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      ★★★★★ “Dust off your old Nokia phones and brush up on your snake game because we’re going back to the 90s!” - Jojo Reads Romance

      ★★★★★ “After finishing this story, I want to load up the 5 CD changer and take a road trip to the beach. A fun, sweet and a zigazig-ahmazing 90’s retro story that brings all the feels in the best possible ways.” - Bookbub review

      ★★★★★ “With perfectly placed pop-culture references, expressions, and music, Karen Grey has a magical way of making her stories a visceral experience and transporting readers back to the nineties.” - Bookbub review

      ★★★★★ “So heartfelt and relatable - I was drawn in and hooked from the first page.” - Goodreads review

      ★★★★★ “​​Made me laugh, tugged at my heartstrings, and threw in some steam for the triple crown win.” - Bookbub review

      ★★★★★ “Bursting with nineties pop culture references, complex characters, and delightful storytelling!” – Goodreads review

      ★★★★★ “This romance has all the feels, it’s romantic, and funny, and it's full of sizzling chemistry with wonderful characters you can’t help loving.” – Bookbub review

      ★★★★★ “Reading this is like immersing yourself in your favorite dramedy.” - Bookbub review
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            CONTENT GUIDANCE

          

        

      

    

    
      The content notes below are meant to give readers a generalized view of potentially triggering subjects within this novel.

      
        
          	
        Use of expletives: frequent but not mean-spirited
      

      	
        Sex/Nudity: referred to
      

      	
        Violence: none
      

      	
        Death: none
      

      

      

      
        
        If you’d like a more detailed list of content warnings (which may include spoilers) they are available at:

      

      

      https://www.karengrey.com/contentguidance

    

  


  
    
      
        
        WARNING:

      

        

      
        This novella

        is not a romance.

      

        

      
        It is about love,

        but the characters you meet

        won’t get a

        Happily Ever After

        (or even their Happy For Now)

        in this story.

      

        

      
        This story

        is about Friendship.
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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            VIOLET

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Wrightsford Beach, NC

        August 31, 1991

        9:35 p.m.

      

      

      As I pour myself yet another cup of coffee, I try to remember why I’d thought it was such a good idea to add another job to my already jam-packed summer schedule. Today I woke at 9 a.m. in order to work an eight-hour day at my theater camp job, then had just enough time to change out of the T-shirt and shorts I wear as a counselor and into my Rumrunner Hotel attire—golf shirt and khaki skirt—and drive across town to begin my graveyard shift here at the front desk.

      I’d hoped to recreate the summers of our early teen years, for my four best friends and I to spend quality time together before we all focused on finding real jobs in the real world. Like, wouldn’t it be so totally awesome to work together at this hotel after college graduation just like we did after junior high graduation?

      Back when we were fourteen, we thought we’d hit the jackpot when we all scored summer jobs at Wrightsford Beach’s most popular resort. Just like on our favorite TV show, Beverly Hills, 90210, all we had to worry about was how deep we wanted our tans to be and whether to spend our wages on burgers or ice cream.

      Unfortunately, just like Melrose Place vis-a-vis 90210, the spin-off hasn’t exactly lived up to the original. For all kinds of reasons.

      No time to dwell on that, however, because duty calls in the form of a very handsome, very worried-looking man.

      A number of guests are in tuxes because there’s a wedding reception in the ballroom, but I’m 99 percent sure this particular man in a penguin suit is the groom. Pasting on a professional smile, I ask, “Is there something I can do for you, Mr. Smith?”

      He seems surprised that I know his name, so I hold up the file. “I’ve got your event details right here, and I recognize you from the bridal party photo shoot. I never forget a face.”

      “Oh, well, thanks. I mean, yes, I hope you can help. My dog’s gone missing.”

      “Dog?” Pets are allowed at the hotel, but I don’t remember seeing anything about one in residence at the moment.

      “We decided at the last minute to bring Ribsy to be our ring bearer.” He drags a hand down his face. “I thought it would make my daughter happy, but if he’s lost, we’ll all be heartbroken.”

      Batting curiosity aside—not too many grooms his age have kids old enough to participate in their weddings—I pull out a pad of paper. “I totally understand. You wouldn’t happen to have a photo of him, would you?”

      He shakes his head. “Back home in Boston I have plenty, but nothing with me.”

      “Okay. Why don’t you give me a description and the last place and time you saw him. I’ll radio the staff to keep an eye out.”

      “He’s a pretty typical-looking hound dog, mostly black with a brown face and legs and a few white spots. He’s very friendly. Unfortunately, he’ll follow anybody.” He runs a hand through his hair, mussing it. “Uh, what else?”

      “He was in the wedding with you?”

      “Right. On the beach.”

      “And then what?”

      “I took him up to the room and gave him his dinner. I just went up to take him out one last time to do his business, and he wasn’t there.”

      A woman in a fifties-style blue dress exits the restrooms. When she notices Mr. Smith, she shifts course away from the ballroom doors and toward us. “Is everything okay, Henry?”

      “Hey, Lucy. I hope so. Ribsy’s missing.”

      “Oh no.”

      “Any ideas?” Turning to me, he explains, “Lucy trains dogs. Lucy, Ms.”—he peers at my name tag—“Davenport has very generously agreed to spread the word.”

      I grab a marker and sketch out a “Missing Dog” flyer while they talk. They’re halfway to the ballroom by the time I finish, so I quickly lock up my drawer and trot to catch up with them. “Excuse me, Mr. Smith?”

      When he turns, his brow is still creased with worry. “Please, call me Henry.”

      We’re not supposed to call guests by their first names, so I just hold up the paper in my hands. “It’s a bit late to knock on doors, but if you like, I can make copies of this and we can put them up.”

      He looks like he’s going to protest, but his friend intervenes. “That’s actually a great idea,” she says.

      “Okay, then. Thank you. But I’m sure it’s not part of your job description.” He holds out a hand. “I’ll make the copies in your business center and put them up.”

      “It’s your wedding night, sir. I’m happy to take care of it.”

      I’m rewarded with a half-smile. “How about this? I’ll go check in with my wife and see what she wants to do.”

      “That sounds like a wise plan.” I hold up my walkie-talkie. “Meanwhile, I’ll make copies and get the word out to staff.”

      “Thank you. We appreciate it.”

      “You’re most welcome.”

