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Praise For Inseverable: A Carolina Beach Novel

“Robson builds a sweet and lightly dramatic romance that deals with love, hope, and forgiveness. Well plotted with an array of personable and defined characters. Smooth flowing conversational dialogue engulfs you and draws you right into the middle of their lives.” –Smexy Books

“Unforgettable! Callahan and Trinity will tug at your heart strings and keep you turning the pages. Inseverable is a great love story that will leave you smiling and in tears." –USA Today bestselling author, Jamie K. Schmidt

“This is, hands down, one of my favorite books of 2016 thus far... INSEVERABLE, the first book in the upcoming Carolina Beach series, is FUNNY, like really funny. Heartfelt and sweet and goofy and just plain amazing.” –Top Pick, The Romance Reviews

“Call this Rom-Com on Steroids-This story has teeth and it leaves little love bites.” –Addicted to Happily Ever After

“2016 Editor’s Choice Winner...The emotion is so well grounded and layered, the characters rich and believable, the conflict complex with just the right amount of hopelessness. Inseverable is a beautiful romance and a story worth dedicating a weekend to.” –Grave Tells Romance

“This is just the start of a new series by Ms. Robson, and already a favorite. I can't wait for more.” 
—5 stars, Give Me Books

“Equal parts sexy and funny! Cecy Robson's new book had me swooning and laughing out loud! A perfect beach read!” –USA Today Bestselling Author Annie Rains

“Absolutely loved this story! ... A great start to a new series - I'm looking forward to getting books on the rest of Trinity's friends. I see great things for all of them!” –Sizzling Pages Romance Reviews

"I wanted to hug this book... All the feels Robson gave me as I devoured Inseverable provided that book high I am constantly craving." –Caffeinated Book Reviewer 
"A sexy, sweet, heart-rending story. Cecy Robson pushed every single one of my reader buttons. Loved this book!" –Kate Meader, Author of Playing with Fire

“This was my first Cecy Robson read, and it will absolutely not be my last. From the minute I picked up this book, I knew I wouldn’t be able to put it down. Inseverable is definitely going on my list of memorable books that I can’t wait to reread.” –Reviews From the Heart

"Already [Cecy] Robson was becoming one of my favorite authors but Inseverable sealed the deal.  Inseverable shows Robson's different writing style and I couldn't get enough of this new setting and the new characters that were introduced." –Lush Book Reviews
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Landon

THE WIND PICKS UP, brushing the gritty sand along the shore in that graceful way it only seems to do during winter. Kiawah is always bustin’ at the seams in the summer, drawing tourists from as close as North Carolina to as far away as Sweden. 

I take a long pull of my beer and dig my feet further into the sand. This time of year, there are two a kinds of people: the locals and the lonely. I was always the former and only mildly entertained the latter. That changed when I caught my wife blowing her manager with the same wild enthusiasm she blew me.

“Goddamn it,” I mutter. 

I’m not sure which part was more disturbing. Her blowing him in the kitchen, the same place we’d fucked earlier that morning, or her finishing him off while I stood there like an idiot.

I’m going to go with her finishing him off.

I can still picture her rising from her kneeling position, the front of the four-hundred-dollar blouse she insisted on buying flapping open, exposing her bare breasts with each step she took.

“It didn’t mean anything, Landon,” she told me, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.

Maybe. But his teeth meant something to him. I could tell by the way he kept batting his face looking for them when the police finally pulled me off him.  

The pathetic way he looked bordered on comical. Shit, the whole damn thing was comical. I might have even laughed if my heart wasn’t busy joining his teeth on the floor.

Bernadette wasn’t a perfect person. I knew that long before I put a ring on her finger. But I’m not either, so I thought we’d be perfect together. She needed someone to help her after the rough life she’d had. And she needed someone to take care of her, seeing how bad she still had it when we first met. I was willing to do it. Hell, I was willing to do anything for her. 

Up until that moment I found her on her knees. 

Call me a fool in love. 

But don’t make me look like one. 

I push my half-empty bottle into the sand, reminding myself it’s been over a year and time to move on. Sounds great in theory, but a man’s pride is as important as working hard, decency, and family. That’s how I was raised. That’s how it should be. Bernadette, however briefly, was family. She kicked my pride almost as hard as I nailed Blaze (nice fucking name, by the way) in the jaw. All that left me to do was work hard, and damn, didn’t I give that shit my all?

The wind picks up, creating swirls of bleached sand and ghosting them across the water. Mother Nature is doing her best to soothe me, gifting me with the peace and quiet I need and luring my focus to the vast ocean where the cresting waves build and crash along the shore.

Peace, I repeat in my head. 

“Quiet,” I say out loud.

“Trin,” I mumble when my phone vibrates in my back pocket.

I pull it out, sure enough it’s my baby sister Trinity. The peace and quiet on Kiawah is no match for her. “Yeah?”

“Now, Landon,” she says, her South Carolina accent as thick as mine. “Is that any way to say hello?”

