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      Lauren Keller used the remote on the larger of her two monitors to turn it off. She still had work to do, but she had to draw a line somewhere. Otherwise, she’d work twenty-four hours a day. She’d allowed herself to go down that path before, but not this summer.

      No, this summer was about finding balance. Accepting things as they stood. Being more patient with herself—and those around her.

      She sighed as she stretched both hands high above her head and held the position. Sitting at a desk wasn’t the best for her shoulders and back, and Lauren stood and went through a few simple exercises that should help the knot in the back of her neck.

      What she really needed was a good masseuse, and she’d ask Cass who to go to here on Hilton Head when she made it downstairs.

      She left her bedroom-slash-office on the second floor of Cass’s beach house and went down the hallway. She’d be moving out next weekend, but she wouldn’t be going far. When she’d first decided to come to the island for the summer—as she had last year—she’d secured a rental.

      Cass had thrown a fit. A major, royal fit, and she’d insisted that Lauren take the bedroom where she’d stayed last year. Cass had wanted help with the wedding, and Lauren didn’t need bad Supper Club mojo on her hands. So she’d been living with Cass and Conrad for about seven weeks, and the three of them got along splendidly.

      Conrad once again worked for the outdoor tour company he’d been with last year, and Cass had plenty to keep her busy with her interior design clients. The house was cool and quiet, and Lauren loved everything about it.

      So much so, that she’d started looking at properties here on Hilton Head too. If she was going to live here for five or six months out of the year, she figured she should have her own place.

      Everything she did came with a strategy; she couldn’t help it. Her job as a marketing analyst, team leader, and corporate strategist had the label in the title. She barely got dressed without a routine, a strategy to get the most done in the least amount of time.

      Right now, however, she set aside her strategies and went into the kitchen. No one else lingered, and she reasoned that it was five o’clock somewhere. Almost here, as a glance at the clock told her. So she popped the top on her Diet Coke and emptied the can into a tall glass.

      Cass didn’t own any dishware that was plastic, and Lauren actually liked that about her. It made Lauren feel less like a diva for the nice things she enjoyed. She splashed in an ounce of rum, stirred her drink, and took a healthy sip.

      The alcohol warmed her mouth and throat, almost burning as she swallowed. She sighed and relaxed her hip against the countertop, then put away the bottle and took her drink out to the patio.

      She sat in the rocking bench and looked out to the ocean, letting her mind come and go the way the waves did as they washed ashore. She could hear them chattering, even as far away as she was, and she wondered what they said to each other. She wondered why she found them so soothing to her soul. She wondered how she could make them part of her permanent reality.

      Coming downstairs or out of an office to a drink and the sound of the ocean? That was heaven to Lauren, and she flicked on her phone and started a familiar search for property here on the island.

      Her biggest obstacle was price. Oceanfront property wasn’t exactly inexpensive, and it wasn’t infinite. She earned a good salary, and she didn’t really have anything or anyone keeping her in Texas.

      Yes, her corporate headquarters were there, but they had branches and offices all over the country. All over the world. She was, in fact, assigned to the Miami office right now, and Lauren traveled for about a third of her working hours anyway.

      She thought of Joy, Bessie, and Sage back in Sweet Water Falls. Cherry Forrester too, now that the woman had joined their Supper Club. Joy would especially be upset if Lauren made the move to Hilton Head permanent.

      “It’s not permanent,” she murmured to herself. “It’s a few months out of the year.”

      Her phone chimed, nearly deafening her, as she’d forgotten to turn down the notification volume when she’d turned off her computer screen. Thankfully, it wasn’t from anyone on her team. No one needed help. There was no crisis.

      This text had come from Harrison Tate, Cass’s fiancée. The man she’d marry in just another week’s time.

      Lauren’s heart bobbed around inside her body, nearly bursting through her ribs when she finished reading. MaryLou just called, Harrison had said. They approved your rental. You can move into my place while Cass and I are on our honeymoon.

      “Thank you, Dear Lord.” Lauren pressed her phone to her chest and smiled up to heaven. She’d always anticipated finding somewhere else to live once Cass and Harrison tied the knot. She’d secured two other rentals—and they’d both canceled on her. She’d been scrambling for a week now, and Harrison hadn’t put his house up for sale yet.

