass had simply said her name a couple of times, with nothing following. That meant she didn’t have much to say, and her name was becoming a plea.

			“What are you going to do?”

			Bea watched her siblings and mother moving in front of the windows. They looked about to sit down to dinner, and Daddy hobbled into the frame the window provided. She needed to get back inside, and she could only think of what needed to be done.

			“I have to go,” she said to Cass. “They’re eating dinner.” With Hilton Head an hour ahead of Sweet Water Falls, Grant was probably at home.

			“Call me later,” Cass said.

			Bea said, “Okay,” and turned away from the house. She needed more time to put things in the right order, but she didn’t have any more minutes. She wouldn’t be able to sleep tonight if she didn’t put some things to rest inside her mind.

			She took a deep breath and dialed Grant. Her heartbeat thundered through her chest as the line rang, and she expected to hear Grant’s deep, rumbly, happy voice any moment.

			He answered with, “Bea, I’ve been thinking about you.”

			She hadn’t been able to stop thinking about him either. Instead of saying that, she let out her breath and said, “Grant.”

			“Uh oh,” he said.

			Bea couldn’t get rid of the storm inside her. Better to just blow it all out. “I can’t come back to Hilton Head right now, Grant. My parents just need too much help. I know you can’t leave the island right now, moving into summer and everything. And Shelby is coming, and I’m so sorry. I’ll pay you for the beach cottage and all of that.”

			She paused to take a breath, wishing Grant would jump in and say everything was fine. He didn’t, because things weren’t fine.

			“I’m so sorry,” she said.

			“No,” Grant said. “Don’t be sorry. It’s okay. I’m going to be okay.”

			“Okay.”

			“Are you going to be okay?” he asked. “You’ve got the help you need?”

			“Yes,” Bea said, a new weight getting added to her heart. Her mind felt freer, but the heaviness inside her didn’t go anywhere. “I’m sorry, Grant.”

			“Me too,” he said, and Bea let him end the call.

			Tori opened the back door and called, “Bea?”

			“Yeah.” She wiped her eyes and pulled in a breath, trying to hitch everything back into place. “I’m coming.” She crossed the yard and went up the steps, where she met her sister. She moved into an embrace, taking comfort from Tori though her sister probably didn’t know precisely why.

			“I’m sorry I have to leave,” Tori said, holding her tightly.

			“It’s okay,” Bea said. “Dallin will be here for a few more days, and Daddy will settle down.”

			“He sounds like he’s swallowed a lion who can only roar.” Tori stepped back, her smile beautiful and full of light. Bea giggled, and the two of them turned to go into the house. Since she hadn’t told anyone about Grant except her friends in her Supper Club, she didn’t have to explain anything to anyone. Everyone just figured she had a lot going on in her life, which wasn’t wrong.

			She wished, however, she could call Grant later and get the comfort she wanted from him. As it was, Tori insisted that Bea return to her house out in the country, since she’d be staying with their parents. Dallin was too, and Bea had agreed and left.

			Down her dark lane, the lights sprang to life when she got close enough to the house. She parked in the garage and closed it before she got out of the car. She wasn’t sure why, but she hadn’t been here at night in a while, and a hint of nerves accompanied her into the house.

			She flipped on the lights in the mudroom, wishing she had someone to welcome her home. An idea flashed in her mind, and she thought of her love list.

			Get a puppy.

			Yes, she was so going to do that, as soon as possible. Then maybe she wouldn’t be so focused on her daddy—or how lonely she was now that she’d broken up with Grant.

			[image: scene break]

			“He’s adorable,” Bessie said. She giggled as the black and white puppy tumbled across her lap. “What did you name him?”

			Bea grinned at the little dog. “Fresco,” she said, accepting the cup of tea from Sage. “Thanks for coming, you guys.”

			No one else was there to meet the newest addition to her family, as Joy and Lauren had to work, and Cass had accompanied her husband to a medical appointment.

			Sage perched on the couch next to Bea, and they looked back at the dog. “What kind of dog?”

			“He’s a French bulldog.” Bea sipped her tea, glad Sage had put in a lot of honey. She smiled at the puppy, because she did love him. She’d only had him for two days now, and the nights had been tough. She wasn’t complaining, because she wasn’t alone, and she knew she simply needed more time with Fresco to train him.

			They were still getting to know one another, and of course, he had to be potty trained. Cass had been right—puppies were a lot of work. Fresco did cuddle with her too, and every time she walked into the house, Fresco’s little tail wagged and wagged, and he loved seeing her.

			In a few more weeks, he’d be potty trained and walking at her side perfectly on a leash, and Bea wouldn’t even be thinking about Grant.

			In just a few more weeks.
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			Chapter

			Twenty-Two

			Grant stared out the windshield, not really sure where his mind had gone. When Harrison knocked on the window, he jumped, turning to his left to see who stood there. Harrison laughed, the sound coming through the glass, and Grant reached to unbuckle his seatbelt.

			“You looked lost,” Harrison said, still grinning. “Sorry. I thought you’d seen me pull up behind you.”

			“I didn’t,” Grant said. He shook Harrison’s hand and did his best to hang a smile in the right place on his face. “Sorry. Just thinking about something.”

			“Not the new roof over the deck, I hope,” Harrison said. “The permit is just a formality. I got it.” He dug in a pocket of his toolbelt and produced a folded document. When he extended it toward Grant, his expression held trepidation.

			“It’s not that,” Grant said, taking the paper. “But thanks.” They started toward the beach cottage where Bea was supposed to be staying. Grant hadn’t wanted to open up the dates for new renters just in case she changed her mind and came to Hilton Head.

			His stupid wishful thinking. The positive attitude. Optimism. Whatever it was, it annoyed him in moments like this. Since he’d blocked off the weeks, and his foolish heart wouldn’t allow him to unblock them, he’d decided to do a little construction around the place.

			The deck had been expanded to twice the size, and Grant had laid awake for the past couple of nights, telling himself that he’d done it because he was a savvy property owner who knew a good idea when he heard one. It didn’t matter that it had been Bea’s idea to expand the back deck.

			Not to mention the roof Harrison had started to build. Apparently, any structure over twenty feet needed a permit on the island, and their roof peaked beautifully at twenty-six feet.

			Grant went around the back of the house, his foot catching on a sprinkler head that hadn’t popped back down into the ground after last night’s watering. He stumbled, a curse flying from his mouth. He managed to catch himself, but it felt like a spoonful of sludge instead of hot fudge on an ice cream sundae.

			He actually felt like crying, and that made a horrible, angry beast inside him rage to the surface. He’d caught himself against the side of the house, and he pulled his fist back and hit the siding again.

			“Hey,” Harrison said, hurrying back to him. “Are you okay?”

			Grant fumed, his eyes trained on Harrison. He didn’t want to hit one of his good friends. He didn’t want to hit anything, because now his knuckles hurt on top of the humiliation weaving carefully through him. “I don’t know,” he said, rubbing his fingers with his non-punching hand.

			“What’s going on?” Harrison asked, his eyes filled with concern. Grant didn’t answer, because while he and Harrison were friends, they didn’t play cards together or hang out as buddies in the evenings. They did a lot of business together, and Grant saw him socially every now and then.

			He had come to brunch with Bea and Lauren, and Grant’s sudden mood change since last week when Bea had called to say she couldn’t return to Hilton Head Island probably wasn’t as noticeable to Harrison as it was to Grant.

			He’d avoided his sister and her family, and as Grant stood there, his mind wailing, his heart in utter turmoil, and his hand starting to ache, he realized he didn’t have any friends to spill his guts to.

			“Bea broke up with me,” he said.

			Harrison’s expression changed instantly, and he nodded back toward the front of the house. “All right,” he said. “Let’s go get a drink or something.”

			“It’s ten-thirty in the morning,” Grant said. He wasn’t going to drown his sorrows in alcohol this early in the day.

			“Smoothies then.” Harrison marched away, leaving Grant a good view of the new deck and the framed-out roof. It would be a fantastic place to read, listen to the ocean, trying to catch a glimpse of it, or serve dinner to your family after a day on the beach. He could see himself there, doing all of those things, and every time, Bea stood at his side.

			She’d sent pictures of the Texas sheet cake she’d made for her daughter’s graduation party, and she’d promised to make one for him. He’d get the best sweet tea South Carolina had to offer, and she’d make the cake, and they’d sit on this new deck together.

			The sun would go down, and they’d talk and laugh and kiss, and the life Grant had started to imagine for himself stopped there. Because there was no more.

			She wasn’t coming back.

			“Come on,” Harrison called, and Grant turned and left the fantasies he’d allowed himself to conjure up in the backyard at the beach cottage.

			Fifteen minutes later, Harrison pulled into a space at The Mad Mango. Grant wasn’t sure if he’d spoken on the way over. If he had, Grant hadn’t answered. He’d lost another block of time thinking about Bea.

			Harrison got out of the truck, so Grant followed. He didn’t even see Blake Williams until the man snapped his fingers in front of Grant’s face. That ignited the fury again, and Grant should probably just go home and stay there. The office wasn’t safe, because Vanessa would be there. She had cleaned up the files around the office, and she did handle the bookings quickly and easily. Grant had been freed up to manage his housekeeping crews and focus on improvements that he’d ignored for months.