She doesn’t wait for me to answer. “What if I was Miss Universe, calling to tell you I had the cure for global warming, and whether or not I shared it with the Environmental Protection Agency depended on how well you answered the phone? Wouldn’t you feel bad for all those polar bears out there, floating on some crumbling glacier ice because you answered the phone with ‘Yeah?’ sounding broodier than shit, crankier than a leprechaun shoved up some poor unsuspecting bull’s ass, and about as pleasant as the matador trying to coax him out—”

“What the hell does that even mean, Trin?”

“It means you should go to Becca’s New Year’s Eve party tomorrow night,” she explains like it’s obvious.

“I’m busy,” I tell her.

“Doing what? Besides drinking a beer and looking out at an ocean that’s not going anywhere?”

I pinch the bridge of my nose, muttering a curse when she plops down beside me.

Like me, she’s barefoot. Most people wouldn’t dare walk on the beach in the middle of winter. But ever since we were little, Trin and I have always loved the feel of the sand sliding beneath our feet, even in the cold.

Her jeans are rolled up like mine and she’s also wearing a heavy coat. Hers is burgundy; mine is navy. I didn’t bother with a hat. She did, sporting a gray beanie tight enough to keep her long black hair away from her small face. Even after having my nephew, she’s still stick thin, lacking the bulky muscles keeping me warm.

She motions to my beer. “Sir, where are your manners? Aren’t you going to offer me a drink? I am a lady, after all.” She huffs. “Your momma raised you better than that.”

I pass her the bottle. She takes a sip and makes a face. “It’s warm.”

“I kept rolling it in my hands,” I admit. “I suppose it’s hard to keep it cold that way, even in forty-degree weather.”

She nods like she understands. “How long have you been out here?”

I lie. “Not long.” 

“How long have you been out here?”

I smirk. “A while.”

“How long have you been out here?”

“I guess long enough.” 

I start to stand when her slender arms wrap around me, keeping me in place. “Landon, as your favorite and only sister on God’s green earth, I owe it to you to tell you that dark, hairy, and cranky doesn’t fit you.” She rubs the scruff on my jaw like she’s trying to swipe it off. “Lord, it’s like an opossum crawled up your chest and spit out a litter of babies across your jaw.”

I edge away. “Your husband has the same damn beard,” I remind her.

“Oh, that’s not true.” She smiles and turns her attention toward the ocean, her gaze getting that dreamy look it always gets when she thinks of Callahan. “My man’s beard is alpha and sexy.” She makes a face. “Yours is, well, possumy.” She holds out her hand. “And if that’s not a word, it should be. At least when it comes to whatever the hell is laying across your face.”

“Trin, if you’re trying to use your charm to talk me into going to Becca’s party, it’s not working.”

“Why? She was nice enough to invite you.” She shrugs. “Besides, it’s almost New Year’s Eve. Time for a fresh start and a new beginning.”

Her voice quiets at her last few words. She doesn’t mention Bernadette. But after everything that happened, I suppose I’ve mentioned her enough, and so has Trin.

If hate were a super power, Trin’s hate for Bernadette would have crushed the Fortress of Solitude and slapped Superman upside the head for being a little bitch. And Trin, she likes everyone.

My family is from money. It’s not something I really think about, or obsess over, it’s just always been there. We were taught to take care of it, add to it, but most of all be generous with it since we have so much. Maybe that’s why it was easy for me to give as much as I did to Bernadette. I wanted to see her happy and maybe give her the life she always dreamed of. But where Trin and our Momma would drop a few grand setting up an auction to help raise money for the children’s hospital, Bernadette would drop a few grand on herself.

My parents had insisted on an air-tight pre-nup. It pissed me off at the time, especially since they didn’t insist on the same thing when Trin married Callahan. But they saw Bernadette for the gold-digger she was, not the victim I did. Love makes you blind. But it doesn’t make you deaf when the woman you thought you knew accuses you of hitting her, knowing full well you’d never harm any woman.

It should have been an easy divorce. Sign here, initial there and then walk away. Instead, I dropped close to a hundred grand defending the abuse charges she filed against me.

“He’s always been violent,” she cried to the judge. “Look at what he did to my manager.”

Her attorney was more than happy to present the pictures of Bernadette’s manager’s busted up face and put the police officers who responded on the stand. Those fine members of law enforcement admitted they hauled me off Blaze (again, nice fucking name), but were more than happy to mention Blaze’s pants and drawers were around his ankles and that the missus was only partially dressed when they arrived.

“Landon,” Trin says, her voice sad. 

It’s never a good sign when my sister grows quiet. The way she wraps her arms around mine and leans her head against my shoulder . . . Christ, the last time she did that, it was at our granddaddy Palmer’s funeral.

She knows I’m remembering all I went through, and she doesn’t like it one bit.

It was bad enough Bernadette accused me of abuse. But to try to make me look like a monster, and get all the gossip mags talking about Landon Summers, wealthy son of Owen and Silvia Summers, accused of threatening his wife’s life, and soiling the Summers name . . . it was more than I could take. She wasn’t just messing with me. She was messing with my folks, two of the best people I know.