      After pressing the talk button on my radio, I broadcast, “Ten-seventeen, I repeat, ten-seventeen.” Knowing at least one staff member won’t remember what this means, I add, “This is urgent. A guest’s dog is missing. Please ten-forty-five on channel four. Ten-twenty-seven to four now. Over.”

      Switching to channel four, I hope that everyone will report in as ordered.

      “Ford for Violet. Over.”

      “Go ahead, Ford. Over.”

      “I’m ten-twelve, but negative on the dog. Over.”

      Keeping it brief since ten-twelve means he’s dealing with a guest out at the valet stand, I confirm that I’ve received the message. “Ten-four. Thanks, Ford. Over.”

      “I’ll keep an eye out. Over.”

      Ford’s one of my buddies-since-kindergarten who’s working the hotel this summer. He’s got that all-American hero thing going, so he’d never sit by while an unaccompanied dog ran away. But then I remember that he’s working the valet stand on his own. The kitchen was short-staffed, so Sully, the other valet on for the night, offered to jump in there to help—meaning that a dog could’ve slipped out while Ford was parking a car.

      Before I can ask him if he’s still on his own, static lets me know I’ve got another report coming in.

      “Dani for Violet. Over.”

      “Go ahead, Dani.”

      “I’m also ten-twelve. Lots of people at the bar. No dogs anywhere in sight all evening. Over.”

      “Ten-four, Dani.”

      Dani—short for Danielle—really lucked out with her job assignment this summer. At just twenty-two, she’s mastered tending bar, from the drink making to the empathetic listening. She’s always got her ears and eyes open, so if the dog does make it to the event ballroom, I can count on her to take care of the situation.

      No one in the kitchen wears a radio, but I won’t call over there until the dinner service is over. Chef wouldn’t appreciate the interruption, and besides, any dog that set foot in his kitchen would be lucky to make it out alive.

      No one else reports in with a dog sighting, so I fire up the copy machine. Something tickles my memory as I place the flyer on the glass, so once it’s started spitting out copies, I take the first few and go back to the desk. After a quick scan of the event timeline, I have an idea of what might have happened.

      Knowing that my sweet but scatterbrained friend Whitney has never mastered the walkie-talkie codes, I switch back to the main channel and try English.

      “Violet for Whitney, come in, Whitney. Over.”

      Nothing but static.

      “Please report to the front desk, Whitney. Over.”

      Static, then what sounds like giggling. “Whitney, what’s your twenty? Over.”

      “Oh my god, Vi,” Whitney finally answers. “Enough with the trucker talk.”

      “It’s standard procedure, Whit. Over.”

      “It’s idiotic is what it is. What do you—Hey, stop that! I told you to⁠—”

      The rest of her sentence is cut off by a squeal and then dead air. “Whitney, I’m not messing around. We have an emergency. Please report to the front desk. Now.”

      She may be one of my best friends, but the girl is a terrible maid and a worse flirt. I just hope she didn’t let the dog out. Her family’s connections got us in the door back in 1985 when all every teen in town wanted was to work at the beach. But even your daddy’s influence can’t save your job when you ignore every single rule.

      When she doesn’t answer, I lock up the desk and go looking for her.
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            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            WHITNEY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        9:50 p.m.

      

      

      I seriously cannot believe Vi. Ever since she got promoted to night manager, she’s been a nightmare to work with. Same as when she’s directing a play—the power totally goes to her head.

      I mean, I get it. When she’s directing a play, she needs me to do everybody’s hair and makeup and come up with the costumes. But nobody needs me to clean their rooms. I’m terrible at it. It’s not that I’m too good to clean up after people, which is what most people think. My mom has had me scrubbing toilets since I was six years old. We have a maid, but my parents take appearances and privacy to an extreme. Can’t have the help thinking that you actually make a mess in your own house.

      Anyway, the problem is that I get distracted and forget to do things. Thing is, I don’t want to get fired, because working here is the only way I get to spend time with my friends. My parents think we’re too good for the likes of Vi, Dani, Sully, and Ford. Every moment that I’m not at work, they fill my schedule with dates and outings with “more appropriate” people.

      Like all the jerks that I met at the debutante balls I was forced to attend this past year. And the kind of people who stay at the Rumrunner.

      The kind of people who get upset over the tiniest things. Some guest probably complained that I neglected to empty an ashtray or they only got one bar of soap, and now Violet wants me to report to the front desk like she’s the principal and I’m the naughty schoolgirl.

      Meanwhile, I’ve got the attention of a new waiter, and I’m taking full advantage of a well-earned break from the drudgery of cleaning rooms. The so-called staff lounge is too small for lounging, but you can escape for a minute or two from the prying eyes of guests.

      But not from the prying eyes of your friend who also happens to be your boss.

      “What part of the word emergency did you not understand, Whitney?” Violet hisses after walking in on me and Ted getting to know each other. So to speak.

      I let out a squeak of surprise, but the boy moves away from me so fast you’d think he just found out I have crotch crickets. “I was, uh, just getting back to work.”

      “Good idea, Ned,” Vi snaps. “The wedding you’re here to work is still going on.”

      “Relax, Vi,” I say. “People are allowed to take a break.”

      “Yeesss,” she says, drawing out the word in the most patronizing tone. “The problem is when people spend their entire shift in the break room.”

      Ted—I mean, I guess, Ned—gives me a sheepish grin before slipping out the door. I’m not succumbing to Violet’s authority issues, however, so I light a cigarette and stretch out on the tiny couch. Or I try. I’m only four foot eleven, and even my feet run into the armrest when I lie down. “Where’s the fire this time, chief? Did I neglect to create a perfect flower with the toilet paper? Were the pillows not fluffed to capacity?”

      “You know you’re not supposed to smoke in here, Whitney,” Violet says with a long-suffering sigh.

      Something about Vi’s need to follow every rule to the letter just makes me want to wind her up, so I take my time getting off the couch, buying a soda from the vending machine, and taking one more long drag on my ciggie before stubbing it out on a plate that everyone uses as an ashtray. Not just me.

      Bristling with frustration, Violet dumps the butts in the trash. “Did you let a dog out of the honeymoon suite?”

      “Huh?” I almost choke on my Diet Coke. This is so not what I was expecting to hear. “Why would a dog be in the honeymoon suite?”

      “Because he was in the ceremony and the owners put him back in their room for the reception.”