			“Hey,” Blake said, his mouth turning up into a smile. “I said I was about to call you. We need to go over your retirement contributions.”

			The last thing Grant wanted to do was meet with his financial advisor. Blake was a great guy, however, and he didn’t deserve to be ignored or glowered at. He held open the door to The Mad Mango, and Grant assumed Harrison had already gone inside.

			“Sure,” Grant said, his irritation settling back into his chest nicely. He hated how it could rear up so easily and quickly now. Inside, he frowned at the menu, though he had the whole thing memorized. He suddenly didn’t want a banana in his smoothie, and he told himself it wasn’t because Bea hadn’t wanted one.

			Cara and Oliver worked behind the counter, but the only person there besides Harrison, Blake, and Grant was an older woman. If she lived on the island, Grant might know her, but Harrison wasn’t speaking to her, so he assumed he wouldn’t.

			He got in line behind Harrison, who stepped up to order with Oliver a moment later. Oliver’s eyes crinkled with laughter when Grant arrived at the counter. “Hey,” he said. “I haven’t seen you in a few days.”

			“Yeah.” Grant kept his eyes on the menu. “I’ll have the Beach Sunrise, with only half of a banana, please.” He finally switched his gaze to Oliver, whose eyebrows had disappeared under his mop of hair.

			“Half a banana?” He didn’t write anything down. Or even move.

			“Yeah,” Grant said again. “Is that allowed?”

			“It’s allowed,” Blake said behind him as he came to his side. “It’ll just be icy.” With both of them looking at him, Grant had the urge to punch something again.

			“He wants just half,” Harrison said, coming back to rescue Grant. “Leave him be.” He grabbed Grant’s arm and tugged him away from the ordering spot. “Come on.”

			Grant wasn’t sure if he should thank Harrison or not. He knew Oliver really well. He and Grant had been friends and doing business together for years, just like Harrison.

			At the end of the counter, he pulled out his wallet to pay, but Oliver came flying down the aisle, calling, “Nope. He gets free smoothies for life.”

			“That was a joke,” Grant said, handing Cara his card. She didn’t take it, and another dose of stupidity moved through him. He certainly didn’t need anything else adding to his complete humiliation. “I can pay.”

			“Have a great day, Grant,” Cara said, and she walked away to get Blake’s smoothie out of the blender. Grant glared at Oliver, who folded his arms and tilted his head, a silent challenge for Grant to try to leave a bill instead of using his credit card.

			Had he carried cash, he’d have done that.

			Instead, he was forced to lift his smoothie and say, “Thanks.”

			“Of course.”

			Grant turned away from the counter and found Harrison sitting at a little table with four chairs around it. It wasn’t big enough for that, but Oliver didn’t serve meals here, and the table could hold four tall paper cups and a napkin dispenser.

			He groaned as he sat down, but he flashed Harrison a grateful smile. He took a long draw on his straw, the tart, fruity taste of raspberries and mango striking him in all the taste buds. The smoothie was a little icy without the full banana, and he did miss the extra flavor. He loved bananas, and he regretted that he’d tried to be like Bea and eat one of his favorite things differently because of her.

			Blake sat at the table too, his keys making a terrible metal-on-metal noise as he tossed them onto the table. “Sorry,” he said good-naturedly. “What are you two up to today?”

			Harrison glance at Blake, but he didn’t have anything to say. “Building a roof,” Harrison said. “It’s too dang hot already.”

			“Can I sit with you guys?” Oliver pulled out the last chair and sat without waiting for anyone to say yes. He had a smoothie in a cup too, and he lifted it to them in a silent toast.

			Grant would’ve normally chuckled and lifted his smoothie cup back. Today, he didn’t. He did look at Oliver’s dark purple concoction and ask, “What’s that?”

			“Black Noon,” he said, lifting the straw to his mouth. After he swallowed, he said, “Blackberries, raspberries, orange juice, protein, and—” He cut a glance to Harrison. “Vanilla frozen yogurt.”

			“What?” Grant twisted to look at the menu behind him. “You have frozen yogurt now?”

			“Told you,” Harrison said almost under his breath.

			Grant swung back to him. “Told him what?”

			“The new frozen yogurt machine is huge,” Blake said. “I even commented on it.” He studied Grant in a way that made Grant squirm. “You didn’t see it?”

			“No,” Grant said, suddenly wishing he could see past the end of his nose.

			“All right,” Oliver said. “What’s going on?”

			“Nothing,” Grant said.

			“Sure,” Oliver said. “Because you haven’t ordered the Beach Sunrise in forever. When you come in here, it’s for the Rainbow Over Troubled Water, and you always ask for double banana.”

			The three of them looked at Grant, and he didn’t see a way out of this. “My girlfriend broke up with me.”

			“Oh.” Blake looked like he’d been hit with a two-by-four. “I didn’t know you were dating someone.”

			“Neither did I,” Oliver said. “Must’ve been pretty new.”

			“Yeah,” Grant said. “It was.” He didn’t want to talk about this, not with these three. Maybe Harrison, who he’d grown up with here on the island. If not these three, then who? Grant asked himself, because he knew these guys. They all lived here full-time and had for years. Without them to talk to, that only left Julie.

			His twin sister had called him every day this week, and Grant had managed to put her off through text messages. She knew something was wrong. If she hadn’t before, the fact that he wouldn’t answer when she called had alerted her to it.

			In fact, his phone rang in that moment, and Julie’s name sat there. “I’ll be right back,” he said, standing up. “I want something with frozen yogurt in it. But more tart fruit. Not the berries.” He swiped on the call and walked away, saying, “Hey, Jules.”

			“You broke up with Bea?” she asked instead of saying hello.

			His heart beat out cold blood. “No,” he said. “How did you find out?” He exited the smoothie shop, and Harrison was right—it was too dang hot out here.

			“I texted her,” Julie hissed. “She gave me her number when you two were here for dinner a few weeks ago. A heads-up would’ve been nice, then I wouldn’t have embarrassed myself.”

			Grant gave a wicked-long sigh, not sure what to say to Julie.

			“Oh, so she’s why you haven’t answered my calls.”

			“Yes,” Grant said, seeing no point in denying it. “You talked to her? How did she sound?”

			Julie didn’t answer, and Grant realized how hopeful and desperate his voice had just come out. He cleared his throat, but he didn’t know what to say next.

			“I just texted her,” Julie said. “She told me you two weren’t seeing each other anymore.”

			“Right,” Grant said. “Her father fell and broke his hip. Had to have a big surgery, and her parents need her help in Texas.”

			“Oh, honey, I’m sorry,” Julie said. “Maybe she’ll come back after he heals up?”

			“It didn’t sound like it,” Grant said. He walked to the end of the sidewalk and watched the traffic go by on the busy street in front of him. “I don’t think I’ll see her again.”

			“You don’t sound good. Come to dinner tonight.”

			“No,” Grant said, shaking his head. Not everything could be fixed with food. “I have a class I’m taking tonight to help me know how to train Vanessa. Sorry.” He hadn’t lied; he did have a management class that evening, as Vanessa was willing to learn and fix the things she did wrong. Grant simply didn’t know how to train someone as well as he should, and while he considered himself savvy and smart, he needed help with this.

			Maybe you need some help with Bea too, he thought.

			“Maybe you should, I don’t know, go to Texas,” Julie said. “Just to see her. Let her know that you’re willing to fly there and talk online or via video or whatever it is that couples do long-distance these days. Sometimes she can come to Hilton Head for a weekend or something.” Julie paused, and Grant didn’t immediately dismiss the idea. “Then, when things in her life settle down, you two can talk about something more close-distance.”

			Grant almost didn’t dare to ask the question in the front of his mind now. “Do you think we could?” he asked anyway. “I mean, do you think I could go there, and she’d take me back?”

			“Honey, I don’t know,” Julie said, plenty of sympathy in her voice. “I only met her the one time, but I’d say she was pretty smitten with you.”

			“I started to fall in love with her.”

			“Then go,” Julie said. “What will fall apart if you leave for a few days?”

			Grant couldn’t even think of his calendar right now. He’d been living one hour at a time. “I don’t know.”

			“Nothing,” Julie practically barked. “That’s what. So Grant, get online and book yourself a ticket. Go to Texas. Go see if there’s something worth saving between you and Bea.”

			The bell on the smoothie shop door rang, and Grant turned around to see Harrison and Blake exiting. Harrison carried a second cup in his hand, and Grant went to take it from him. A light pink smoothie rested thickly in the cup, and Grant said, “Okay, Jules. I have to go.”

			“Keep me updated,” his sister yelled as he lowered the phone from his ear. He tapped to end the call, and then he took a drink of his new smoothie. Tart mango, strawberry, and orange met his tongue, along with plenty of creamy, deep, rich, cold vanilla.

			“This is fantastic,” he said. “What’s it called?”

			Harrison moved toward his truck, and Grant followed. “The Sun Will Come Out,” Harrison said.

			And Grant smiled a real smile for the first time since Bea had called to say she wasn’t coming back. Yes, the sun did come out every single day. Grant just needed to find one where he could show up in Sweet Water Falls, Texas, and talk to Bea.