“She said I hit her and that it wasn’t the first time,” I say aloud before giving it too much thought.

“I know,” Trin says. She adjusts her hold. “But Landon, anyone who knows you didn’t believe her.”

“But there are a lot of people who don’t know me, Trin.”

She sighs. “I know that, too.”

The waves draw closer, but it’s not until a large one breaks like an insolent slap against the shore that she speaks again. “Did she ever hit you?”

I don’t bother telling her about all the shit Bernadette threw at me, including her hair dryer and the damn crystal jewelry box, nor do I mention all those dishes she’d smash when she wasn’t getting her way. I don’t need to. When Trin lifts her head, it’s clear she knows enough. 

“Landon, why didn’t you say anything?”

“I couldn’t do that to her.”

Trin scrambles to her feet, knocking over the beer, her face pink with rage. “But she did it to you—even when it wasn’t true!” 

“That doesn’t make it right,” I say. “To be accused of something like that, it’s total horseshit.”

“Horseshit she was more than happy to fling your way.” Her breathing becomes quick. “She didn’t even blink on the stand. You saw that, right? She wanted money and she didn’t care what she had to do to get it.”

Which was why I spent as much as I did on the best divorce attorney in the state. Messed up childhood or not, no way was I giving her more than she was legally entitled to. 

“You should have said something,” she repeats.

“Anything I said would have made me look weaker than I already was.” I shake my head. “Trin, when a man marries a woman who looks like Bernadette, he’s supposed to keep her happy at all costs, and in every way possible. If she’s fucking around on him and other men find out, they don’t care that you gave her a home, more money than she needed, or that you’d protect her with your life. They assume you weren’t man enough where it counted, and where it counts is in the damn bedroom.” 

“You’re not weak.” It’s what she tells me, but the way she says it, I think she understands as much as she can.  

I tilt the bottle, letting what little beer remains pour into the sand. “It sure didn’t feel like that when I found her.” 

The foam dissipates, like it never was. It reminds me too much of my marriage, making me mad, bitter, and probably sad, too, despite the fact I’m tired of feeling all three. 

I rise and brush the sand off my jeans. 

“One drink,” she says.

I do a double-take. “Now?”

She shakes her head, looking about as happy as I do. “No. Tomorrow night at Becca’s. One drink, a few hellos, and you can leave.” She inches up to me. “Please, Landon. Show me and everyone that you’re okay.” She smiles, despite the worry behind it dulling her soft brown eyes. “Even though you may not be.”

The sun sets behind her, calling an end to another day. I’m ready to tell her to go home and be with her husband and child, that she’s wasting her time. But Trin, she’s trying, and she’s the only person I’ve allowed in this whole year. 

“It’s just down the beach,” she says like I don’t already know. “C’mon, Landon. What could happen?”

What could happen? It’s what I thought. The thing was, everything did. 
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Chapter Two
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Luci

MY PHONE BUZZES, AGAIN. I don’t have to steal a peek at the screen to know it’s Blythe. She’s been obsessively texting me for over a week now. 

“You have to come to the New Year’s Eve party with me, Luci,” she insisted. “You have to. The publicist for the Carolina Cougars invited me and all the football players are supposed to be there.”

It was sweet of her to think of me and to want me to go, but the party is in Kiawah, four long hours away, and very much outside my comfort zone.

I toss my phone inside my desk drawer and shut it, lifting my gaze to meet Riley’s.

The hem of her short skirt skims further up her legs when she leans forward. “Are you firing me?” she demands.

Riley blinks her outrageously long lashes rather dramatically before crossing her arms over breasts greatly at odds with her double-zero figure. I’m not certain her lashes or breasts are real. From what I’ve noticed, every dollar she makes goes into her appearance and wardrobe. Other luxuries like food and rent are supposedly supplemented by her father, a neurosurgeon at Charlotte Central. I’m not judging her. Really, I’m not. But someone like Riley, who’s always had everything and yet feels entitled to more, often can’t be reasoned with. Today is a prime example.

“No,” I say.

“I didn’t think so,” she quips, narrowing her eyes. 

She starts to stand, except I’m not done. “That doesn’t mean you’re not on probation,” I add. “Nor does it mean your position is safe.”

I’m not yelling or glaring. I don’t have it in me to be cruel. Maybe if I did, people like Riley would think twice before mistreating me. But I’ve always believed in being kind. Not that anyone should mistake my kindness for timidity.

My voice is as stern as the conversation. “In the six weeks you’ve worked at the firm, you’ve arrived late almost every day.”

She falls back into her chair, her annoyance clawing at the air between us. “That’s a lie,” she snaps.

“Watch your tone,” I counter. Again, I’m not yelling. I turn my computer screen around so she can see it. “We document the arrival time of every employee who’s not a member of the legal team.”

“I’m a paralegal,” she tells me, her tone suggesting I’m the one out of line.