      He too was scrambling to finish the last building in a huge construction project he’d been working on for over a year. He wanted it done and signed off before the nuptials got said, and he hadn’t had time to call a realtor, clean up his place, and get it listed.

      Cass had put a lot of time and energy into her house, and she was quite particular about the yard, the house, the textiles, all of it. Harrison had readily agreed to move in to her house once they were married, and he’d have his outdoor kitchen transplanted over here once they returned from Bora Bora.

      Lauren took another sip of her drink and looked at her phone again. She’d been about to search for property here on the island, and she decided to go ahead and do that. Not rentals, though.

      Something to buy.

      She swiped and tapped, read about floor plans, and leafed through pictures. There were some really gorgeous homes here on Hilton Head, but nothing that truly spoke to her soul. Her eyes started to blur, and she lowered the phone once again.

      “There you are,” Joy said, bringing up Lauren’s head.

      “Hey.” She smiled up at her friend. “How was work?”

      “Great.” Joy exhaled as she sat down next to Lauren, the bench swaying wildly as it accommodated for the extra weight. “I called you. Harrison said the HOA approved his rental. We can move in there.”

      “I got his text,” she said. Her tongue felt a little thick, and her brain a tiny bit fuzzy. Maybe she’d splashed in a little too much rum. Or maybe it was just so warm and gorgeous here on this patio. The swaying of the bench. Something.

      “I’m relieved,” Joy said. “I actually looked at a long-term hotel this morning.” She shook her head and bent to take off her shoes. She worked as a classroom aide in an elementary school back in Texas, but she’d come to Hilton Head this summer too. She’d been here for almost a month now, and she’d gotten a job at the library. She got to wear her cute work clothes and she seemed to like the people and patrons on Hilton Head. So much so, that she volunteered at the library when she wasn’t scheduled to work.

      “Can you imagine?” Lauren asked. They laughed together, and then Lauren looked at her phone again. “Oh, I missed a call from my boss.” She got to her feet, and she didn’t wobble too much. She also had no idea how she’d missed a call from Mark. Had she fallen asleep after looking at real estate?

      Probably.

      She walked to the edge of the patio and tapped to call Mark Apgood, the man who’d been her boss for about a decade now. She worked directly beneath him, and there wasn’t really anywhere else for her to go. Another company, perhaps, but she enjoyed the work she did now, as well as the people she worked with. Most of the time, anyway.

      “Lauren,” he said crisply when he picked up.

      “Mark,” she said back. No excuses. She missed calls sometimes, and it was after working hours. She didn’t have to call him back until tomorrow if she didn’t want to.

      “Can you be on a plane to Texas tonight?”

      “Wha—? I—” Lauren turned around and looked at Joy. She’d leaned back in the swinging bench and closed her eyes. “Why?”

      “There’s some serious stuff going down, and I need you here.”

      “How long?” Lauren asked, already moving back to the house. She could pack and be on the road to the airport in twenty minutes. Whether they had a flight or not, that was a different story. “Cass is getting married in six days, Mark.”

      “Not that long.” Something banged on his end of the line. “I can guarantee you won’t miss her wedding.”

      “I can’t,” Lauren said. “I won’t.”

      “You won’t,” he assured her. “I’ll see you when you get here.”

      “Your office?” True surprise wove through her as she strode through the living room toward the stairs. “Tonight? You’re not going home?”

      “Not until this is settled,” he said. “See you soon.” The call ended, and Lauren dashed up the steps to the second floor. She had no idea what was going on—Mark had been very light on the details.

      To her credit, she wore professional clothes to sit at the table in her bedroom, so she didn’t have to change. She threw a couple of extra outfits in a bag, sat at the computer, and looked for a ticket. She had toiletries and everything else at her place in Sweet Water Falls. Truth be told, she had clothes there too. Plenty of clothes.

      A flight left Atlanta at ten-forty, and Lauren booked herself a ticket. Then she grabbed her purse, her bag, and her laptop and headed for the door.