      “Well, I don’t know what happened to him,” I say, lying back down again. “But I didn’t see any dogs. I delivered the champagne bucket and chilled strawberries and cream, and I turned down the covers and put chocolate on the pillows. And then I left. There was no dog.”

      “There’s definitely no dog now. And the groom is really upset. On his wedding night, poor thing.”

      Vi massages her scalp like she’s got a headache, making me feel guilty for pulling her chain. Grabbing her hand, I say, “Stop that. You’re messing up your hair.”

      After a quick glance in the mirror, she sits next to me on the couch. Grabbing a brush and a few hairpins from my bag, I smooth Violet’s gorgeous red curls into a neat chignon. “I guess the dog could’ve snuck out after I rolled the cart in and before I closed the door again. But how was I supposed to know there’d be a dog in there?”

      “You’re right, we should have a system for that. But now we have to help the guy find his dog.” She gets up and checks her reflection. “And thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. But hang on.” After giving her hair a quick spray, I give her an encouraging hug. “Come on. Looking for a dog will be more interesting than delivering extra shampoo or blankets or whatever else guests decide they need after hours.”

      “True,” Violet says with a weary sigh. “What time did you do the turndown?”

      “At eight thirty, right when I’m supposed to.” Then something occurs to me. “Wait. Even if the dog got out of the room, how would he get off the floor? It’s not like he could open the stairwell door or summon the elevator.”

      She hands me the folder and tape she walked in with. “Exactly. So can you please take these flyers and put them up by the vending machines and exit doors on the honeymoon suite floor? Then wait by the elevator and ask every guest who comes or goes if they’ve seen a black-and-brown hound dog tonight?”

      Leafing through the stack of papers in the folder, I give her a theatrical salute. “Anything else, captain?”

      “Maybe just try to avoid screwing anything else up tonight? I can’t keep covering for you. And if you lose the job, when will we see you?”

      My parents are besties with the owners of this hotel, so I doubt anyone’s going to fire me. But she’s right. I don’t want to lose what little time I have left with my friends. “I’ll do better. I promise.”
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        * * *

      

      I’m sure when Vi sent me up to the fifth floor, she pictured me standing guard at the elevator, but if I’m going to spend hours waiting for someone who has evidence of the dog’s disappearance to magically show up, I’m going to do it in comfort. So, after taping flyers to the exit doors and the ice machine, I use my keys to open an empty room and drag a chair out to the hallway, then push it over to the elevator bank. They should have a little bench or something out here, anyway.

      It’s dead as the beach on a rainy day up here, so I really hope this doesn’t take too long. Whenever I’m alone with my own thoughts these days, I just start to panic. I didn’t realize that graduating from college would mean a full-on campaign from my parents to get my life in order. Their order, that is.

      Then there’s the fight Sully and Ford had over me a few weeks ago. I thought maybe that new waiter would be a good distraction as well as a signal to my friends who are boys—not boyfriends—that I’m serious about not choosing between them. But I didn’t even get a chance to get Ted/Ned’s number. He’s probably just here for the summer anyway, meaning I’d have to face the music again in a few weeks, but any reprieve from the pressure on every side would be a relief.

      Like this from my parents: If you’re not going to take a career seriously, then you need to find a man to take care of you.

      Translation: If you’re not going to join the family real estate firm, then you have to marry a rich guy that we choose.

      When everyone in my life thinks it’s their way or the highway—from Violet to Sully and Ford to my parents—it’s pretty tough for a girl to figure out what the heck she really wants.

      Just as I’ve really stirred up the Brunswick stew of thoughts in my head, someone finally emerges from a guest room. The guy heads for the vending machines instead of the elevator, so I trot after him. “Excuse me, sir?”

      “Uh, yeah? Is there a problem?” His voice and movements are so slow that I’m pretty sure he’s high as a kite.

      “There is, and I’m hoping you can help. A dog escaped from a room on this floor.” No need to mention that I’m the one who probably let it out. “You didn’t happen to see one this evening, did you?”

      He actually giggles, confirming my suspicions about his mental state. “Yeah, I did. It was the weirdest thing. When we got back from dinner, there was a dog waiting at the elevator. When we got off, he got on.”

      “You didn’t think to try and catch him?” My words ride a tone that even I know isn’t appropriate for the service industry, but thankfully, he doesn’t seem to mind.

      Shrugging, he says, “He seemed to know where he was going.”

      “Okay then, thanks for your help.” Before he can disappear into his room, I ask, “Hey, do you know what time that was?”

      He scratches his straggly beard. “Uhh… I’m not sure? Like… a couple hours ago…ish?”

      I hate talking on the stupid walkie-talkie, so after I thank the guy for his help, I head downstairs to give the bad news to Violet. On my way from the elevator bank to the front desk, I happen on a scene so Hallmark-Hall-of-Fame heartbreaking I almost check for a movie crew. Nobody told me they were shooting in the hotel tonight, but it does happen on a regular basis, and it’s not like I’m at the top of the communication priority list.

      A man in a tux hands a woman in a wedding gown an actual cloth handkerchief. She takes it and uses it to wipe away the mascara streaming down her cheeks—which makes me wonder who did her makeup and why the heck they didn’t use waterproof—but she continues to sob and protest that it’s all her fault. The man looks like somebody shot his⁠—

      Duh, Whitney, the bridal suite? These are the dog’s owners.

      The man looks up, obviously torn between comforting his new wife and the need to find the dog. It may be totally out of character for the girl everyone thinks is completely self-centered, but I can’t stop myself from intervening.

      The woman is ruining her makeup, after all.

      “Excuse me,” I say in my least threatening voice. The one Violet hates. “I couldn’t help but overhear. And I do have some news about the missing dog.”

      The woman gasps, and the man puts his arm around her. “See, Bella, I told you he’d turn up.”

      “Well, that’s not the news.” Wincing, I make myself say the words. “I actually just found out that the dog took the elevator down from the top floor.”

      The hope on the aptly named Bella’s face fades, and she dissolves into tears again. “Henry, I’m so sorry. This is all my fault. I shouldn’t have caved to Lilah; we shouldn’t have brought him to the wedding. It was so stupid, and I’ll never forgive myself if we don’t find him.”

      Henry wordlessly pulls her into an embrace, his jaw ticking with worry.

      Goddamn it.