I maintain my professional demeanor, although by now it’s becoming more challenging. “Which, as I’ve mentioned on numerous occasions, classifies you as legal support staff. At the time of your hire, you were informed the start time is between eight-thirty and nine a.m., sometimes earlier depending on the needs of your assigned attorney.” I switch to the collection of screens. “Each square in red represents the days you’ve arrived after ten in the morning.”

She frowns. “You can’t record me like that.”

“Based on the security and agreement clause you signed when you accepted the position here at Ballantyne and Bradley, we can.”

“I work from home,” she says.

“That’s not what you were hired to do nor was it something cleared by a senior partner. I’m giving you one last warning. If you’re late again, your position will be terminated.”

“You’re not my supervisor,” she tells me.

I’m ready to beat my head against the wall. “No, your supervisor wants you fired. I’m trying to give you a chance.”

“Don’t bother,” she says. She rips off her court I.D. and tosses it on my desk. “I quit.”

I imagine this is Riley’s last “F you” to me. She’s never liked me and has often questioned our staff on why I hold the office manager position. “She just graduated from college?” I once overheard her say. “God, how old is she, thirty?”

I’m twenty-eight, not that it should matter. But since the moment we were introduced, it seems only Riley’s feelings matter to Riley.

She stomps away, pausing in the doorway. “You know, Luci, maybe if you cared more about what you look like and how you dress, you’d actually have a life outside this fucking office and a reason to be late in the mornings.”

“And maybe if you worked hard and committed to being a better person you’d still have a job here,” I counter. 

Again, there’s no point in yelling. She whirls around, stopping short when she sees the two security guards waiting for her. I’d called them ahead of time in case they were needed. Riley more than proved they were. “Thank you for responding,” I tell them. “Kindly escort Miss Bassett back to her desk and off the premises. Her coat and the contents of her purse are the only things she’s permitted to take with her.”

“Yes, Miss Luci,” the first guard says.

Kee-Kee walks in front of my glass fronted office, slowing her quick steps long enough to flip Riley off. Kee-Kee is like that, which is why I’ve always loved her. 

She slams the door shut behind her and in Riley’s face. “Hey. I see you changed your mind and fired her ass.”

I adjust the computer screen so it faces me and reach for Riley’s file. “I didn’t fire her. If you must know, she quit.”

Kee-Kee is in her forties, with shoulder-length brown hair she spends a fortune on to cut and color. Between her appearance and the classic way she dresses (today a lovely navy suit), she reminds me of a younger, curvier Caroline Kennedy. 

“Why the fuck did you let her quit?” 

Her mouth, however, does not.

She taps her manicured nails against the armrest, something she does when she’s seconds from telling someone off. Today, it’s me. “You should have fired her for being a little bitch. A lazy little bitch. A lazy little bitch who liked to whore around with all the junior partners.” 

I hold out my palms, trying to silence her. But Kee-Kee isn’t a person easily silenced. Kee is all about doing the silencing and throat-punching anyone who dares to cover her mouth. 

“Did you know the last time we hit happy hour she and Jefferson went at it like wildebeests on parade following prom night?”

“I’m not sure what that means,” I begin.

“It doesn’t matter. What matters is she’s useless and doesn’t deserve to quit. You should have fired her ass. The big boss gave you the go ahead for hell’s sake. Shit, even he recognized what dead weight she was and he only spoke to her twice. Didn’t I tell you not to hire any millennials?”

“I’m not the one who hired her.”

“Whatever,” she says.

“And Mr. Ballantyne gave me no such go ahead.” I shove the file into an inter-office envelope and address it to payroll. “He said it was my call and that he trusted my decision.” I shrug and swivel in my seat to type the email that seals Riley’s fate. “I wanted to give her a chance.”

“Why?”

My fingers fly over the keyboard. “People make mistakes. Sometimes, they just need the right person to give them a chance.”

“Like Mr. Ballantyne gave you a chance?” She huffs when my typing slows. “Not the same thing, Luci. You work hard, stay late, take care of everything and everyone. Riley . . . how can I put this? Riley sucks as a paralegal and pretty much as a human being. You have any idea how many other paralegals and secretaries had to pick up the slack for her?”

“I realize she’s young and immature.”

“She’s a little shit,” Kee adds. “That’s what she is.”

“I won’t argue that,” I agree.

I’m trying not to think about what she said, about how I look and how I don’t take care of myself. It shouldn’t have bothered me. I realize she meant to hurt me the best way she knew how. But I can’t deny that at least some of what she said is true. 

Managing the office has become my life, from ensuring the attorneys and staff have everything they need, to picking up the slack for those who fall behind. I eat well and run a few miles on my treadmill every other day. I just don’t do more for myself than necessary. 

Maybe I should.

“What’s wrong?” Kee asks.

“It’s nothing,” I say.

“Luci, did she say something to you?” She frowns when I don’t answer. “What the hell did she say to you?”

I hit the send icon and print out a hard copy. “She said that if I cared more about how I looked and dressed, I’d actually have a life outside this office.”

She presses her lips and nods. “I’ll give the little skank that one.”