      Whatever was happening better get resolved quickly, because Lauren would not miss Cass’s wedding. Oh, no, she would not.
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      Lauren pulled up to the office building where she’d put in the last fifteen years of her life, catching sight of the top row of windows. Lights burned there, and though only one other vehicle sat in the lot—a big F-350 truck—it sure seemed like she’d find more people inside than just Mark.

      Her anxiety had been quietly doubling since she’d boarded the plane, almost four hours ago now. It was almost one-thirty in the morning, Texas-time, but that didn’t seem to matter. She’d slept a little bit on the plane. How, she wasn’t sure.

      She pulled into her reserved parking spot, as if that mattered right now, gathered her purse and keys, and headed inside. She normally wore heels to work, but such footwear wasn’t practical for airports or driving, and her loafers didn’t make quite the same clicking noises as her pumps usually did.

      The elevator took her to the twelfth floor, and the ding! of her arrival seemed to screech through the empty building. She stepped onto the floor she’d known so well, almost pushing through the doors because they opened so slowly.

      She immediately froze. Nothing currently being digested by her eyes was right.

      A long, chest-high counter usually greeted guests who came to the twelfth floor. No one could get into the offices behind them without checking in with either Sheila or Reginald. Lauren didn’t expect to see them here tonight, but to have the counter completely gone?

      She blinked, wondering if she’d gotten off on the wrong floor.

      Cubicles took up the left half of the floor, but the six-foot dividers had been pushed against the walls. Some of them, at least. Some lay in a heap, like a giant had picked them up, broken the hinges, and flung them back to earth.

      “What is going on?” she wondered aloud.

      She saw no computers. No desk chairs. No papers. No filing cabinets. The right side of the floor held a column of meeting rooms encased in glass. Four conference rooms, usually, that had to be booked through Sheila and Reginald, who of course, couldn’t do that anymore. Angry marks on the industrial carpet where their workstation had been glared back at Lauren.

      Her throat finally remembered how to swallow, and she did that while her pulse raced through her veins. She gripped her purse tighter, not sure if she should proceed toward Mark’s office or leave immediately.

      “Lauren.” Mark’s voice echoed strangely in this now-open space, and she jerked her attention toward him. He wore what she usually saw him in: a white shirt, a tie knotted tightly at the throat, and a pair of black slacks. He didn’t look like he’d been working for almost twenty-four hours, or that he was responsible for the complete chaos on the twelfth floor.

      “Mark.” Lauren moved toward him, somehow wanting to run into his arms and be reassured that she was simply dreaming. She even jogged a couple of steps, and he did catch her against his chest. “This is awful. What’s going on?”

      She’d had a normal day of work. Meetings with two clients. Her team, both in the morning and the afternoon. She’d gone over marketing specs that had come in from the accounts team, and she’d approved the initial mocks to be shown to a client, for which a meeting was set for next week.

      She’d had half of a drink, a chat with her friend, and everything had been so perfectly…normal.

      Nothing here was normal. At least not for her memory.

      “Are you guys closing this office?” That made no sense, as this was the corporate headquarters. She stepped back and looked up at Mark. He suddenly did wear age and exhaustion on his face.

      “We’re in trouble,” he said. He gestured for her to follow him to his office, which she did. His sat in the back corner, the one with two walls of windows. Hers still stood next to his, but as she walked by the great glass walls, where the blinds had been raised, she could see that they now sat empty, like big fish bowls waiting to be filled with water.

      She shivered, the thought of sharks entering her thoughts.

      Her office door sat closed, and Lauren had the greatest itch to go inside. She hadn’t brought her laptop in from the car either, and she clutched her purse even tighter as if someone might jump out from the wall and take it from her.

      The art had been cleared out. The potted plants. Everything. Absolutely everything.

      Her stupor deepened as she entered Mark’s office. It looked like he’d tossed a bomb inside, then waited in the hall with the door closed until it had gone off. All of the papers, files, and furniture she’d expected to see out on the main floor did live in here. In heaps. In tatters. At odd angles.