      I bite my lips in an attempt to stop the words, but they come out anyway. “It’s my fault, not yours, ma’am.”

      They both turn my direction. “‘Ma’am?” Bella asks, obviously shocked at my use of the term.

      I wave that away. “Sorry, you’re way too young to be a ma’am, but staff has to address all guests as sir or ma’am. It’s a rule. Anyway”—my feet step back in an effort to escape the inevitable anger that’ll follow my confession—“I’m the housekeeper that did your turndown service tonight. I didn’t see a dog, but I did leave the door open, so I’m sure it’s my fault he got out.”

      Before they can yell at me, I get out the rest of my message. “I’ve been upstairs asking guests if they saw him, and another guest just told me that a dog got on the elevator when he came back from dinner, and he was too”—I don’t want the guy to get arrested or anything, so I choose my description of him carefully—“surprised to stop him before the doors closed.”

      “What time?” Henry asks.

      “He wasn’t sure. A couple of hours ago is what he said. I started turndown service at eight thirty, so that’s about right.”

      He scrubs a hand over his face. “So, he’s been missing for at least an hour or two.”

      Violet rounds the corner with a drawing of a dog in her hands, obviously catching his last words. Henry explains what we’ve learned, and she asks if the picture looks like Ribsy.

      “Why would you want it to look like the dog in that kids’ book?” I can’t help but ask. “How’s that going to help?”

      “I’m Henry, and I named my dog Ribsy,” the groom explains. “And that looks exactly like him. How’d you manage that?”

      “One of your guests drew it,” Violet explains. “Pam?”

      “Of course,” Bella says, a glimmer of hope in her eyes. “Can you make copies of those? Then maybe we can fan out and ask anyone who’s still up if they’ve seen him.”

      “No problem,” Violet says. “Actually, can you do it, Whit? I need to get back to the desk.”

      “Um, sure.” Turning to Henry and Bella, I force the last words out. “I’m really, really sorry.”

      Not sure which is trembling more, my knees or my voice, but when Bella turns on me, I keep myself from flinching away. What she gives me isn’t a slap across the face or harsh words, however. Instead, I get a hug.

      “It’s okay, sweetheart,” she whispers. “Honest mistake.”

      Violet claps her hands, startling me out of the embrace. “Come on, team. Let’s find that dog.”
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            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            SULLY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        10:40 p.m.

      

      

      We’re cleaning up from the dinner service, meaning I need to get back out to the valet station to help Ford fetch the guests’ cars, “Ten-thirty-three, I repeat, this is a ten-thirty-three,” comes over the speakers in the kitchen. The speakers that are used only in emergencies.

      I’ve already grabbed a fire extinguisher by the time Violet’s next words fill the room. “A dog belonging to the bride and groom has gone missing. If anyone has had eyes on a dog on the premises tonight, please ten-twenty-two to the front desk. In the meantime, lock up all exits.” There’s a pause and some really loud static before she finishes with “Ten-forty-five, I am ten-sixty-five, please ten-seventy-one.”

      “What does that even mean?” another waiter asks. “Why does she talk like that?”

      “If there were an actual emergency, it would be important to follow protocol,” Chef says, his tone making it clear that in his opinion a lost dog is not an emergency. He points at me. “Sully, please respond.”

      “Well, I actually have news, sir, so I’ll go report in person like she asked. And then I’ll head back to valet, if that’s okay.”

      He waves me off with a frown. “Just tell her you’re coming; otherwise, she’ll be bugging us for a response.”

      After whipping off my apron and stuffing it in the laundry basket, I press the button. “The kitchen for the front desk. We, uh, copy, and I did have eyes on a dog, so I’m going to report in person. This is Sully. Uh. Over.”

      “Ten-four, Sully. Ten-sixty-five. Over.”

      With Violet now “awaiting my response,” Chef shoos me toward the exit doors.

      Surprisingly, Whitney’s at the desk standing next to Vi and the newly married couple. When Violet sees me and points, four sets of hopeful eyes greet me.

      Wishing I had the dog instead of the news I have to deliver, my hands go up in surrender. “I saw a dog, but it was just real quick.”

      “Where?” the bride asks.

      “When?” the groom adds.

      “It was just as we were plating the last course. There was a spill in the kitchen, and Chef told me to get the mop and bucket. As I did, I saw a dog in the service hall.”

      “You weren’t able to catch him?” Violet asks.

      “I’m real sorry, y’all, but Vi, you know if I didn’t get back with the mop within seconds, Chef would’ve had my head. All I can tell you is that the door was closed, so he didn’t get out that way.” I glance at Whitney because we sometimes leave it propped open when we go out there for a smoke. She looks upset enough that I suspect she had something to do with the dog getting out, so I hope it’ll make her feel better. Whitney’s eyes are pinned to the bridal couple, however, and before I can try to draw her aside and ask, Violet takes me by the elbow.

      “Are you done in the kitchen?” she asks.

      “Yeah. I was going to head back out front and help Ford.”

      “I doubt anyone’s leaving that wedding till we find the dog, so take these and hang them by every door and elevator,” she says, thrusting a stack of photocopies featuring a drawing of a dog into my hand, along with some tape.

      Before I can remind her that, while she may be my boss at the moment, I’ve known her since we were all running around on the beach in diapers, she adds, “Please. And thank you.”

      I give her a nod and head off to do as ordered. It sucks that I’ll completely miss out on tips from parking cars tonight, but I get it. We’re here to serve the guests, and if that means looking for a lost dog rather than parking cars, that’s what we do.

      He was a cute little fella. I do hope he’s okay.
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            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            FORD

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        11:10 p.m.

      

      

      Just as I’m wondering what’s going on with the dog emergency, a guy exits the hotel calling my name. His voice sounds familiar, but at first, I can’t place him. When he runs a hand through his hair, it hits me. It’s Ben Porter. He played a guy dying of cancer in a movie I worked on last summer. There were several scenes where he’d make the same gesture, even after they shaved his head.

      When he steps into the light, the worry in his expression makes it clear that he’s not here to reminisce, so I ask, “Can I help you with something?”

      “I hope so. I’m a guest at the wedding happening tonight, and it seems the dog escaped from the bridal suite. I volunteered to help look for him, and your manager sent me out here.” He hands me a piece of paper with a drawing of a dog on it. “He looks like this.”