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			Chapter

			Twenty-Three

			Bessie Clifton was nowhere near ready to host the Supper Club for her friends when the doorbell rang. A beat of anxiety flipped through her, and she checked the beef strips and lowered the flame beneath them so she could go answer the door.

			A dog barked on the porch, and Bessie quickened her pace, now knowing who stood there. She opened the door, and sure enough, Bea’s little bulldog bolted into the house as if he had the devil himself after him. “C’mon in, Fresco,” she said with a laugh.

			She looked at Fresco’s owner, and Bea wore exhaustion and misery on her face for all to see. Bessie stepped into her and hugged her, wishing she was strong enough to hold the both of them up. The truth was, she wasn’t.

			She wasn’t Cass, and she wasn’t Lauren, both of whom probably could’ve taken on everything for Bea in the past few weeks and kept up the rigors of their lives too. Bessie knew what flavor of heartache Bea tasted every day, and neither Cass, nor Lauren, nor Joy, nor Sage did.

			None of them had been divorced. Perhaps Joy, now that she and her husband had separated, but even a separation wasn’t the same as a divorce. Lauren had never been married, and Bessie supposed she dealt with some heartache in a similar vein.

			“I know I’m early,” Bea said. “I didn’t want to sit at my house any longer, and my daddy’s asleep.”

			“You’re always welcome here,” Bessie said. “I can put you on the pudding cups.”

			Bea pulled back, a knowing glint in her eye. “It’s not boxed pudding, is it?”

			Bessie grinned and shook her head. “My gran would roll over in her grave if she thought I was serving boxed pudding at a Supper Club.” She laughed as Bea stepped into her house. She shut out the heat, and the two of them went through her living room to the kitchen behind it.

			“Oh, no,” Bea said when she found Fresco pawing at Willow, Bessie’s gray and white cat. “Fresco, leave her alone. Leave her.”

			Willow hissed and growled, her ears flat against her head. She swiped at the French bulldog with one paw, and Fresco jumped back in surprise. He barked, but Willow didn’t give him an inch.

			“They’re fine,” Bessie said. “She’ll go find a bed to hide under.”

			Bea still stepped over to her little dog and scooped him into her arms. “Leave him be,” she said to Fresco, who responded by licking Bea’s face. “I’m going to put him outside.” She dumped the Frenchie into Bessie’s backyard and sighed as she turned back to the counter. “All right. Pudding?”

			Bessie indicated the bunch of bananas on the counter. “Banana pudding cups. Here’s my gran’s recipe.” She tapped the card on the countertop, so glad she’d always enjoyed baking and cooking. Without it, Bessie may have fallen apart when Jonathan had left her. They only had one daughter together, and Wynona lived in Peachtree, Texas, up near the Oklahoma border. She was working on a ranch there, and Bessie spoke to her often.

			The first three years after the divorce hadn’t been so bad. Wynona was still in the house, but since she’d graduated almost three years ago now, Bessie had become lonelier and lonelier. She hadn’t tried dating at all, because Sweet Water Falls wasn’t that big of a town, and she’d lived here for twenty-two years. Everyone knew her, and everyone had known Jonathan. Neighbors still asked about him, as if Bessie should know the ins and outs of his new life. They asked about Wynona, and one little old man down the street asked Bessie about her dog Porkie, who’d been dead for a decade now.

			The memories here in small town, Texas, were long, and Bessie didn’t want to cause any gossip to fly through the mill. She worked as the head baker at a new bakery in town, The Bread Boy, which meant this six-thirty dinner party would run into her bedtime. She got up before the sun, no matter what season it was, and she got her hands floury and buttery every day.

			She loved baking, and after the divorce, she’d done so much of it that she’d had to take her breads, rolls, braids, and pies to everyone at church, her neighborhood, and to her friends just to get rid of them all. Baking had saved her sanity more than once, and it always conjured up good times with her gran.

			She’d laminated her gran’s old recipe cards to preserve them, and Bessie watched as Bea picked it up lovingly. She seemed to know how very important it was to Bessie, and she offered her a small smile. “I think I can do this.”

			“I’m going to get the beef into the sauce and stuff the dough,” Bessie said, turning back to the stove. “Then they’ll go in the oven, and I’ll be out of the kitchen completely.”

			Bea joined her on this side of the counter, and Bessie mixed her cooked beef into the barbecue sauce—homemade, of course—green peppers, salt, pepper, green onions, and garlic. She moved around the counter and lifted the tea towel covering the dough she’d set to rise, and it looked airy and doubled and beautiful.

			As Bea started measuring cream and cracking eggs, Bessie dusted the countertop with flour and poured the dough onto it. She kneaded and rolled, then cut out rounds with Gran’s ancient circle cutter.

			“How’s your mama?” she asked as she worked, and Bea’s shoulders tensed.

			“Good,” Bea said. “Daddy’s getting better every day.”

			“Still lots of pain?”

			“It reached a high in that first week,” Bea said, whisking over the stove now. “The swelling too. He complained so much about the compression socks and sleeves, but they work.”

			Bessie started spooning the beef mixture into the center of the dough circles. She’d pinch the ends together and lay them on a greased cookie sheet before sliding them into the oven to bake. They made beautiful half-moon pies, and Bessie’s stomach grumbled at her.

			“That video you sent on his birthday seemed fun,” Bessie said, wondering if she could get Bea to talk about Grant before the others showed up. They’d all bring him up, she knew. Cass wouldn’t be able to stop herself, and Joy and Lauren had actually been planning for how they could help out with Bea’s parents so she could return to Hilton Head.

			The whole thing made Bessie’s muscles tighten and her stomach clench. She just wanted Bea to be happy, and sometimes, having everyone nag at her brought irritation and nothing else. At least Bessie felt like that.

			She’d joined the Supper Club two months after Jonathan had filed for divorce, so the ladies she loved dearly hadn’t had many opinions on her love life. Bea, however, had taken a lot of texts, talks, and questions over the past several months.

			“Yes, he did like popping the balloons with his walker,” Bea said, a touch of fondness in her tone. “I’m glad Tori and Dallin could come. Even Curtis came for a few days.”

			“Mm.” Bessie finished with the filling and reached for the first circle. She folded one side over the meat mixture and pinched the edges together. Gran had taught her how to create lovely scallops, and Bessie’s fingers knew the exact movements to make from decades of practice.

			When half the sheet tray held ready-to-bake beef pies, and Bea had just poured the pudding into the individual mason jars, Bessie worked up her courage and asked, “What about you and Grant?”

			Bea hissed—actually hissed—and bobbled the pot as she moved to put it in the sink. She faced Bessie, pure shock on her face. “They’re all going to ask you about him tonight,” Bessie said, speaking faster now. “I know you don’t want to talk about him. I’ve told them that over and over. Cass—she has her own agenda and things she wants to say.”

			Bea blinked, resignation coloring her expression. “I know,” she said. “I don’t know what to tell them.” She glanced toward the windows when Fresco barked. Bessie’s stomach swooped, but she kept her mouth shut.

			She’d made a promise, and she would keep it. In fact, out of all of the ladies in the Supper Club, Bessie could be counted on to keep secrets the best. Everyone told her things, and she kept their confidence.

			She could do this too. It was only a couple of more hours.

			“I don’t know either,” Bessie asked. “I know you said you weren’t going to go back, but Bea, your daddy isn’t going to be hurt forever. Things have settled a little, haven’t they?” It had been only eight days since her daddy’s fall. She’d had a few hairy days in the middle there, where she’d sent miserable texts and begged for prayers.

			But yesterday had been a good day, and today, she’d said her daddy seemed to be on the upswing. Bessie suspected there would be ups and downs, but overall, his trajectory should be looking up and up from here on out.

			“A little,” Bea conceded. She turned to put the jars of pudding in the fridge. Once they’d cooled, they’d slice bananas and tuck them into the custard, and Bessie would whip cream and poke vanilla wafers into the tops of the jars once dessert-eating time arrived.

			“What would you tell him if he called?” Bessie asked.

			“He hasn’t called.”

			“But what if he did?” she pressed. “After Jonathan left, I kept thinking about what I’d do if he came back. If he said he was sorry, and he wanted to try again.”

			Bea faced her again, but Bessie rolled out the dough again and worked to cut more circles. “What did you come up with?”

			“Nothing,” Bessie said, glancing up. “I don’t know what I would’ve done.”

			“I don’t know either.”

			She nodded and continued making the beef pies. The filling ran out on the second roll, but Bessie still ended up with two sheet trays full of pies, which would be enough for about five for each of them. There was no way they’d eat that many each, and Bessie should have enough leftovers for lunch for a couple of days.

			“How’s Fresco doing with the potty training?” she asked next, knowing Bea would get asked all these same questions once the other ladies arrived.

			“He’s doing great,” Bea said, a familiar smile touching her lips. “Did you have a chance to print the park planners?”

			“Oh, yes,” Bessie closed the oven and reached to untie her apron. “Let me go grab them. They’re on the printer.” She hung her apron on a hook just inside her pantry and headed out of the kitchen and down the hall. A small office sat inside the first door on the right, and she quickly entered and then closed the door.

			Her heart pounded like she had contraband items in here. Drugs or something else illegal. She didn’t, but she did have a suitcase that didn’t belong to her, and she didn’t want anyone to see it.