      Somehow, he sat in a chair that was positioned slightly behind his desk. Lauren only took three steps into the office before she stalled. “Mark,” she said, and it sounded like a child’s voice. She shook her head. She needed to get a grip on her composure and figure out what was going on.

      For it sure didn’t look like she had a job anymore. Or, if she did, it had morphed and changed in a single second the moment she’d stepped off the elevator.

      “Mark,” she barked. The man looked at her now, his dark eyes surrounded by pinched lines and…sadness.

      “I messed up,” he said feebly.

      Lauren’s normally dormant maternal side reared up. She wanted to tell him it couldn’t be that bad. That she’d help him iron everything out and they’d find a solution to whatever he’d done. He’d always been a highly capable and approachable boss. This couldn’t be all that bad.

      She indicated the floor beyond his open door without looking in that direction. “Yeah, it looks like it,” she said. This was why she hadn’t been able to find a nice man to settle down with. She told herself Mark wasn’t her boyfriend, or even a friend, really. He was her boss, and if he’d messed up, she’d probably have a price to pay.

      “Start at the beginning,” she said.

      “Yes,” another, deeper voice said.

      Lauren cried out and jumped to her right—away from the sound of the voice. Two men entered the office, and they looked perfectly refreshed, with their hair combed to the side just-so, and black suit coats buttoned neatly. Honestly, if it wasn’t two o’clock in the morning and she’d walked onto a normal twelfth floor, she’d think they’d shown up for a cocktail party.

      “Lauren Louise Keller,” one said, and he wasn’t asking. “You’re under arrest for the embezzlement of corporate funds.”

      “What?” she demanded. “No, I’m not.” She looked over to Mark, who hadn’t moved. In fact, the man wept. He wept, the tears making slow tracks down his face while he didn’t make any sound at all.

      “I’m afraid we have to take you in.”

      Mark finally got to his feet. “I told you she had nothing to do with it.” He took a few steps and positioned himself between Lauren and the federal agents. Lauren suspected that was who they were, at least.

      “You just want me.”

      The two men appraised him. Looked at her. Then one another. “We went through her computer?” one asked.

      “Yes, sir,” the other said.

      “Her office?”

      “Every inch.”

      “Where’s the laptop?”

      “Digital forensics connected to it the moment she touched down in Corpus Christi, sir.”

      “What in the world is going on here?” Lauren demanded. “I get a call after hours from my boss, telling me I better get on a plane and get here quick. That there’s some ‘serious stuff’ going down. So I do, and I show up to some…some…apocalyptic scene in my office building.”

      Her chest hurt from the lack of oxygen, and Lauren hated how manic she sounded as she sucked in a breath. She tried to hold it, but it wouldn’t stay in her lungs.

      “You can’t stay here, ma’am,” the agent said who’d been reporting to his boss. “If you’ll come with us, we’ll lay it out for you.”

      “You’ll interrogate me,” Lauren said, shying further from them. “I’m exhausted. I’ve been flying for three hours, terrified of what I’d find here, but it wasn’t this.”

      “I’m Agent Toledo,” the taller man in charge said. “Come next door with me, please.” He indicated the open doorway behind him, and Lauren had no idea what to do. She looked at Mark, plenty of pleading silently thrown in his direction.

      “Go,” he said. “You’ll be okay, Lauren. It’s my fault. It’s all my fault.” The slow weeping started again, and Lauren really didn’t know what to make of that. She’d seen Mark angry plenty of times. So angry, he’d throw a tape dispenser or the nearest object he could get his hands on. But weeping?

      Never had she seen him do that.

      She held her head high and stepped past him. She told herself she could answer any question set to her and do so truthfully. She didn’t know why there would be two federal agents at Simple Solutions, and Agent Toledo had sounded like she had an office to go into.

      She did that, flanked by both suited men. The lights came on as she entered, the way they usually did. They didn’t illuminate total chaos like she’d seen out on the main floor, but there had definitely been a crew of people in her personal space.

      On her computer. In her files. Accessing her laptop the moment she landed in Corpus Christie. She started to turn numb, her mind blurring along the edges of her thoughts.