“I thought you were on my side.” I stand and reach for the paperwork sliding out from the printer behind me. I’m wearing a charcoal gray pencil skirt, a light pink sweater, and a pretty floral scarf. My attire doesn’t draw the eye. It’s not supposed to. “And what’s wrong with the way I dress? I’m professional.”

“So am I, but at least men can tell that I have tits.” She motions to my blouse. “The jury’s still out on whether you’ve hit puberty. Damn it, Luci, you’re thin and have never had kids. If there’s a body underneath all that polyester, show it, don’t hide it beneath all those layers—and what’s up with all those scarves you can’t seem to live without? It’s forty degrees in Charlotte, not minus twenty in Buffalo.”

“I thought I needed a little color.” I adjust the scarf around my neck when she makes a face. “It’s elegant.”

Her scowl deepens. “Yeah, I’m sure all those seventy-year-old men at church get hot and bothered every time they see you strutting into a pew.”

“I don’t attend church.”

“Then stop dressing like that’s where you’re headed.” She thinks about it. “Or maybe you should attend. At least then I’d know you do something with your weekends.”

“I do things on weekends.”

“Oh, yeah?” she asks. “When was the last time you had a date?”

“October,” I admit.

“You’re kidding.”

That’s actually pretty good for me. “All right, when was your last date?”

“Last night,” she replies.

“Oh,” I answer.

“Why haven’t you had sex since October?”

“I, um, didn’t exactly have sex.”

She blinks at me as if I’m speaking another language. “I don’t understand. Was he cute?”

“Yes.”

“Did he have a penis? Strike that. Clearly you didn’t get that far. But if he was cute, that’s usually good enough for me.” She thinks about it. “Okay, maybe he has to be nice and employed, too. He was nice and employed, right?” At my nod she asks, “So why didn’t you?”

I shove the paperwork into a manila folder and sigh. “It wasn’t a good time.”

“Wait.” She pushes back her hair over her shoulder and knits her brow. “Are you talking about that blond guy I saw you with at Tajos?”

I nod, surprised she remembers. “Yes, that was him.”

“What happened? He wasn’t cute, he was damn hot. Nice ass, too.” She drops her hand. “Did you tell him you didn’t screw on the first date or some crazy shit?”

“No, even though I don’t sleep around.”

“I didn’t say anything about sleeping. You could have kicked him out the minute you finished your orgasm.”

“Kee-Kee,” I mumble.

“Just tell me,” she says.

No one needles me like Kee-Kee, but she’s a good friend. Despite embracing her stereotypical New York City persona like a beast, she has a tremendous heart. “We were having a good time, or so I thought, until he saw his ex-girlfriend walk in with another man,” I explain. “He spent the remainder of the night crying about how she broke his heart and tossing back more bourbon than should be humanly possible.”

She places both palms on the desk and leans in. “Luci, for the love of God, tell me you left. No, tell me you called him an asshole loser and then left. Do not tell me you stayed and listened.” She groans when I don’t answer. “Come on, Luci. You’re better than this.”

I cover my face. “He was really upset—”

“Oh, hell,” she says, pushing away from the desk.

“I felt bad for him.” My hands slap against my lap. I know how pathetic I sound. “And then he was really drunk and I couldn’t just leave him.”

“So you stayed and you listened, and you drove his drunk ass home, didn’t you?”

I don’t answer. I also don’t tell her how he threw up all over the back seat of my car.

She frowns. “He puked on you, didn’t he?”

“No.”

“Well thank heavens for small favors—”

“He puked in my car,” I mutter, coming clean.

I wait for Kee to yell at me. She simply shakes her head. “And you wonder why I took Riley the whiner’s side.”

“Kee-Kee!”

“Luci, your last name is Diaz not Door Mat. He trekked his dirty and sloppy feet all over you and you just let him.”

“I couldn’t leave him,” I repeat.

“You know what your problem is?” she asks.

“I’m too nice?” I guess. It’s what she and Mr. Ballantyne always tell me.

Kee shakes her head, appearing sad. “No. Your problem is you deserve more than you expect for yourself.” She motions to the clock on the wall. “It’s five o’clock on Thursday, the night before New Year’s Eve. The building is officially closed and won’t open again until Monday. Go home.”

I motion to the pile of assignments on my desk, but Kee’s reprimanding stare silences me. “Work can wait. The good things in life can’t. They’re out there, Luci. Find them and enjoy them before you lose your soul saving everyone else.”

I watch her leave. For a long few moments all I do is sit and stare at the rows of cubicles laid out in front of me. One by one, the staff pile out, some hurrying to catch up with their friends, others speaking excitedly into their cell phones. 

My hands shift through the stacks of projects in front of me. I need to skim through the designs the interior decorator prepared, or at the very least email her to say I’ll be in touch after the holidays. I want to keep busy. I have to, even though I barely feel anything at all. 

Riley’s words struck a blow, but Kee-Kee’s hit me harder. Kee is a real friend and real friends point out things you’ve ignored for too long. 