			Bessie whipped the planners from the printer tray and turned to leave the bedroom. She admired Bea for her love list, and she wondered if she should do something similar. She’d been thinking about it since the last Supper Club, when they’d discovered Bea’s list and forced her to take action on some of the items.

			Cass had told Bea to bring it again tonight, and they’d go over her progress.

			Bessie never had started her own list, because she couldn’t think of a single thing to put on it. Her life felt very vanilla and simple, and she wasn’t sure if she should want it to be different or not.

			She pulled the door closed behind her once she’d stepped out into the hall, and she put the park planning printouts next to Cass’s plate. Bessie made nameplates for everyone when she hosted the Supper Club, and tonight, their décor consisted of Texas-themed paper plates, napkins, and a tablecloth covered in horseshoes and Texas Sheriff stars.

			She’d made an array of Texas-famous items, and while it wouldn’t be as lively as a Mexican fiesta—complete with a piñata—Bessie was sure they’d all eat well that night.

			When the doorbell rang, she turned to Bea and said, “Get out the cowboy caviar,” and went to answer it. Cass opened the door before Bessie could get there, and in walked the tall, power-brunette, two bottles in her hands.

			“I got the coyote cilantro ranch,” she said, beaming.

			Bessie smiled on back at her. “Thank you, Cass.” She embraced the other woman and told her to take the dip into the kitchen.

			Joy entered the house with Lauren, the two of them deep inside a conversation. Bessie stood out of the way, ready to take anything they needed her to. She wasn’t even sure they saw her, because Lauren said, “Just don’t tell anyone about Nash, all right? I’m not ready to tell them.”

			“I’m not going to,” Joy said, her voice carrying a bit of heat. “Though I don’t get why it matters. So you kissed him. It’s not the end of the world.”

			Bessie’s eyes widened as the pair passed her, completely oblivious to her presence. She felt invisible a lot of the time, but in her own home, it felt like a double blow to the kidney and then the throat.

			She also knew who Nash was, and why Lauren wouldn’t want anyone to know she’d kissed her ex-boyfriend. The man who’d claimed he was going to propose to her, only to use her to level up his own career and then leave town, no diamond on Lauren’s finger in sight.

			She watched the two of them go into the kitchen, and Joy looked around. “Where’s Bessie?”

			Bessie ducked outside, because she didn’t want to be caught in the pathway Joy and Lauren had trod, and she needed a minute to breathe fresher air. Sage hadn’t come with the other ladies, which made sense. She lived on the other side of town from Cass and Lauren, who both had houses to the west or north.

			Sage pulled up a moment later, and Bessie steeled herself to go back inside her own house. She hugged Sage, who at least saw her, and the older woman held her by the shoulders. “Are you okay, dear?”

			“Yes,” Bessie said, not going to let her invisibility get to her. Not tonight.

			Sage put her arm around Bessie and led her into the house. “Oh, I can hear them arguing about the love list already.”

			Inside, Cass had already started on Bea, and a slip of unrest moved through Bessie. She should’ve been there to help ward off Cass’s heavy tongue.

			“I know it says ten National Parks,” Bea said, her voice just as acidic. “That doesn’t mean I have to go to all ten in the same trip.”

			“You printed park planners,” Cass said, holding up a blank one. “You can’t expect me not to plan it now.”

			“She didn’t say you can’t plan it,” Bessie said, jumping into the conversation. She skated her eyes past Joy and Lauren, and added, “She just wants to do one park this first time. That’s reasonable.”

			“Yes, it is,” Sage said. She scooped a whopping spoonful of cowboy caviar onto her plate. “Bessie, I love this stuff.”

			“There’s some of those guacamole chips?” Lauren asked. “Okay, I’m in.” She too picked up a cowboy plate and started putting food on it.

			“I got the puppy,” Bea said, holding up one finger. “I flew the kite. I went to the beach. I took long walks. I got lost.” Her chest heaved, and Bessie moved to stand beside her.

			“It’s okay,” she said quietly, but no one heard her, because Cass said, “I know what you’ve done.”

			“It’s a lot of stuff,” Joy admitted.

			“Ten parks is a long trip,” Sage said around a mouthful of chips and caviar. “She can’t take a long trip right now.”

			“Yeah, because if she could, she’d go to Hilton Head and not National Parks.” Cass folded her arms, the challenge out there now.

			Everyone remained quiet now, and Bessie trembled under the awkward tension.

			“I can go for a weekend,” Bea finally said.

			“Are you still thinking Big Bend?” Bessie asked.

			“If you can go for a weekend, you can fly to the beach for a couple of days too,” Lauren said.

			“No,” Bea said, using some force behind the word. “I broke up with him, ladies. I’m not doing this tonight.” She looked at Bessie for help, and Bessie slipped her hand into Bea’s.

			“Let’s leave her alone,” Bessie said, and once again, it was as if she hadn’t spoken at all.

			“I just think you should’ve put fall in love again on that blasted list,” Cass said. “Then you wouldn’t be being so stubborn about this.”

			“That is not true,” Bea fired back.

			“It is—” Cass started, but Bessie stepped in front of Bea and held up both hands.

			“No,” she said loudly. Her own chest heaved now too. “No. Enough. She doesn’t want to talk about it, and this is my Supper Club.”

			Everyone fell silent, because Bessie never got upset. At least not with her friends.

			“Now, I made a nice dinner, and it’s all my favorite things that testify of Texas, that my gran used to make.”

			“All right,” Joy said, stepping forward too. “Bessie’s right.”

			Part of her wanted to call out Joy and Lauren for not even seeing her standing inside her own house, but she didn’t. Bessie stuffed the hurt and humiliation away to deal with later.

			The timer on the oven went off, and she got out of the spotlight to attend to the food. “Sage,” she said. “Would you help with the Texas bibb salad?”

			“Yes, ma’am,” Sage said, probably the only one unaffected by Bessie’s outburst. Bea came to help with the dipping sauces for the beef bundles, and Joy finally left Lauren’s side to get out the fizzy drinks and sweet tea.

			Everything lightened with food, and they ate, laughed, drank, and talked. After an hour, Bea got up to finish the banana pudding jars, and Bessie took that moment to send a text. Her mouth turned as dry as the dessert they’d been talking about visiting at Big Bend National Park, because her secret was about to come out.

			The stand mixer switched off, and Bessie got up to help with the wafers.

			“Thank you, Bessie,” Bea said quietly, the conversation still happening at the table covering up theirs in the kitchen.

			“Sure.” Bessie hoped she’d still be thanking her once everything came to light. She and Bea got a couple of jars done, and Bea picked them up to take over to the table.

			The doorbell rang, and Bessie froze.

			“Bess, should I get it?” Joy asked, rising to her feet.

			She wouldn’t need to, but Bessie managed to nod. The door opened before Joy left the kitchen area, and Bessie held very still. She could see the front door from her position in the kitchen, and a tall, handsome man entered her house.

			“Ah,” he said, his smile wide but fleeting. “Looks like I found the right place.”

			Bea gasped and turned around. She dropped one of the jars of banana pudding she hadn’t passed out yet. “Grant?” she asked, loud enough for everyone to hear.

			His name rippled through the house. Grant—grant—grant. Gr-grant?

			He looked at Bessie, their eyes meeting for only the briefest of moments before he focused on Bea again. Still, it felt like that single flick had caused everyone in the Supper Club to focus on Bessie again. They’d all know she’d known about this. Had helped facilitate it even.

			Bea took two quick, small steps toward him before she could stop herself. “What are you doing here?”
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			Chapter

			Twenty-Four

			Grant had read Bible stories in his youth. He felt very much like a young Daniel entering the lion’s den as he continued deeper into Bessie Clifton’s house. Six pairs of eyes—twelve orbs—bored into him, and he told himself to simply focus on Bea.

			“I came, because I had to see you,” he said. He didn’t have any other words. Julie had given him a hard time for three days until Grant had finally done what she’d suggested and booked a ticket to Texas, figured out how to make sure his rental business kept running, and found a place to stay in Sweet Water Falls.

			None of it had been all that hard either. But this? Walking toward Bea while all of her closest friends watched and listened? This was really hard for him.

			Not as hard as knocking on her parents’ front door, he told himself.

			“I want to see you,” he said again, stopping only a couple of paces from Bea. She wore a dress that belted at her waist, the color like the richest, ripest heirloom tomatoes. It made her blonde hair seem whiter, and she’d styled the front bangs up and to the left today, a real wild style compared to her more conservative clothes.

			Big earrings dangled from her earlobes, but she didn’t wear much makeup.

			“I can’t stand not seeing you,” he said, his voice going mute. He cleared his throat. “Or talking to you. I’m dying a little bit more every single day—every hour—and I’m wondering if we can work out a way to stay together, even if we’re not in the same state.”

			One of the women sighed, and he’d have to tell his sister that her speech had worked. Grant hadn’t gotten all of it exactly right, and he had a feeling he’d left out something really important. But he couldn’t remember what it was right now.

			“How did you know where I was?” Bea asked.

			After all he’d said, that was what she wanted to know? Grant couldn’t stall the smile, because it was such a Bea-like question. “Your mama,” he said. “I dropped by there a bit ago.” His voice turned a bit cool, and Bea’s eyes rounded as they widened.

			“You did not.”