      “Ma’am,” the agent who hadn’t identified himself said. “I’m Agent Bell, and we’ve been investigating an embezzlement scheme here at Simple Solutions for the past nine months.”

      She blinked. “What?”

      “Please sit down,” Agent Toledo said, and Lauren did. Her sleek, shiny black leather couch still sat against the wall, though the framed picture of the ocean she kept above it had been removed. As she stared across her office to her desk, she found the majority of the artwork from the office standing against the far wall. The one she shared with Mark.

      “I don’t have a job anymore, do I?” she asked.

      “We’ve frozen everything inside Simple Solutions,” Agent Toledo said. “Mark Wellington, as well as at least three others, have been siphoning money from corporate funds to the tune of seven-point-three million dollars.” He perched on the edge of her desk and picked up a black pen. One of her really nice gel ones, as Lauren wouldn’t sign documents with anything else. “And ma’am, you’ll forgive me, but as closely as you two worked, I’m finding it hard to believe you didn’t know.”

      He looked up, his eyebrows adding a silent question mark to the statement.

      “I didn’t.” Lauren swallowed and cut a look to Agent Bell. “I only work out of the office about half the time. I’m not over any corporate budgeting. I get told from the accounting team how big the individual account budgets are, but even that I don’t touch. I’m in charge of design, communication, and quality assurance for our clients.”

      Their clients.

      She took a long breath in through her nose, trying to calm down. “What about our clients?”

      The two agents exchanged a glance. “We can’t comment on them at this time,” Agent Bell said. He took a seat next to her on the couch and touched her knee. “Miss Keller.”

      She swung her gaze to him, surprised he was there. Lauren felt outside of herself, and she didn’t like it. “I think you should get on home,” he said, and these federal agents were definitely Texas-based. She could hear the twang in their accents. Why her brain seized on that, she didn’t know, but it did make her feel more comfortable with them.

      They knew how things ran in Texas. They understood Texas manners.

      “We’ll drive you, as we’ve confiscated your car,” Agent Toledo said.

      “My car?” Lauren asked.

      “Truth be told,” Agent Toledo said. “I was hours away from putting your name out to Interpol and launching a nation-wide manhunt for you and your car.” He gave her a smile that wasn’t meant to be happy.

      A smile.

      Lauren sucked at the air then, full-blown panic descending on her. She’d been holding it back since she stepped into the wasteland that was now the twelfth floor, but there was no stemming it now.

      “Jack,” Agent Bell chastised, and then Lauren passed out.
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        * * *

      

      Roughly eight hours later, Lauren clutched a piping hot mug in her hands. She wrapped her icy fingers around it, trying to infuse some warmth into herself though the Texas July heat was brutal that day.

      Not inside this police station, it wasn’t. Her house had been likewise chilled with air conditioning. She’d bundled up in a pair of jeans and a mustard-yellow sweater to come with the agents to give her testimony.

      Her testimony.

      Lauren had never done anything of the sort, and she had no idea what her life had come to. Agent Bell had taken her phone last night, and Lauren hadn’t seen hide nor hair of it since. The only thing they’d allowed her to keep after going through it was her purse.

      She felt violated on a level she’d never even considered, and she knew that everything in her home was currently being examined too.

      Seven-point-two million dollars. Gone.

      Six named thieves.

      The company name of Simple Solutions all over the news.

      She knew the full story now, and she found it hard to believe. Sheila had always been professional and kind at the same time. She’d calmed irate clients, had a London fog at the precise temperature Lauren liked on her desk each morning, and never missed a memo.

      She’d become a grandmother last year, and Lauren pressed her eyes closed so she wouldn’t be staring at the cold, white wall. She wasn’t sure how long she’d been here. The gray tea she’d been brought was half-gone and cold by the time someone came into the room.

      Agent Bell put her phone on the table, and the level of relief shooting through Lauren couldn’t be quantified. She wasn’t sure why, but she felt connected to the outside world with that phone. She had no idea if anyone had tried to get in touch with her, but she suspected both Joy and Cass had.

      At least she hoped so. How pathetic would it be if she had no missed calls? No texts from anyone?