      “Right. I’ve been keeping an eye since I heard the news over the radio, but that doesn’t mean he didn’t get out.” I gesture at the automatic front doors. “We were a bit shorthanded tonight, so once the reception started, the other valet went to work in the kitchen. The door hasn’t always been covered, so a guest could’ve let him out while I was parking a car.”

      Ben mutters, “Dammit,” before cupping his hands around his mouth to call, “Ribsy! Ribsy!”

      “Like in the Beverly Cleary books?”

      “His owner’s name is Henry.”

      “If I remember correctly, that dog was a bit of a wanderer too.”

      “Yeah.” Ben sighs as he scans the parking lot and the street beyond. “I don’t suppose you have any dog treats on you?”

      “No, but I do have a couple of flashlights.”

      I grab them from the valet stand and hand him one. “I’ll check over by the garbage.”

      He turns his on. “I’ll look between cars, I guess.”

      Ten stinky moments later, I’m back. “He’s not hanging around the dumpster. And it doesn’t look like an animal got into any of the trash bins either.”

      We begin to work our way through the lot, calling the dog’s name and checking in and around every car. Suddenly, Ben stands up and says, “That’s it!”

      “You found him?” I duck and look under the car myself, but I don’t see anything.

      “No, sorry. I just finally remembered why your face is familiar. And your name—Ford’s not exactly a common one. Weren’t you on the crew of Live Another Day last summer?”

      “Guilty as charged.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “Well, I was just a PA, and you…” I don’t continue because the reason is obvious. When you’re the peon that does the little jobs nobody else wants to do, you’re the “hey, you” of the set, not the “hey, Ford.”

      “Everybody’s job is important, man. Can’t make a movie without all of the players.”

      “Well, there’s also an unspoken rule in town: Don’t bother the actors. It’s the thing that makes people want to shoot here. The fact that we don’t go all gaga over the movie stars.”

      “That, and the gorgeous scenery.”

      I laugh. “I’m sure that doesn’t hurt.”

      “Well, good to see you again.”

      As we continue to search for the dog, it occurs to me that this guy might be a good person to ask for advice about the decision I need to make. Before I can figure out a way to broach the subject, he gives me an opening by asking about my career plans. He seems genuinely interested, so I confess that it’s always been a dream of mine to make movies but that I never really saw where I’d fit in until I got to sub for a guy on the sound crew.

      “I mean, the obvious jobs are director, actor, writer,” I explain. “None of them felt right for me. But there was something about the sound mixer’s job that clicked. The way he’s in charge of his own little domain, but not responsible for the whole thing.”

      Ben nods. “Like I said, all the roles are important.”

      “Yeah, and I know I’m not cut out to be the guy telling everybody else what to do.”

      “Nothing wrong with that.”

      “You think? No one else seems to get it. Maybe because it’s just a pipe dream to them. But when you actually work on a set, it’s real.”

      “Hard work. Long hours. Boring a lot of the time.”

      “Yeah, but an adventure all the same.”

      “So, what are you going to do about it? Are you still in school?”

      “Just graduated. I majored in film studies, but I feel like I learned more last summer on that one job than I did in all four years of college. I’ve kept in touch with everyone who hired me.”

      “Sounds like you’re doing all the right things.”

      I don’t want to take up too much of his time, but I also don’t know many people with experience in the field outside of this town. Hoping he’ll have some bit of advice to make it clear that leaving everything and everyone I know to move across the country is the obvious thing to do, I ask, “I actually got a job offer today, but I’d have to move to LA to do it. Like, in the next couple of weeks.”

      He straightens and looks out across the lot toward the water. “I moved to Los Angeles my senior year of college. Went out for an internship and ended up staying seven years.”

      “Yeah? Are you glad you did?”

      He scrubs a hand over the back of his skull, obviously weighing my question seriously before answering. “In the long run, I’m happy with where I ended up. But I’m not sure I’d do it again.”

      Even in the dim light, disappointment must be clear on my face.

      “But that’s my story,” he adds. “Everybody’s different.”

      “Yeah,” I say.

      “All I can say is, if you decide to go to LA, it’s better to be running to something than running away from something.”

      Images of the people I’d be leaving behind pop into my head. Not my family. We’re such a chaotic and sprawling bunch that no one would even notice I’d left for at least a couple weeks. No, it’s my best friends. The people I’ve relied on and protected in equal measure since I can remember.

      There’s Sully and Whitney: the two people that make me want to stay and make me want to leave. And then there’s Vi and Dani, more sisters than my real sisters. It’s hard to imagine a summer day that doesn’t end hanging out at the beach with these friends or a winter evening piled on a couch analyzing a movie with them. “Yeah, it’s complicated,” I finally say.

      He laughs. “Isn’t it always?”

      When we get to the edge of the lot, I point my flashlight up and down the street. “He could’ve trotted off in either direction. I have to stay here, but you’re welcome to take the flashlight and⁠—”

      “Ben?” a female voice interrupts us.

      “Hey, sweetheart,” he calls before jogging back to the hotel.

      When I catch up, the woman introduces herself. “I’m Lucy, Ben’s wife. Thanks so much for helping out. No luck out here?”

      “We’ve scoured the lot, but Ford’s on his own, so we couldn’t check down the street,” Ben explains.

      “And he might’ve slipped out while I was parking a car,” I add.

      “Well, the two of us can do it.” She holds up a plastic baggie. “I got some treats from our room.”

      “Always prepared.” Ben points his flashlight toward the street. “After you.”

      Ben takes her arm but pauses after only a few steps to turn back.

      “Keep the flashlight,” I say before he can ask. “Just turn it in to the front desk when you get back. And I’ll keep looking out here, just in case.”

      “Thanks, but what I was going to say is follow your passion. And opportunity. Wherever that takes you, that’s where you’re supposed to be.”

      I just nod.

      As the bobbing flashlight and calls of “Ribsy” fade away, Ben’s advice leaves me with more questions than I started with.
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            CHAPTER 5

          

          
            VIOLET

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        12:05 a.m.

      

      

      I’m feeling chained to my desk and wondering whether I should put out another call to get people to report in, when a handsome man gets off the elevator. He’s not in formal attire; in fact, he’s wearing a T-shirt and jeans. I do have other guests to take care of, so I do my best to shine a friendly smile his way when he steps up to the counter. “Good evening. Or good morning, I guess I should say,” I add after a glance at the clock. “Can I help you with something?”