			“I sure did,” Grant said. “She said y’all were having your Supper Club tonight, and I should come by about now.” He glanced over to Bessie again, whom he’d met a few hours ago. She braided her fingers together, and Grant remembered his promise to her. “Actually, I called Bessie to make sure it would be okay to come by, because I didn’t want to ruin anything for her.”

			All eyes flew to Bessie, including Bea’s. “Bessie?” she asked.

			“He’s in love with you,” she blurted, to which Grant chuckled. He couldn’t exactly refute her, so he tucked his hands into his pockets, ducked his head, and waited for Bea to look at him again.

			She moved toward Bessie instead. “You knew he was here?”

			“Yes,” Bessie said, her voice strong. “I knew. I just texted him that we were having dessert ten minutes ago. Now he’s here.”

			“I don’t believe this,” another woman said, and Grant recognized her as Cass. He dared to look up at the awe in her tone, and he found her smile reassuring and hopeful.

			Lauren likewise grinned at him, and she reached up to wipe her eyes. That gave Grant even more hope, and he raised his eyebrows at her. She shook her head, and he went back to waiting.

			Bea turned back to him, fire in those delicious dark blue eyes. “I can’t believe my mama would just give out Bessie’s phone number and address.”

			“She did,” he said, smiling at her. “Wanna know what she said?”

			“Boy, do I ever.” Bea folded her arms and cocked her hip, and Grant wasn’t sure why she was so fired up.

			“She said I looked trustworthy,” he said, taking a step further into the kitchen. Bea had been closer before, but now he still had miles to go to get to her. “She said she could tell I cared a great deal about you.”

			“Oh, this is amazing,” another woman said.

			Grant didn’t look away from Bea, who shushed the dark-haired woman. “She said she’d keep my secret when you came by later, and she said I should call Bessie and get her on my side. So I did.”

			Bea threw her hands into the air. “I don’t know why you came. Nothing’s changed.”

			“I’ve changed,” Grant said, his voice catching on itself. “Your friend is right, Bea. I’m in love with you, and I want to be with you.” He closed the distance to her and gathered her into his arms. She fit there, and he wanted her there for always.

			She looked up at him, tears in her eyes. “I don’t live in Hilton Head.”

			“So we’ll call,” he whispered. “Video chats. Emails. I can come for a weekend or longer. You can come to the island for a few days. We’ll make it work, because we’re meant to be together.”

			A couple of her friends sighed, and Bea herself melted into his arms fully. He leaned closer to her, the heady scent of her hair, her perfume, her skin, making him lightheaded. “I can’t leave here without knowing I’m yours,” he whispered in her ear. “I love you, Bea Callahan, and I can’t go back to Hilton Head alone. I can’t.”

			Her arms came around him, and all of Grant’s muscles sighed in relief. “All right, Grant,” she said. “We can work on being together, even if we’re not in the same state.”

			Grant pulled back, searching her face. She smiled at him the way she had on the beach, the way she had during the bonfire, the way she had when he’d dropped her off at the airport, so many promises between them that she’d return and they’d be together.

			“All right?” he asked.

			She rose onto her toes and pressed her forehead against his. “I didn’t want to break up with you,” she whispered. “I’ve been incredibly unhappy too.”

			“Your mama says you got a dog,” he said. “He doesn’t keep you company?”

			“Not the way you did,” she said, settling onto her feet again.

			“Are you going to tell him you love him or what?” Cass asked, to which a couple of the other women yelled at her to be quiet.

			Bea grinned and grinned, finally giggling to go with it. “I was trying to get out of putting everything on the line in front of everyone,” she said. “But I guess that’s not going to happen.”

			“You can go outside,” Bessie said, and Grant fell back a step.

			“Come meet Fresco,” Bea said, and she led him out the back door while her friends stared. Grant lifted his hand in acknowledgement that he’d ruined their Supper Club dessert, and then he and Bea made it outside.

			A cute black and white dog came rumbling over to him and Bea, and Grant crouched down to give the canine a good scrub. “Of course he likes you more than me already,” Bea said dryly.

			Grant straightened, dying to kiss her now. “Bea, you’re not upset, are you?”

			“No,” she said, sighing. A smile peeked through her discontent. “That was pretty romantic. My friends aren’t going to stop talking about it for weeks.”

			“Maybe you should come to Hilton Head until the excitement dies down.” He grinned at her and took her into his arms again. “I know you can’t, and I’m okay with that,” he said. “Really.”

			“You know what I’m not okay with?” Bea asked.

			Grant tensed, ready to hear it now. “What?”

			“The man I love not kissing me yet,” she said, her eyes trained on his mouth.

			“The man you…” Grant’s chest expanded all the way for the first time in weeks, and it felt incredible to break through the invisible bands that had been wrapped around his flesh and bones.

			“I love you, Grant,” Bea said.

			“I love you too.” He kissed her then, and a round of cheering and whooping came from inside the house. Her friends had obviously found somewhere they could see the show, and Grant should’ve pulled away, embarrassed.

			But he was kissing Bea, the woman he loved, and he honestly didn’t care who saw them.
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			Chapter

			Twenty-Five

			Bea opened the door, and Fresco streaked into the house first. “He’s not exactly a guard dog,” she said over her shoulder. Behind her, Grant chuckled. Bea almost couldn’t believe the difference in her mood and feelings since the last time she’d left her house.

			Then, only hours ago, she’d been miserable but determined to make the best of her evening with her friends. Then, she’d left early to go to Bessie’s, because she couldn’t stand being here alone for another second. Then, she’d thought she’d never talk to Grant again.

			Now, she knew Grant had already contacted Bessie. Her friend hadn’t said anything—not a word—and Bea had forgiven her and understood why once she and Grant had explained that he’d wanted it to be a big surprise, in front of everyone. His declaration of his love, no matter what, no matter where, no matter who watched.

			It was terribly romantic, Bea thought, and she turned in the mudroom to smile at him. He took her into his arms and kissed her, and Bea immediately started making new memories in this house in Texas she loved.

			“So this is the mudroom,” she said as he slid his lips along her neck. “It really saved us when Ted played football. That boy didn’t seem to know how much dirt he brought home.”

			“I’ll bet,” Grant said. “You don’t do any ranching here?”

			“No,” she said. “My ex-husband was a finance guy. Not a cowboy.”

			“So why here?” Grant asked, wandering further into the house.

			She followed him into the kitchen. “We wanted somewhere away from town. The quiet, country life. Mostly because Nort worked long hours in a busy office, and he wanted the peaceful nature of living further out.”

			Bea didn’t need to defend Nort. He had worked a lot, and she’d been more than happy to move to the country. She could drive forty minutes to get groceries, and the kids had driven their own cars to school and back.

			“For a while there, I thought Curtis might get a couple of horses,” she said. “But he didn’t.” Her children would all be here this weekend, and Bea’s heartbeat thumped strangely. “They’re coming. The kids. All three of them. On Saturday.” Grant turned toward her, and she told herself to string together more than three words into a sentence. “If you’re going to be here, you could meet them.”

			His eyebrows went up, and he held his ground a few paces away from her. “I’m going to be here through Monday morning.”

			Bea smiled at him and drifted closer. She reached up and ran her fingertips along his beard and up into his hair. “So you’ll meet them.”

			His arms came around her easily. “Have you even told any of them about us?”

			“No,” she said. “But that’s a text. It’s easy.” She swallowed after saying so, because she honestly wasn’t sure how her children would take the news of their mother being in a new relationship.

			She pictured each of her children and knew they’d be happy for her. “I’ll send it right now, and then let’s pull out our calendars and find a time I can come to Hilton Head.” She met his eyes, that same electric arc that had always been so prominent still there. Stronger. Hotter. More vibrant.

			“All right,” he said. “I am kind of mad at you, though.”

			Bea fell back a step, in the act of withdrawing her phone. She looked from it to him, shock coursing through her. “You are? Why?” She narrowed her eyes at him. “And you get mad? I’ve never seen you mad.”

			Grant laughed then, the sound rich and beautiful and filling the house with joy. “Of course I get mad, Bea. I’m a human being.”

			“So this is one of those things where I’ve only known you for a few weeks type of things.”

			“Yeah,” he said, grinning at her. Definitely not mad at her. “I heard you’re planning a trip with your friends to a National Park.” He dropped his chin, his eyes following his head, and hooked his pinky through hers. “I thought we were planning a trip to some National Parks.”

			Bea’s chest turned cold, all the heat rushing to her face. “We were. We are,” she said.

			“Big Bend is in what? A week? Two weeks?”

			“How do you know that?”

			He glanced up but quickly dropped his gaze again. “Your mama said something about it.”

			“My mother.” Bea scoffed, though her mama wasn’t wrong. “She needs a lesson on what’s appropriate to tell to complete strangers.”

			Grant chuckled, and his shyness dried up. “Yeah, probably. I think she was glad to have someone new to talk to, in all honesty.”

			“Sounds like Mama,” Bea said, hating that she hadn’t been there when Grant had met her parents. “I suppose she roped you into something tomorrow. Lunch? Dinner?”

			“She tried,” he said. “I couldn’t commit, because I wasn’t sure you’d have me back.”

			Bea searched his face. “You weren’t?”

			“A man has doubts,” he said with a shrug. “Especially after only ten days together.”