      She could literally be arrested, detained, experience a debilitating panic attack and be anywhere in the world by now, and she didn’t have one person who cared.

      She didn’t reach for her phone immediately, but after several seconds, she couldn’t resist the pull of it. “Thank you,” she murmured.

      “We can’t find anything to hold you,” Agent Bell said. He smiled at her. “This is good, Lauren. You’re cleared. You can go.”

      Go? she wanted to rage at him. Where was she to go? Back to her house, which had been filled with strangers? Strangers touching all of her belongings?

      Lauren had seen crime dramas, and she had no desire to return to her house. Not right now, and not alone.

      She could call Bessie and see if she could get off of work and go with her. Then she’d have to tell someone about the past several hours, and she had no desire to do that. She closed her eyes again, this time just in a long blink.

      Pure humiliation pulled through her, filling her to the point of choking. There was no way she could tell any of her friends about this.

      “Come on,” Agent Bell said, standing. “Let’s get you processed and out of here.”

      Processed. Like she was some kind of meat.

      Lauren stayed numb and silent through the rest of the process, and when she finally found herself sitting behind the wheel of her car, the doors all closed and locked, and the engine running so she didn’t fry in the heat, she leaned her head down and started to sob.
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        * * *

      

      That evening, Lauren sat alone on the outdoor patio of her favorite restaurant in Corpus Christie. She’d once dated a chef at the resort here, and she loved the deviled eggs with chicharróns, as well as the fried green tomatoes.

      She’d only ordered her favorite appetizers, and the three plates sat half-eaten as the sun went down in the west, painting the Gulf of Mexico in pinks, purples, and golds.

      The strategy she’d started on after she’d stopped sobbing in her car sat on the table in front of her, anchored in the wind by her coffee mug. She had some savings, and she’d be okay until she found another job.

      She’d sell her house here and move to Hilton Head Island permanently. Her thoughts jumbled here, because Bessie, Joy, Sage, and Cherry were so important to her. She’d put stars out to the side of “Sell your house and move to SC” and written, Can fly in for Supper Club, or video chat like Bea has before.

      She couldn’t lose her friends, not when so many other things in her life had crumbled.

      At the same time, nowhere on her strategy was the note to tell her friends and family what had happened. Not yet, anyway. Lauren liked to keep things to herself for a while, because it took her a long time to process them in such a way that she could then make sense of them and talk about them.

      Every time she closed her eyes for longer than a blink, she saw Mark weeping. She saw the toppled cubicle dividers. She saw the fish bowl conference rooms.

      She had received several texts from people today. At least thirty or forty from former employees of Simple Solutions. They’d all lost their jobs, so Lauren wasn’t the only one. Still, that didn’t make it sting any less.

      Cass, Joy, Bessie, and Bea had texted her, and as she sat at the table and lifted her first and only glass of Prosecco to her lips, another message came in. This one bore Cherry’s name, and it said, How does this dress look for Cass’s wedding? I’ve asked a few other people, but I really trust your opinion.

      Lauren smiled as the picture came in, and Cherry looked stunning in a bright red dress that hugged all of her curves. She was six or seven years older than Lauren, and she and Jed Forrester had no children either. Lauren had seen how blissfully happy they were, and she’d started to see that she didn’t need to be a mother to be filled with joy.

      She told Cherry, You look like a million bucks. Wear that for sure.

      Cass won’t be outshined?

      Not at all.

      With this talk, Lauren remembered the wedding. She’d been fine to attend alone before, but now the thought made her shoulders sag and her heart sink to her feet.

      Joy said you’re in Sweet Water Falls? Cherry asked. Want to do lunch tomorrow or are you leaving? Too busy at work?

      Lauren didn’t answer, because she didn’t have a flight booked, nor would she be sleeping in her house. She’d taken out a room at the resort here, on the highest floor they’d give her, so she could witness the Gulf as far as her eyes could see.

      She picked up her black gel pen and wrote on her strategy outline. Get a date to Cass’s wedding.

      The words swam in her vision, and she blinked and went to her phone. Now, to find a date.

      She scrolled through her contacts, stalling very early in the alphabet.