      “I was going to ask the same thing. I hear we have a missing dog.” Easy smile and voice rich in tone? If he’s not an actor from that Shakespeare company his shirt is advertising, I’ll eat my shorts. Before I can ask if that’s the case, he adds, “‘The cat will mew, and dog will have his day.’”

      I wag a finger at him. “Hamlet.”

      He nods. “Act five, scene one.”

      “I figured you were an actor,” I say, gesturing at his shirt. “You played Hamlet for that company?”

      “Guilty as charged.” He thumbs at the lobby behind him. “That’s how most of us in Henry and Bella’s wedding party know each other.”

      “Ahh.” Before I can ask again if he needs anything, he points at the play script languishing on my desk. The one I thought I’d have time to work on tonight. “You’re an actress too?”

      “No. I mean, I have. Done some acting. But I’m directing this. Just in a local community theater.” Something about the intensity of his blue eyes has me babbling like a schoolgirl. I clear my throat and do my best to sound professional. “I’m starting my first real job this fall, though. Teaching theater to high school kids.”

      His smile is as genuine as it is dazzling. “Good for you. My high school drama teacher did her best to keep me out of trouble.” He points to the play script. “And Plaza Suite? It’s an American classic.”

      “It’s reliable,” I say with a shrug. “Easy to produce, easy on the ears. Tourists love it.”

      “You have to know your audience, and Neil Simon is kind of America’s twentieth-century Shakespeare.”

      “I guess you could say that,” I say with a coy smile. “But Simon’s a little easier on the brain.”

      “Not for Shakespeare’s audience.” He rests an elbow on the counter. “He wrote in the slang of the day as much as in poetry.”

      Just as I’m starting to enjoy flirting with the guy—I mean, he’s probably ten years older than me, but he’s hot and smart—he turns away to scan the lobby. “So, where are we with the dog search? My wife couldn’t make it to the wedding—it’s like a curse between us that we can’t seem to both get to any wedding but our own…”

      “Well, that’s the one that counts,” I say, quickly dialing my smile from demure to distant. I don’t know what I was thinking, anyway. I’m not Whitney. I don’t hit on the guests.

      “True,” he concedes. “Anyway, I was on the phone with her when this went down. How can I help?”

      “I just made more copies of these flyers with the dog’s picture.” I point to the stack on the counter and hold up my last roll of tape. “We’ve put them up by all the elevators and doors on the floors upstairs, but I haven’t gotten them up around the pool or in the gym yet.”

      He picks up a flyer. “Ah, I recognize Pam’s work.”

      “Exactly. I guess you all know each other.”

      “She’s a talented designer and a quick sketch.”

      Remembering that he’s a guest at the hotel, I add, “Please don’t feel obliged. I’m sure you’d rather search with your friends or go to bed. I can get another staff member to put up the signs.”

      Taking the supplies, he lays a hand over his heart. “‘We few, we happy few, we band of brothers, for he today that sheds his blood with me shall be my brother.’”

      With his delivery, I assume this is another Shakespeare quote, but he confirms it with “Henry V.”

      I can’t help but grin. “You really are a theater geek, aren’t you?”

      “Guilty as charged.” His smile is contagious as he walks backward towards the pool. After the automatic doors whoosh open, he bows deeply. “‘Words are easy, like the wind. Faithful friends are hard to find.’ The Passionate Pilgrim.”

      With a final wave, he steps outside.

      Damn. I guess it’s true. All the good ones are taken.
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            CHAPTER 6

          

          
            SULLY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        12:25 a.m.

      

      

      After I’ve put up all the flyers Violet gave me, I check in with Violet and offer to search the bocce and volleyball courts for the dog. While I’m out there, I run into a couple cutting across the grass towards the hotel. “Excuse me,” I call.

      The guy keeps going, but the girl turns back. “Did you need something?”

      “Yes.” It’s pretty dark out and I’m a big enough guy that some people find me threatening, so I raise my hands as I jog over to them. “I’m on staff at the hotel, and we’re out looking for a lost dog. Did you happen to see one on the beach?”

      Their faces are in shadow, but I can see the guy run a hand over his face.

      The girl whaps him on the arm. “I told you we should’ve chased him down.”

      Hands on hips, the guy nods. “A dog ran past us down the path when we headed out for a walk. We did try to catch him, but he was pretty good at keep-away.”

      “Did you see which direction he went?”

      “He followed us for a little bit.” The girl points. “In that direction.”

      “North,” I say.

      “I guess?” the girl says, obviously not a local who’d know that this beach faces east. Unlike those of us who grew up boating and fishing and surfing the creeks and rivers and ocean, tourists easily get confused by all the waterfronts in the area. “Anyway, after we tried to chase him, he went in the other direction.”

      “So not toward the water or the dunes?”

      “Um, I don’t think so? But I couldn’t say for sure.”

      “Okay, thanks,” I say, skirting past them to report back to the front desk. When I get there, poor Vi’s slumped over it with her cheek on her fist looking frustrated.

      “I have news,” I offer, which perks her right up. “Not great news,” I amend. “But news.”

      After I report in, she gets on that walkie-talkie she loves so much and tells everyone available to convene in the lobby to form search parties. Then she tells me to head back to the valet stand to make sure Ford isn’t swamped. But when I find him, he’s all alone. Just staring at the parking lot twirling a set of keys.

      Unsure if he’s talking to me today or not, I approach with caution. Ever since the night a few weeks ago when I finally admitted that I’m in love with Whitney, things haven’t been the same between us. “I’m back.”

      “Did they find the dog?” he asks without turning to face me, his tone as flat as the ocean on a windless day.

      “We got word that he’s on the beach, so Violet’s organizing people to head out there.”

      “Gotcha.”

      We’ve spent, like, hundreds of hours hanging out in this parking lot or on the beach or in our bedrooms or dorm rooms. Not doing anything, not talking, just being in the same space. Now, the silence between us is no longer a comfortable one. And I have no idea what to do about that. I mean, I know it’s wrong to want a girl that your best friend has been in love with his whole life, but I can’t help what I feel. And it’s not like I did anything about it. Except, well, tell her. And him.

      Thing is, they’ve never gotten together either. It’s like Whitney’s on a pedestal that neither of us can even touch. I’m starting to wonder if that’ll ever change, but just as I work up the courage to start the conversation, Ford says something. Since I was so far down the rabbit hole of my own thoughts, I don’t quite catch his words. “Uh, sorry. What?”