It takes me a moment to gather my things. By the time I’m done, the entire floor is empty. I’m the only one on the elevator and the only one crossing the lobby. I hurry to the coffee stand when I see the workers closing down. It’s early for them. But like everyone else, they appear ready to embrace the long weekend.  

I put in my usual order, an egg and cheese bagel sandwich and three large waters. Belinda, the owner, moves quickly, filling my bag and another packed with bagels. 

“Take them,” she says when I hesitate.

If they were all for me, I’d feel bad and refuse. But she knows they’re not which is why she offers. “Happy New Year, Luci,” she says.

“Thank you, Miss Belinda,” I reply. “Happy New Year.”

I clutch the bags and hurry out, burying my face into my scarf when I push through the revolving door and the wind picks up. I step onto the busy Charlotte streets. The entire city is bustling with activity. Drivers honk their horns, irritated by the long row of cars barely crawling through traffic while pedestrians rush by, anxious to get home or to the nearest bar. 

The heels of my boots click across the sidewalk in quick succession as I head toward the park, my heartbeat matching the steady rhythm. I take a deep breath and release it slowly. This is the path I both loathe and fear, and one I take almost every day. Today, however, these three blocks seem longer and more painful.

I reach the small park. During the day, mothers push strollers through the crisscrossing walkways and children play on swing sets, their little voices filling the atmosphere with laughter and the occasional cry for a snack. But once evening begins to take form, those same mothers disappear with their children, giving ample space to the tribe of people who occupy the walkways and benches, and who loiter long after the sun disappears. 

It doesn’t take me long to find who I’m looking for. She’s sitting at a bench, waiting for me, her scraggly yellow coat too big for her thin frame. Greasy locks of curly hair stick out in knotted clumps from beneath her hat. I place the bags beside her and step away, unsure what mood I’ll find her in.

“Do you have any money?” she asks, her voice deep for a woman who appears so small.

I lie, steeling a glimpse at the setting sun, the bits of light it offers pushing between the branches of the old magnolia trees. “No, Fernie, I only have food.”

She shoves her hand into the largest bag, crumpling the paper with her dirty fingers. The sound is loud and bitter, reflecting her mood, but not quite muffling the encroaching sound of shuffling feet. I edge away. It seems Fernie brought friends. Like always, they appear to be the wrong kind of people and the last ones she needs. 

A man with a long beard and tattered red beanie reaches Fernie first, his glassy eyes and volatile stare alerting me that he’s already high and seeking more than another hit. He ignores Fernie and the bagel she attempts to hand him, unlike the other man and three other women who eagerly stretch out their palms.

“Bye, Fernie,” I say. I keep the man with the red beanie within my sights without looking at him directly. As with Fernie, I’m wary of him and the people accompanying him. 

Fernie doesn’t glance up from the bag, nor does she bother thanking me. I’m not surprised. Fernie . . . she isn’t capable of much. 

“Next time bring money,” she tells me.

I don’t answer, hurrying away when the man in the beanie takes a step forward. My pace and heartbeat quicken when I sense him follow. I reach for the mace in my pocket.

My shoulders slump and I breathe a sigh of relief when I return to the busy walkway and a police cruiser pulls in along the curb. Two officers slide out, their attention drifting from me to somewhere behind me. Almost immediately, the steps following me cease. I glance over my shoulder in time to see the man in the red beanie inch back into the park. 

I don’t stop, moving ahead and away. The police officers nod in my direction. I’ve seen them before, usually around this time. While I welcome their presence and the safety they offer, I don’t welcome what the younger patrolman has to say. 

“You shouldn’t be here at this hour,” he mumbles as I pass.

I have to. It’s the only way I’m sure my mother eats.

I don’t say the words out loud, and I don’t speak to anyone about Fernie. I visit her privately, hoping that one day, she’ll give in and allow me to get her the help she needs. 

I wipe my eyes. After a lifetime of being pushed away and abandoned by the woman who gave me life, I should be immune to the way she treats me and accustomed to the circumstances I find her in. Like the rest of my family, I should be able to turn my back and let her go.

But I can’t. I never could.

I was six when she dropped me off on my grandmother’s front porch. She didn’t bother to knock or ring the doorbell. My grandmother wasn’t expecting me and I was so certain Fernie would return, I stood on that porch waiting for her. 

It wasn’t until my grandmother walked out to throw away her garbage that she realized I was there. She hurried to embrace me, realizing what happened when I broke down crying.

Whether I want to be or not, I’m still that little girl, hoping for the mother Fernie never was.

I return to the building and take the elevator down to the parking deck. My phone rings as I crank the engine to my RAV 4. I hit the Blue Tooth, my hand and voice trembling as the memory of that day pokes me hard enough to sting my eyes with tears.

“Hello?” 

“Luci, it’s Blythe. Quit blowing me off and come to Kiawah with me.”

I tug off my scarf, realizing I never responded about the party. My big plan for New Year’s was a hot bath, a warm bed, and a Stranger Things Netflix marathon.

As pitiful as it sounds, I was looking forward to three days of doing nothing until Riley said what she did, and Kee-Kee agreed with her.