			Bea could see his point, though she’d never label Grant as a man who doubted anything. He seemed full of confidence and ability, and she tapped to text her children about him. With that done, she met his eye again. “I want to go to National Parks with you too. You and Shelby if we can. My love list said to visit ten of them. Is it okay if I go to Big Bend with my friends and then others with you?”

			His eyes glittered with diamonds and stars. “Yeah, I guess,” he said, still acting put out.

			“If you don’t want me to, I won’t,” she said.

			“Bea.” Grant wrapped her in his strong arms again and began to sway with her right there in the kitchen. “I know how important your friends are to you. I would never tell you that you can’t go on a National Park trip with them.”

			“Good,” she murmured. “Because I think Cass might’ve snuck into your hotel room and smothered you if I told her I couldn’t go to Big Bend. She’s been planning it for a week.”

			“The planning sheet was blank, that I recall.”

			“Oh, Cass holds it all up here.” Bea tapped her temple, grinning at Grant. “She’s a planner. She loves it. Loves planning events, dinners, what a room should look like, an outfit, all of it.”

			“She does seem very type-A,” Grant said, kneading Bea closer and closer until she couldn’t get any closer. Bea’s phone went off several times, but she ignored it. “Probably the kids.”

			“Yeah,” she whispered. Then she lifted up onto her toes and kissed Grant. She could answer the children’s questions later.
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			“Okay, Mama,” Bea said with some exasperation a couple of days later. “He doesn’t like it when you blow in his face.” She scooped up her Frenchie, rescuing him from her mother’s torments.

			Out on the patio, where she’d hung the piñata for her Supper Club a few weeks ago, Grant stood in front of the grill with her daddy. He used the walker the way he was supposed to, so Bea had no complaints. The two of them looked happy and friendly, and Bea opened the glass door and put Fresco out there with them. “How’s it coming?” she asked.

			“Great,” Grant said, turning toward her. “Are they here yet?”

			“Not yet,” she said. “I was just rescuing Fresco from Mama.”

			“I need to sit down,” Daddy said, and Bea opened the slider further to accommodate his walker. She stayed close to him as he went into the living room, and she put his walker to the side of the recliner after he’d sat.

			“Mama,” her son called, and Bea spun back to the kitchen. Her pulse pounded and ricocheted and fired all over her body. The sound of chatter, footsteps, and a rolling suitcase filled the air, and Bea stood further in the kitchen while her three children came through the mudroom to meet her.

			“Hey,” she said fondly, taking Ted into her arms first. He’d called out, and he only had a backpack with him. He and Curtis traveled lighter than Meredith, who’d brought the carryon.

			“Is that him?” Curtis asked.

			Bea released Ted to jump in front of her younger son. “I’m introducing him,” she said. “Give your mama a hug.”

			“Yes, Mama.” Curtis barely tore his eyes from Grant long enough to envelop Bea in a hug, and after she’d embraced Meredith, the four of them faced the sliding glass door.

			Grant had seen them, of course, and he hung the tongs over the handle on the grill. He wiped his hands down his thighs and then swooped them through his hair.

			Meredith linked her arm through Bea’s and sighed. “He’s handsome, Mom.”

			“Looks good in blue,” Ted said.

			Bea smiled and stepped forward to open the door for Grant. They did it together, and he stepped inside, right next to her. She linked her arm through his and turned to face her children. She’d been on this side of them before, but not for a while. As they’d grown and become adults, they’d become more about being friends than about her exerting a power role over them.

			“Guys, this is Grant Turner.” She looked up at him, happiness flowing from her. “My new boyfriend. Grant, these are my kids. Meredith’s the oldest. Teddy’s in the middle. Curtis is the youngest.”

			“It’s so great to meet you,” Grant said, moving forward to shake hands. That all happened, and her children demonstrated their perfect Texas manners.

			“Mama says you live in South Carolina,” Curtis said, and Bea sucked in a breath.

			“Yeah, that’s right,” Grant said. “Hilton Head Island.”

			“Seems kind of far from Sweet Water Falls,” Ted said next, his voice a forced casual Bea had heard before.

			“Lucky for all of you,” Bea said, inserting her voice loudly into the conversation. “You don’t have to figure out how Grant and I see each other.” She gave her sons two very pointed looks, and even threw one Meredith’s way. “Now, go put your things away so we can eat. Poor Nana is starving.”

			“I’m fine,” Bea’s mom called from the living room.

			“Chicken’s not done yet,” Grant said behind her, his voice almost a murmur.

			“I want to see my grandbabies,” Daddy yelled, and Bea waved for her children to go entertain their grandfather.

			“We’re not babies,” Meredith said. “I graduated from college, Pops.”

			Grant edged closer to Bea; she could feel his presence, the warmth from his body, behind her. She sank into his side, and he put his arm around her. “I think that went well,” he said.

			Meredith turned and watched Bea and Grant, a smile kicking up the corners of her mouth. “About what I expected,” she said.

			“So you’ll go to Big Bend with your friends next weekend,” he said. “And then I’ll see you the last week of May.”

			“Yep.” She turned into him, this kind, funny, charming man who’d captured her heart so quickly. “Shelby will be there the day before I leave, so I’ll get to meet her.”

			“And we’ll go from there,” he said.

			“Yep.” She glanced back at her children, but Daddy had something pulled up on Mama’s phone to show them. “He won’t get a phone, but he always wants to use Mama’s.” She giggled, and Grant’s low chuckle joined her.

			She looked at him again. “Have I told you I’m planning to come to Hilton Head permanently?”

			Surprise flowed through his widened eyes. “No,” he said, followed by a quick cough. “I hadn’t heard that.”

			She beamed at him, her joy overflowing. “Well, I’ll have to have a place to stay while I look for somewhere to live. Good thing I know a guy on the island.”

			He grinned at her. “Yeah, good thing.” He touched his lips to hers in a chaste kiss, what with her children present and all. “When might you make this move permanent?”

			“I’m thinking before the Fourth of July,” she said, touching her forehead to his. “I put Experience fireworks in a new state on my love list.” She shrugged one shoulder. “So I have to do it.”

			“Did you add Fall in love at age forty-five to the love list?”

			“As a matter of fact,” she said, holding him close to her. “I did. But I already crossed that one off.”

			He chuckled, kissed her again—not so chaste this time—and said, “I love you, Bea.”

			“I love you too, Grant.”

			The End
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			Chapter

			One

			Cassandra Haslam waved to the woman in the white SUV, keeping her smile clipped in place until she’d gone. All the way around the corner and out of sight. Only then did Cass turn back to her house, a sigh falling from her lips and turning into a darker sound in the back of her throat.

			She re-entered her house, the scent of her husband’s cologne always lingering just inside the door. He hung his jacket there, along with his scarf, and Cass gave them both a cursory glance as she went by. West was nothing if not regimented. He did the same thing at the same time every day. So tomorrow morning, when the clock struck eight, he’d shrug into his jacket and wrap that scarf around his neck, where both picked up earthy, musky notes of his cologne. Then he’d kiss Cass, who’d barely be out of bed, and head out the door to work.

			Weekend mornings found him with the National Geographic magazine and coffee until noon. He couldn’t drink it past that, he claimed, or he wouldn’t be able to sleep at night.

			She walked past the couch and all the clean, crisp lines in the living room. She’d just gotten new furniture and new rugs when she and West had put in new flooring. Cass loved updating old things, and she got called in for a lot of renovations around Sweet Water Falls, Beeville, and other surrounding small towns.

			As an interior designer, she could see beauty in things most people couldn’t. She could repurpose anything, and she could draw up a set of plans for a customer in only minutes. Her new software and tablet helped with that, and Cass glanced at it as she passed the built-in desk in the kitchen.

			She paused there and hugged herself as she faced her friends. “So,” she said, and that brought Joy’s attention to her. Joy was an exceptional listener, and she and Cass had started walking this winter. It wasn’t really cold in the Coastal Bend of Texas, not like some parts of the country. Jacket weather for sure, but Cass had never even owned a coat or a snow shovel.

			“Guys,” Joy said, and that got Bessie and Sage to stop talking about herbs and poultices. Sage loved everything to do with homeopathic healing, crystals, and connecting her spiritual energy to the earth. Bessie had developed a rash, and Sage was sure this essential oil or that one would work to clear it up.

			Lauren twisted away from Bea, who had a flight out of San Antonio at seven-fifty tomorrow morning. She’d been staying in Cass’s guest bedroom for two nights now, and Cass would miss her when she left.

			True to her word, she’d come to Sweet Water Falls for their monthly Supper Club though she’d moved to Hilton Head Island over half a year ago. Right now, she shook her head, and Cass nodded, their silent conversation all Cass really needed.

			She’d listen to the others too, but she suspected they’d all have the same opinion on Stacy.

			She wasn’t a fit for their Supper Club.

			“I liked her,” Sage said, getting up and taking her dessert plate with her. For their February meal, Cass had served Three Kings cake, though the holiday wasn’t for another couple weeks. Lauren had found the tiny plastic baby in her piece of cake, and Cass had crowned her queen for the day.

			They’d laughed and talked, the food delicious and the wine flowing, all of them speculating what Lauren’s good luck would bring her. As Cass watched, she handed her plate—complete with the plastic baby on it—to Sage, who took it along with hers into Cass’s kitchen. The tiny toy got thrown away without much fanfare, the fun it had brought over now.