      “I said, I’m going to Los Angeles. And I wanted to know if you want to go too.”

      Irritation sparks the words that fly out of my mouth. “Because you don’t trust me with Whit?”

      He wheels on me, his expression matching my tone. “No. Because you’re my best friend.”

      I can’t help but snort. “You treat all your best friends like they’re shit on the bottom of your shoe?”

      He kicks at a spray of sand on the sidewalk. “I’m sorry I’ve been such an asshole about her. I just couldn’t believe you’d—” Breaking off, he shakes his head. “Nope. I’m not going there.”

      “Maybe you should. Maybe we should just clear the air about this once and for all.”

      He bites his lip and shakes his head.

      “What are you afraid of?” I prod. “We already asked her to choose, and she said she wouldn’t. She was holed up in the break room with some new waiter for half an hour tonight. It’s obvious that she’s not into either of us.”

      “I don’t think that’s it. I think she’s pissed, and I’m kind of afraid that in trying to punish us, she’ll end up doing something she’ll regret later.” Clasping both hands on the top of his head, he stares out over the water lapping at the docks on the other side of the street. One of the things that makes this hotel so special is that the island’s narrow enough at this location that all rooms have a water view, Atlantic Ocean to the east, intercoastal waterway to the west.

      “But that’s not why I’m leaving,” Ford finally says. “I have a job offer. A crew position on a movie. And it starts in a couple weeks.”

      “Seriously?” My head practically spins at this unexpected news. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “I just got the call today. I’ve been trying to figure out whether to take it.”

      “Why wouldn’t you? That’s awesome.” Ford’s been obsessed with movies since we were kids. I mean, I’d miss him, but if you’re lucky enough to have a dream, seems to me you ought to chase it.

      “And scary.” A look I’ve never seen before crosses his face. Ford’s always been the smart, confident one, while I’m the doofus drifting along in his wake. “I’ve never lived anywhere but Wallington. This place is a speck on the map compared to LA.”

      “But it’s not like you’re just going out to Hollywood, getting off the bus, and announcing ‘Here I am.’ You’ll meet people on the job. It’ll be great.”

      “Yeah, well. Whatever it’ll be, I think I have to go. It seems like too good of an opportunity to pass up.”

      After he explains that he’d be working with the same sound mixer that he subbed for last summer, it’s clear to me what he needs to do. “You’re damn right you can’t turn that down.”

      “So will you go with me?” he asks, finally facing me.

      The fact that my buddy still wants me as his wingman means more than I can express. At the same time, I don’t want to drag him down. “But working on movies—that’s your thing.”

      “Just think of it as an adventure. Summer’s over. You’ll have to look for another job soon. You could drive across the country with me and then stay for a while. See if you like it. Surfing’s a thing in California too, you know.”

      In this friend group that’s more like a family for each of us, Violet and Ford and Whitney have always had a driving passion for something. Violet has been directing plays since we were in junior high. Ford did the lights and sound for her plays, but we all know he really wants to make movies. You sit still long enough, Whitney will be messing with your hair. If I’d let her, she’d give me eyeliner like Prince or David Bowie.

      But Dani and I are what the guidance counselors call “lacking in focus.” So lacking that neither of us actually finished college. Hell, I barely finished high school.

      Maybe a trip across the country is what I need to shake things up. Maybe it’d be a chance for Ford and me to heal our friendship. Away from the girl that’s tearing us apart.

      Just when I’m about to say so, however, the girl in question walks through the automatic doors. “Y’all, Violet sent me out here to ask if you want to help search the beach. The bride and groom are offering a reward. I’m going. Who’s going to join me?”

      She’s all innocence as she blinks at us, like this kind of question doesn’t drive the wedge between us even deeper. Ford extended a hand to me tonight, so I’m not gonna bite it. “You go on, Ford. I’ll take over here since you’ve been at it all night.”

      His gaze is wary as he meets mine, but when he steps closer to hand me the keys to the valet stand, he whispers, “You’ll think about what I asked?”

      After I take the key ring, I give him a salute. “Aye, aye, captain. Go forth and find the lost dog.” Before the doors close behind them, I add, “But if you find him, I want a share of that reward!”
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            CHAPTER 7

          

          
            DANIELLE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        12:55 a.m.

      

      

      I can’t say no to Violet. It’s easy to say no to grabby-handed men or even cute boys with sweet words. No woman in my family has ever found happiness by saying yes to either, and I doubt it’d be any different for me. That’s why I keep ’em all at a distance. But Vi? She’s not just my best friend, she’s a damn general disguised as a mother hen.

      So when she asks the staff for volunteers to search for a guest’s dog before clocking out, I say yes. I know for a fact that she worked a full day directing kids at theater camp before coming to work tonight, so if she can stay up, I can too.

      I’m less enthused when she assigns a couple to walk the beach with me. She’d already announced that we’d be paired with a guest who knew the dog, but it’s still annoying. I’ve had to be outgoing and friendly all night. Dogs I can deal with anytime, but guests … I have a limit, and I’ve reached it.

      I am charmed when the couple introduces themselves, though. Jessica is obviously a little firecracker. Her love for her man, Cal, is clear too. I’m impressed that a beauty like her would overlook the ugly scars that cover the entire left side of his face. He doesn’t seem too bothered about them, so I follow their lead on that subject.

      At Vi’s direction, we head south. Jess and Cal take the part of the beach closer to the water, and I search the base of the dunes. Violet has already given clear instructions to the guests about staying off of them, but tourists never quite get how important the mounds of grasses are to the beach. A dog’s paws won’t crush the sea oats the way human feet will. Or a human couple rolling around. Which is what I find when I step closer to investigate a telltale rustle.

      “Excuse me!” I call out. “Y’all can’t be doing that there. It’s against the law.”

      A girlish squeal sounds from the other side of the sandy slope.

      “Mind your own business, bitch,” a male voice threatens.

      “It is my business. I live here,” I say, standing tall and hoping this guy isn’t going to come out swinging. “And my livelihood depends on these beaches staying the way they are. You messing around in the dunes endangers them. Plus, snakes live in there.”

      With a shriek, the girl stumbles out to the pathway, pulling a dress over her head. The guy shuffles out, thankfully after he pulls up his shorts. After giving me a glare—and mercifully nothing else—he follows her as she stalks away down the beach.