Mostly though, I think about my mother, how I constantly look for her on that bench and how there will come a day when I’ll never find her.

“Luci?”

“One drink and we leave?” I ask.

Her pause is brief. “Yes,” she adds quickly. “If you’re not feeling it, I promise we can leave whenever you want.”

“All right.”

“All right what?” she asks.

“I’ll go to Kiawah with you.”

“Yes!” she squeals. She rattles off a storm of details, telling me she’ll be at my house by nine in the morning and that this party is going to be epic. 

I ease my way into the growing traffic. She’s excited, her perky voice animated. I unbutton the top of my coat, wishing I could share her excitement, but more than anything wishing my life could start like I needed it to.
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Chapter Three
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Landon

I STEP INTO BECCA’S house, handing my coat to the staff member who rushes toward me. 

“Thank you, ma’am,” I say when she lifts it from my grasp.

The band, the Three Amigos (all five of them), blast their version of Cake By The Ocean, the explosion of bass pounding against the marble floor. Streamers of gold and silver fall like icicles from the ceiling, sparkling against the spinning strobe lights while waiters dressed in head-to-toe black weave through the crowd, hoisting trays covered with booze, more booze, and tiny hors d’oeuvres of shrimp and thinly sliced filet.

I’ll give Becca this, she knows how to throw a party. 

“Landon?” she yells from clear across the open foyer. 

I offer a small wave, not expecting her to leave the group of men gathered around her with their tongues waggling. I recognize most of them, professional ballers from the Carolina Cougars. She doesn’t pay them any mind, too busy pretending she doesn’t notice Hale standing a few feet away. 

Hale has his own entourage of admirers closing in fast; long, leggy women he finds about as interesting as Becca found those ballers. He and Becks had a bad falling out years ago, so bad neither has recovered from it, but not so bad they still don’t find ways to run into each other. When you love hard, you hurt even harder, and those two . . . yeah, they ain’t done hurtin’ or lovin’ yet.

The woman closest to Hale skims the back of his neck with her nails and whispers into his ear. He doesn’t respond, too busy watching Becca and how she shakes her ass a little harder when she passes him.

“Hi, Becca,” I say when she reaches me. I put an arm around her and give her a hug. After all these years, she’s more family than friend. That doesn’t mean I don’t notice how pretty she looks. 

A strapless mint dress hugs her figure. She holds out her drink and kisses my cheek. “Hi, baby,” she says. “Look at you being all social.” She steps back, giving me the once over. “Damn. Trin was right, you look like shit.”

There’s a reason she and my sister have been best friends since they tore off their diapers and went skinny dipping in the ocean.

“Still,” she adds. “I’m glad you’re here.” She fusses with my sweater, smoothing it out. “There’re a couple of ladies from the cheer squad I’d like you to meet, and some I’d like you to stay away from. Not because they’re not friendly, more because they’re a little too friendly, if you know what I mean.”

She doesn’t wait for me to answer, not that I could get a word in even if I tried. I edge back when she starts stroking my beard. “Oh, Lord, I’m not sure about this thing,” she says.

“You don’t like the beard, I get it.”

“Yes, that, and the hair isn’t working for me either. Goodness, Landon, when was the last time you had a decent cut?”

I’ll admit it’s been a while. I’ve always kept my hair short all around and a little long on top. The top’s now long enough to brush my eyebrows, and the back, well that’s grown out, too. I didn’t think it looked bad, except according to Becca, I’m dead wrong and shouldn’t be out in public without a paper bag covering my head.

She purses her lips like my beard physically pains her. “No, this just won’t do at all. Let’s get you upstairs and give you a little trim.”

“No.”

“It won’t take long,” she says, as if that’s the issue. “I have a beautiful grooming set one of our sponsors gave me. High-end, expensive, it will do the trick nicely.”

“The beard stays and so does the hair,” I tell her. “And I’m not interested in meeting cheerleaders.”

“Are you gay?” 

I roll my eyes. “No, Becca.”

She points at me. “Then trust me, you’re going to want to meet dem cheerleaders, son.”

“Where’re Trin and Callahan?”

She smirks, knowing I’m trying to distract her. Becca may be blond, but she’s never been dumb. “Upstairs. Hmm, come to think of it, they’ve been gone a long time. Must be they’re working on baby number two. Shit, it’s like they’re twenty or something. Every time he touches her, it’s like they’ll burst into flames if they don’t fu—”

“I’m going to stop you right there,” I say.

She throws back her head, laughing. I’m not laughing. That’s my baby sister she’s talking about. Grown married woman or not, that’s who Trin’s always going to be to me. 

I step away and around her. “Hey,” she calls out. “What about the cheerleaders?”

“If I need to score a touchdown, I’ll be sure to find them.”

I follow behind a waitress hustling back into the kitchen. Becca’s place is roughly ten-thousand square feet like mine. Except where my house is two-stories and wide, hers is tall with three levels. Just like I’ve made my money, she’s made hers, snatching the public relations world by the throat and shaking it hard.