			“I like her too,” Joy said with some false qualities in her voice. “I just don’t think…” She looked at Bessie, who definitely wouldn’t say they shouldn’t invite Stacy to be a permanent part of their Supper Club.

			Bessie blinked at her. “What? What do you want me to say?”

			“Do you think we should invite her back?” Lauren asked, her dark eyes blazing with fire. She was a passionate person, and that passion often clashed with Cass’s headstrong way of doing things. They both wanted to be right, and they both wanted to matter, and they both wanted to be in control of some things.

			As a result, Cass clashed the most with Lauren, though she loved her dearly at the same time. The common ground between them had always been Bea, who brought harmony to their group of six.

			“We should just keep the five of us,” Lauren said, turning her gaze to Cass when Bessie didn’t answer.

			Cass walked over to her seat at the head of the table and sank into her chair. “Yeah,” she said, her voice carrying wistful qualities she wished it wouldn’t.

			“I’m sorry,” Bea said, something she’d done a million times before.

			“Don’t apologize,” Bessie said. “It’s not your fault.”

			“It kind of is,” Bea said. “I want to keep coming. I do. It’s just…hard.” She stood too, picked up an empty bottle of wine, and went into the kitchen with it.

			Cass watched her, her guilt pinching down inside her gut. The last thing she wanted was to cause any unrest in Bea. She’d lived in Texas for her whole life—until last year when she’d fallen in love with her now-husband, Grant, and moved to Hilton Head, South Carolina.

			“Six is just so neat,” Cass said. “We each host twice a year. It’s easy.”

			“We could have a bye month,” Lauren said.

			Cass turned her gaze onto Lauren, not sure she’d heard her right. Yes, you did, her mind whispered at her. She simply didn’t want to have a bye month in their Supper Club. This event on the third Thursday of the month had been the highlight of her friendship with these women, and she adored her evening with them.

			Yes, she saw them each outside of the Supper Club, and she could still do that. Cass literally planned changes for a living. But she had a very hard time accepting them in her personal life, especially without a lot of notice.

			Bea had fallen in love with Grant in only a couple of weeks, and by her standards, that was very fast indeed.

			“A bye month,” Joy repeated. “That’s actually a good idea.”

			It was, but Cass didn’t say so.

			“We’re always so busy in December,” Lauren said. “We could easily take that month off. And we’ve already decided we’re all going to Hilton Head for the Fourth of July every year, so we could take June off and do our Supper Club there instead.”

			“Weeks later,” Cass said.

			“Yes,” Lauren said coolly. “Just like you served Three Kings cake, though the holiday is ‘weeks later.’”

			Cass’s jaw clenched, but she nodded. “It’s not a bad idea.”

			“I like it,” Bessie said. “Then we don’t have to try to find someone new. I did like Stacy, but she…”

			Cass wouldn’t want to be Stacy either. She wouldn’t want to try to come into a solid group of five people, who’d known each other for several years, and try to fit in. She wouldn’t even know where to start, and Stacy had worn a half-panicked look for most of the evening. She’d spoken too loudly, and laughed too long, almost a desperate attempt to show she was enjoying herself and everyone at the table.

			“She didn’t quite fit,” Bea supplied, setting a cup of tea in front of Cass. She looked up and met her friend’s eyes, then lifted her hand and ran her fingertips along Bea’s forearm as she stepped away. Oh, how she missed her. The ache expanded every time they were together, because then Bea always left again.

			Thankfully, this time, Cass had the Harrison’s cabin-slash-farmhouse on her schedule, and she wouldn’t have time to wander listlessly around the house, sighing as she ran a duster over dust-free surfaces and thought about what Bea was doing on the beach.

			Over the years of raising her children, she’d worked as a secretary on and off, and the last time they’d talked about her job, Bea had mentioned that she might simply go work for her husband in his property management office.

			“I don’t think anyone will fit,” Sage said, settling at the table with her cup of tea. She gave Cass a warm smile, which Cass returned.

			“I think you’re right.” Cass reached for her tea. She took a sip and sighed. “So we’ll take June and December off from the Supper Club.” She didn’t phrase it as a question, and she looked around the table to find everyone nodding.

			Everyone except Bea, that was. She didn’t really have a vote, and she didn’t try to pretend she did.

			“All right,” Cass said. “That’s what we’ll do then.” She took another sip of her tea, ready to shake off this melancholy that had draped itself over the dining room. “So. I’ve got the floor plans done for the Harrisons. Who wants to see?”

			Bea gave her a smile and took a sip of her tea. “You and your plans.”

			“It’s like you and your lists,” Cass shot back.

			“I didn’t make a list with timelines for my life,” she said.

			Cass waved her hand in dismissal. It wasn’t a crime to have plans for one’s life. She’d achieved a lot of the things she’d wanted to in her life, and whenever she felt lost, she got out her kitty cat notebook from fifth-grade and reviewed the goals and plans she’d penciled in for her life.

			“I need a floor plan for my job,” she said.

			“But not for Sariah’s wedding,” Lauren teased. “She’s not even engaged yet.”

			“She will be in the next month or so,” Cass said with confidence. Her daughter—her oldest twin—had called to say she and her boyfriend, Robbie, were talking about marriage and for Cass to block off some dates and start making plans. She knew her mother well, as Cat thrived on having a plan.

			The evening wrapped up, and Cass hugged each woman as they prepared to leave her house. Joy held her tightly, and Cass said, “Let’s go to lunch next week.”

			“Absolutely,” Joy said with a smile as she stepped back. “You don’t have to twist my arm.”

			Cass grinned and said, “Let me check my schedule for the meetings I have next week, and I’ll text you.” She once again stood on the porch as the women left her driveway, waving and smiling.

			She returned to the house, left the dishes for morning—according to her plan, of course—and looked at Bea. “You’re okay tonight?”

			“Yes,” Bea said. “Are you going to get up and see me off?” Her eyes twinkled, as she knew how much Cass hated early mornings.

			“I suppose,” she said as she rolled her eyes. Bea embraced her, the two of them holding one another tightly. “Can you please book an afternoon flight next time?”

			Bea giggled and ducked her head as she stepped back. But she’d cut her hair last year and she’d maintained the pixie look, so she didn’t have a veil of blonde to hide behind the way she had in the past.

			Cass wore her straight brown hair clipped back, and she couldn’t wait to get everything unbuttoned, unbuckled, and unpinned.

			“We have a gala tomorrow night,” she said. “Sorry.”

			“Yes, the gal-la,” Cass said, really playing out the last word. They laughed together again, and then Cass started toward the hall that led to the master bedroom. “See you in the morning, Bea.”

			“Night, Cass.”

			Cass went into the master suite. West sat in the recliner in the reading nook, the lamp behind him providing the light he needed for the puzzles and games he did in a booklet.

			“How was it?” he asked, looking over his shoulder at her.

			Cass bent her head to take out her earrings. She exhaled as she tossed them onto her dresser. “Really fun,” she said.

			“And Stacy?”

			Cass stepped out of her shoes. “Not a fit.” She pushed her hands through her hair and tried to shrug off the weight of the world. She unbelted her dress and walked over to West. “Unzip me, hon.”

			She bent down and he reached up, and the zipper slid down. West let his hands linger on her waist, and Cass sank onto his lap and wrapped her arms around her husband’s shoulders.

			“Talk to me, sweetheart.”

			Cass stared toward the closed bedroom door, not really focused on anything. “I want to start planning a vacation,” she said.

			“All right,” West drawled, and Cass loved that he didn’t question her. “Mountains? Beach? Do I need to check my passport expiration date?”

			Cass looked down at him, her love for him swelling. “Do you want to leave the country?” He wouldn’t have to check his passport. His job required him to keep it current, as he traveled for work. She thought of what June would be like once he’d retired, as his paperwork was all turned in now.

			“No,” West said with a gorgeous smile, his deep voice sending a thrum through her body. “But I think you do.”

			“I just want…” Cass couldn’t finish, because she couldn’t say she wanted to go back in time eight months and reset everything. She leaned down and touched her mouth to West’s. “You.”

			He kissed her, and Cass let her discontent melt away as she kissed her husband. As long as he didn’t leave, Cass would be fine.
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			Chapter

			Two

			Cass practically skipped into the kitchen a weekend or two later, her forest green planner clutched to her chest. West had a full pot of coffee ready, but she didn’t find him in the kitchen. He stood out on the deck, against the back railing, a pair of binoculars up to his eyes. They lived on the edge of town, with plenty of wilderness around them, and he loved looking for the different species of birds out there.

			She bypassed the coffee and went outside. “I have the perfect place,” she said.

			West turned from the railing, his eyes landing on her planner. “Lord have mercy.” He grinned at her and lowered the binoculars. He rested against the railing and smiled at her.

			“I’ve finally figured it out.” She wagged the planner back and forth. “Do you want to see the rough outline?”

			“I do,” he said, coming toward her instantly. “I really do.” He paused to pick up his coffee mug from the small round table and looked at her with a hint of joy in his eyes. “Saw a Kentucky Warbler out there.”

			“They must be on their way back from Mexico,” she said, as she’d listened to West talk about the birds in this area for two and a half decades.