      “Y’all have a nice rest of your evening,” I say with a wave. After I yell “Ribsy!” into the dunes and get no response, I head toward the water to check in with my charges.

      “See anything?” Cal asks.

      “Thankfully, I did not.”

      “Thankfully?” Jess asks.

      “I didn’t find the dog, but I did find a couple. In flagrante, I believe, by the sound of things.”

      “Well, if Ribsy were around, I’m sure he would’ve jumped in.” Jess shakes her head. “Bella told me they have to lock the bedroom door to… you know.”

      “You sure that’s not because of Lilah?” Cal asks.

      Jess tips her head to the side. “Probably for her sake too, but apparently Ribsy gets a bit riled up when they do.”

      “Okay, well, that’s a little too much information for me,” I say. “The beach continues around this bend. Y’all okay to keep looking?”

      “Bella and Henry won’t sleep till we find him, so neither will we.” Jess takes Cal’s arm. “I guess I shouldn’t speak for you, sweetie. Neither will I.”

      The smile Cal turns on her makes even my heart melt. “Neither will we.”

      Flashlights sweeping the sand, we continue south, calling “Ribsy” every few moments. As we round the curve at the mouth of the intercoastal, I spy a large group of people.

      Cal stops short. “What the heck is going on there?”

      “Looks like some kind of ritual or something,” Jess says.

      “It kind of is,” I say. “But not an evil one. That’s the turtle people.”

      “Turtle people? You sure that’s not a cult?” Cal asks.

      Before I can explain further, a young woman runs up to us. “Excuse me, I’ll have to ask y’all to turn off your flashlights.”

      I click my own off immediately, as Cal protests, “But we’re looking for a lost dog.”

      The woman holds up the badge hanging around her neck and points at it using a small flashlight with a red bulb. “I am a trained volunteer with Sea Turtle Watch of Wrightsford Beach, and in accordance with the guidelines set forth by the North Carolina Wildlife Resources Commission and the Endangered Species Act, I am responsible for the welfare of any hatchlings that may emerge from their nest tonight.”

      “But you have one,” Jess says, pointing to the woman’s red-tipped penlight.

      “The red won’t confuse the baby turtles as they navigate to the shore.” She goes hands on hips and puffs out her chest. “If you won’t turn off your light, I’ll need to confiscate it.”

      Cal douses his torch, even though I’m pretty sure he’s suppressing a laugh. While I appreciate the woman taking her responsibilities seriously, it’s pretty funny to imagine her wrestling a flashlight out of the big guy’s hands. He’s got at least eighty pounds on her. But “Yes, ma’am” is all he says.

      “So, sea turtles are hatching over there?” Jess asks.

      The woman nods. “We are hoping for a boil tonight, yes.”

      “You’re going to boil them? I thought you were here to protect them,” Jess says, hand over her heart.

      “‘Boil’ is what they call it,” I explain. “Because when the turtles dig out of their nest all together, it looks like the sand is boiling.”

      “This nest has been here for sixty-eight days, which is the tail end of a loggerhead incubation period,” the volunteer explains. “Though there’s never a guarantee, we did have a sink this afternoon.”

      “That’s when the sand at the top of the nest drops,” I add. “A sign that the turtles are starting to dig out.”

      “What are all the people doing?” Cal asks.

      “They’re here to watch.” The woman’s brusque manner melts a bit. “It’s pretty magical.”

      “Would you mind if we ask around about the dog?” I point to the group.

      She frowns. “I guess that’s okay. But you need to do it quietly.”

      The spectators have lined up along the fan-shaped alleyway the volunteers create when hatching time nears. I explain to Cal and Jess that after the baby turtles emerge, their instinct propels them toward the moonlight reflected on the water.

      “Why do these people protect them if this is what they do naturally?” Cal asks.

      “Because they’re endangered. People and their big feet and noise and crap they leave behind on the beach might keep the babies from getting across the sand. There are enough natural predators that most of them get eaten either on the sand or on their way out to sea. So the volunteers do everything they can to make sure they at least make it to the water.

      “It is an amazing sight,” I continue. “Y’all should stay. Watching hundreds of tiny turtles crawl over each other and out to the surf is… well, like she said. Magical.”

      “But first we have to find Ribsy,” Jess says.

      We split up to move along the line and quietly ask if anyone has seen a wandering hound. When I ask the other volunteers—they all wear the permits around their necks so it’s easy to tell who they are—one of them frowns. “I had to chase a dog off. Maybe an hour ago.”

      “Was he black and brown?”

      She shrugs. “I wasn’t really paying attention. It was a dog, and it didn’t have an owner anywhere around as far as I could tell. I almost radioed the pound, but it finally took off.”

      “Do you remember which direction?”

      “I think it was north, but a bunch of other people showed up right then, so I’m not positive.”

      As I circle around to the other side of the runway the volunteers have set up, I see Jess whispering excitedly with someone. When I get close enough that she can recognize me in the moonlight, she waves me close.

      “This guy said that a dog followed him into the hotel!” she whisper-yells.

      “What time was that?” I ask, whispering a bit more calmly.

      “Uhh, like maybe twenty minutes ago?” the man says.

      “So right before we came out, maybe,” Cal says.

      “Did you see where he went?” I ask, wondering how the dog could’ve gotten past all the people looking for him inside the hotel.

      “I went in the side entrance,” the guy says. “I wanted to tell my friends that this was happening, and our rooms are on the ground floor. He just slipped in past me.”

      “You didn’t think to grab him?”

      The guy shrugs. “He seemed to know where he was going. I thought he, like, belonged to the hotel or something.”

      “Okay, thanks,” I say, suppressing a frustrated sigh.

      We step back from the crowd, and I radio Vi to let her know what we learned. After I sign off, I gesture at the turtle setup. “I’ve seen this before, so if you want to stay, I’ll go back and keep looking for Ribsy.”

      “Are you sure?” Jess asks.

      “Of course.”

      “And will you tell the other wedding guests about the turtles?” Cal asks. “If they’re still up, they might be interested.”

      “I sure will. In fact”—Vi could be either really happy with me for doing this or completely pissed off, but what the hell—“take the walkie-talkie. It takes a little bit for the turtles to all get out, so if you radio in when the first ones emerge, your friends will have time to get out
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