I’m near the band, who’ve been strategically set on the second floor overlooking the foyer. Smart. With the acoustics, they probably don’t need speakers, except here they are at full volume, converting the foyer into a dance club.

Hale nods as I pass, easing away from a redhead and “the whisperer,” who seem to be getting a little too close for his and Becca’s taste. I grin, pausing to take in the show.

Becca shoves her way between the women and Hale. “Hi,” she says, all Southern lady like. “I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Becca Shields.”

The women smile the way hyenas do when a lioness tries to invade their territory. Neither say much, eyeing Becca like she’s interrupting and needs to leave.

That’s when the Southern lady shows her claws, all the while hanging tight to her smile. “Becca Shields,” she repeats. “This is my house, my party, and my man. Keep your hands to yourself, watch your manners, or get the fuck out.”

And how about that, those other women are no longer smiling. They are, however, stepping way back. Becca waits until every last hyena abandons Hale Mountain, the martini glass dangling elegantly between her fingers as if she wasn’t ready to toss it aside and scratch their eyes out. 

“Hale,” she says, giving him a stiff nod as she turns on her heel.

He hooks his arm around her waist, and drags her to him, slamming the front of her into the front of him. If he were anyone else, I’d already have him on the ground. But like I said, there’s something there neither seem ready to let go of.

Becca’s breath catches, her eyes widening briefly as she meets Hale’s face. “So now I’m your man? Could have fooled me, sugar.”

Becca rises to her full height, her grit and fire returning. “Just trying to save you from yourself,” she glances over her shoulder to where the women watch her from the corner. “And from any communicable diseases you may or may not acquire.” Her gaze is rock-steady as she turns it back on him. “You’re welcome.”

Hale laughs, his hand sliding down her back and over her ass as he releases her slowly. The contact is brief and barely a touch, but I can feel the heat from here. 

“Thanks, Becca.” He loses his smile. “What would I do without you?” he asks, drawling out the words.

He walks away without another glance. That doesn’t stop Becca from watching him leave. The ballers who couldn’t seem to get enough of Becca’s presence eye Hale closely as he passes them, the one in the front appearing seconds from taking a swing. 

“Watch it boys,” Hale tells the large group. “Don’t start shit you can’t finish.”

I turn in Becca’s direction when Hale disappears out the door, and the ballers don’t follow. Hale’s a friend and if those men had started in on him, I would have started in on them.

For a fleeting moment, I see a chink in that magnificent armor Becca keeps perfectly polished. “Damn it,” she mutters, her heart appearing to sink. 

I start toward her, but as quick as a snap, that peek into her vulnerability is stowed away. She beams at a couple who approaches. “Hey. So glad you could come,” she says, hurrying to kiss cheeks in greeting.  

Hale and Becks, they have it bad. I only hope they can work through what’s keeping them down and soar off into the sunset together. 

I push off the wall and bump into a man kissing his very pregnant wife. “Oh, sorry.”

“It’s okay,” he tells me, chuckling when the woman wipes the remnants of her lipstick off his face. “Is it that bad?” he asks her.

She grimaces. “Sorry, honey,” she says.

They ignore me and kiss again. I give them space and work my way to the rear of the house. Bernadette refused to kiss me in public, always worried I’d mess up her makeup. Maybe that was part of the problem. I needed a woman who cared more about loving me than loving what she looked like.

I head toward the kitchen, nodding to a few more of Trin’s friends. There’s Sean at the bar, just as tall and lanky as the day he turned fifteen and already slamming back shots. Some blonde I don’t know jumps up and down, giggling and egging him on. 

Mason stands nearby, one woman on each arm. He was always the strong silent type, built like a brick wall and about as brilliant as he is tough. He’s never been chatty, but whatever comes out of his mouth works well enough. 

Women love Mason. Sean, well, he’s always been one toy shy of a Happy Meal, but he means well. “Damn,” Sean says, wiping his mouth. “That was harder to swallow than a cow’s teat.” He holds out a hand. “Not that I’ve ever tried.” He pauses. “At least not on purpose.”

The blonde stops laughing. 

“Hey, Landon,” Sean says, waving to me. 

Mason, like Hale, offers a tilt of his chin. I answer with another nod. They’re good men, but I only told Trin I’d stop by. I’m not in the mood to shoot the shit.

Nor am I in the mood for some of the looks cast my way. 

I don’t know any of the professional players, but you’d think with them here, all those people who’ve known me most of my life would be somewhat distracted. Instead, there’s Darlene Sotta watching me like she expects me to keel over and die. 

She and the woman beside her exchange glances, whispering low. I don’t know her name and I don’t want to especially after that.

“Poor thing,” Ivy Lionelle mouths to her friend, her attention latched on me.

Four men who used to play ball with Hale glance at me as I pass. I keep my focus ahead. I don’t like the reception I received from Darlene, Ivy, and those women they’re standing with, and I don’t want to hear shit one way or another from these men. As ballers in high school, they were the first to get laid. None are married, to my knowledge
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