			“Yep.” He stepped around her and opened the door. He ushered her inside, and Cass grinned at him as she went past.

			“You’ll love this trip,” she said. “Loads of birds.”

			West settled at the table and looked at her expectantly. “Did you plan this just for me?”

			“Me too,” she said. “It’s away from here, and it’s still warm, and neither of us have been there.” Cass shook her hair over her shoulder and sat down. She flipped open the front cover. “The Everglades.” She’d written those words at the top of the page. “Florida.” She pointed to the golden “FL” in the corner and beamed at West. “The birdwatching for you, and a beach, fruity drinks, and long walks for me.”

			West studied her planner, where she’d listed some options for dates they could take the trip. “I can check my work calendar. I’ve got a case that’s close to wrapped, but I have to go over everything with the prosecutors.” West worked for the state of Texas as a homicide investigator, which meant a lot of moving pieces between law enforcement and the judiciary system. He loved his job, and Cass loved that they could have their small-town life, free from drama and strife.

			“That’s why I put options,” she said. “Once we know those, then I’ll start on the rental, and we’ll plan from there.” She’d taken a leaf from Bea’s book and made a list of possible activities.

			“What about Conrad?” West asked, sliding his fingers along hers. “Beryl?”

			She looked down at the golden retriever who didn’t get too far from her unless she forced him into a room and closed the door. When she came back, he always looked at her like she’d abused him by making him lay on the bed while she hosted the Supper Club.

			“My sister said she’d come,” Cass said, smiling at West. “Liz is available on any of these dates.” She twined her fingers with West’s, enjoying the warmth and roughness of his skin along hers.

			“Looks like you have it all planned out,” he said. “I like that one that says eat at the best restaurants.” Food was his love language, and Cass certainly didn’t mind the food at the expensive restaurants they’d gone to over the years.

			“I ordered you a birdwatching guide for Everglades National Park.” She closed the planner, feeling happy about all she’d put together. “So have you eaten breakfast? Or should we go grab something?”

			Before her husband could answer, their teenage son—the last child they had at home—Conrad, entered the kitchen. He wasn’t wearing a shirt, and the shorts hanging from his skinny hips looked one wash away from disintegrating. Which wasn’t really a problem, because Conrad didn’t wash his clothes all that often.

			Cass slept easy at night knowing her son could operate the necessary appliances to take care of himself. He just usually didn’t do so without a lot nagging by one or both of his parents.

			“Good morning,” she said, rising to her feet. “You’re up early.”

			Conrad grunted and opened the cabinet where Cass kept all their medicines.

			Concern spiked through her. “Are you not feeling well?”

			“I’m dying,” her son said, his voice full of frogs.

			Cass stepped over to him and pressed her hand to his forehead. “Go back to bed. I’ll get you what you need.”

			Her son wore a look of misery, and the heat radiated from his skin even after she’d pulled her hand back. She put together a concoction that would bring down his fever, provide him with a plethora of vitamins, and help him go back to sleep. Once she’d delivered those to his room, smoothed his hair off his forehead, and said she and West might leave for breakfast, she returned to the kitchen.

			“Will he live?” West asked, meeting her eyes. His concern for their son rode there, he just wasn’t as dramatic about things as Cass.

			“I think so,” she said. “I’m thinking breakfast at White Aspen.”

			“I’m not going to say no to that.” West rose, pressed his lips to her forehead and added, “I can’t wait for the Everglades, hon.” He focused on her, his dark eyes searching hers, trying to find something Cass didn’t know how to hide from him. “Are you going to live? Without Bea?”

			“Yes,” Cass whispered, though sometimes she wondered why Bea leaving Sweet Water Falls had toppled everything in her life.

			“I’m worried about you,” he murmured, his eyes dropping to her hand, which he took in hers.

			“I’m okay,” she assured him. “Really. I am.” She drew in a deep breath. “Things are going well at work, and Conrad only has a few more months of high school, and Sariah is nearly engaged.”

			“Have you talked to Jane lately?”

			“Just yesterday,” she said, thinking of her younger twin. “She’s great too, and you love your job.” She reached up and ran her hands along his shoulders and then flattened his collar. “You’re almost done besides.” She couldn’t wait until they could start their next adventure—traveling the country together. She had so many plans for them. “I’m okay, and we’re okay, and life is good.”

			“All right,” West said, that sexy drawl that had attracted her from the moment they’d met still prevalent in his voice. “Let’s go to breakfast, baby.”
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			Cass stood at the window, dusk covering the day beyond the glass. West hadn’t come home from work yet, and something needled at her. He should be home by now. As she lifted her teacup to her lips, her hand shook.

			“Mom,” Conrad said, and she turned from the view of her front yard. A pond sat out front, and Cass had drawn some of her best designs while sitting beside that water, under the Texas sun.

			“Yeah, baby?” She flashed a smile at her son and moved toward him. “How was rugby practice?” She swept her fingers along his forehead, swooping his long hair out of his eyes. It was damp, as he’d just showered after his practice. He’d been blessed with West’s thick hair, and Cass smiled at her gorgeous son.

			“Fine,” Conrad said, frowning. “I just called Dad, and he didn’t answer.”

			Cass looked down at his device in his hands. “I haven’t heard from him either.”

			“He said he was going to stop at the sporting goods store and get me new cleats,” Conrad said. He lifted his phone, and an ear-splitting noise came out of it. Cass’s phone went off with the same alarm in the next moment, and both she and her son hurried to read the alert.

			Cass’s eyes swept the message, expecting it to be an Amber Alert or something similar. A few times, they’d gotten license plates for cars that had been stolen by dangerous criminals. But overall, Sweet Water Falls experienced a low crime rate and maintained a fairly peaceful lifestyle.

			Where Cass and West lived, on the northwest side of town, away from all the main roads in and out of town, they hardly saw any traffic besides the other folks who lived on this road.

			This alert made her blood run cold. There is a dangerous person reported in the area near the Mirabay Shopping Center. Please do not go to this area. If you see any suspicious activity, please call 911.

			“Where was Daddy stopping?” she asked, her voice hollow and far lower than her normal speaking voice.

			“Sweetspot,” he said, looking up from his phone. “That’s in the Mirabay Shopping Center.”

			Cass spun away from her son, her heartbeat quaking through her whole body. “He’ll be home any minute.” She parted the curtains and looked outside. In the two minutes she’d been talking to Conrad, darkness had fallen. No headlights cut through the night, and Cass could barely get a full breath.

			She needed West to pull up right now. Now. Right now.

			“Mama,” Conrad said, his voice scared. “Daddy’s still there.”

			A sob filled her throat, and all she could do was lift her arm and let her son step into her side. They stood together, united and strong, while they watched outside. Conrad tilted his phone toward her, and sure enough, West’s location pin sat in the strip mall where Sweetspot was—and where all the activity was. She couldn’t help thinking perhaps he’d been there as part of his job. He did have to investigate some dangerous people sometimes.

			“I’m sure they’ve just locked everyone down,” she said, the words scraping her throat. She sent another text to West—are you okay? Are you still at Sweetspot? Please let us know you’re okay.

			He didn’t respond, and according to her phone, he hadn’t even read her message. Conrad’s fingers flew across his phone, and Cass watched him text his rugby coach, his friends, and seemingly everyone else around town.

			No one knew much of what was happening in the area where police had warned everyone to stay away from.

			She wasn’t sure how long she stood at the window. Long enough that her legs grew tired, and she sank onto the nearby couch. Long enough that her Supper Club text string bulged with messages about the events happening in Sweet Water Falls. Cass hadn’t contributed at all, because her fear had paralyzed her.

			“Mama,” Conrad said, spinning back to her. “Someone just pulled up.” He leaped over the couch, and Cass shot to her feet. She went around the couch instead of over it, arriving the open door as Conrad jumped to the ground.

			“Conrad,” she called after him, because she knew instantly that the car in the driveway wasn’t West’s.

			The lights on top of the car gave everything away. Strangely, no sobs choked her now. No tears filled her eyes. No feelings filled her mind.

			A police officer rose from the driver’s side of the car, and one from the passenger side. Cass couldn’t move, and she couldn’t stop her son from jogging toward the men there to give them the worst news ever.

			She pulled out her phone and sent a single message to the group text. Something’s happened to West. The police are here.

			She stared at the bright screen, lost somewhere in her own mind. The world around her had frozen, and she could barely move through the ice now surrounding her. Joy texted, then Lauren, and then Bessie.

			Sage sent a message that blurred, and it wasn’t until Bea said, I’ll be there in the morning, that Cass looked up.

			The sound of her son sobbing met her ears, and she blinked at the two broad-shouldered men now standing on her porch.

			“Ma’am,” one of them said, and Cass knew him.

			“Hello, Jonathan,” she said, the words a mere ghost coming from her mouth. She knew these men. Her husband had worked with local law enforcement for decades. “He’s gone, isn’t he?”

			Jonathan Gerber removed his hat and ducked his head, and Cass dissolved into tears. Thankfully, the two cops were there to catch her, hold her, and take her and Conrad back inside the house.
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			Oh no! But don’t worry—Cass is going to be able to rely on her friends, and you’ll get to be right by her side over the next couple of years of her life too—all in 
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			which you can preorder now in eBook on any retailer.
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