      The B’s, in fact.

      Blake Williams.

      Her heartbeat stalled. Could she ask him to be her date? Would he be there anyway? He was one of Harrison’s good friends.

      Without planning or strategically outlining her message, her fingers flew across the screen. Hey, Blake. It’s Lauren Keller. Do you have a date to Cass’s and Harrison’s wedding? If not, I’d love to hang on your arm for the evening. No strings attached.

      Without even reading over it again, she sent the message. She felt wild, impulsive, and oh-so-desperate. But if she could keep the news of her company’s failure, her lost job, and her complete and utter humiliation off her friends’ radar until after the wedding, she would.

      She didn’t want Cass worried about her on her honeymoon. She didn’t want Bessie texting her every evening. She didn’t want Joy to look at her with mournful eyes.

      And she absolutely didn’t want to attend the wedding alone.

      She checked her phone, but Blake hadn’t texted back. An hour passed, and Lauren had her food boxed and she took it up to her room.

      He still hadn’t answered, and she wondered if she’d shocked him into silence with her invitation. They hadn’t exactly been on the best of speaking terms prior to this. The last time they’d truly talked, he’d offered her a job, and she’d laughed and told him no.

      “A job,” she whispered to herself, wondering if Blake could possibly A) be willing to let her hang on his arm at the wedding and B) still have a job opening.

      She wouldn’t know until he texted back, and her phone stayed stubbornly silent all the way until she went to bed, and Lauren disliked the unsettled feeling of having something on her list that she’d started but which hadn’t been finished.
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      Just forget about what I said, Lauren typed out the next morning. Blake still hadn’t answered, and her annoyance with his lack of communication reminded her of why she’d not gone out with him in the first place. Or rather, she had agreed to a date, and he’d never shown up.

      She sent that text and started typing another. I was just in a bad place last night, and⁠—

      Her phone rang in the middle of the next word, and she nearly dropped it at the sight of Blake’s name on the screen. Her throat narrowed again, and she got transported back to the twelfth floor.

      The phone rang again, a shrill tone that made her blink. She flew into motion and swiped on the call. She then lifted her device to her ear in slow motion. “Hello?”

      “Lauren Keller,” Blake drawled, his Southern voice full of happiness. She wanted to lean into it and borrow it just for a little while. “As I live and breathe, I did not expect to get any sort of texts from you.”

      Her irritation soared and solidified. “Did you get my latest one?”

      “Yes, ma’am, and I can’t forget what you said. It’s right here in black and blue on my screen.”

      She wandered over to the window that overlooked the Gulf, trying to come up with something clever to say. Something to flirt back. Something to save her dignity. “I just…I’ve had a rough couple of days, and I don’t want to go to the wedding alone.”

      She couldn’t say the rest of what ran through her mind. Lauren was exceptionally skilled at only saying what needed to be said and holding the rest for later. Or for never. For herself, when she was safe and in the privacy of her own home.

      Now, though, she felt adrift, and she really needed something or someone to tow her back to shore. “So I thought maybe me and you…it’s not a date. And if you weren’t going to go to the wedding, that’s fine. I can find someone else.”

      “Who?” Blake asked, but the word wasn’t harsh. “Who else would you ask?”

      She didn’t know, and her silence said as much.

      “I was planning on going,” he said. “I don’t have a date, and I don’t have a girlfriend.”

      “I’m not interested in either,” she said, the words, Ask him about a job running through her mind. She kept them contained too. Blake Williams would not be the first person she told about losing her job. Oh, no, he would not be first.

      He chuckled, and she could just see the sandy-blond man’s face. Those dazzling eyes that had caught her attention the first time they’d met, three summers ago now.

      “Will you be at the Fourth of July fireworks this year?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she murmured. She’d gotten up and showered this morning. Added a few items to her strategy, and one of those was to get back to Hilton Head very soon. Her flight left tomorrow morning, in fact. Today, she’d check out here, drive back to Sweet Water Falls, go to lunch with Cherry, and then start packing up her house. Whatever she could do today would get done, and she’d make a plan to do the rest after the wedding.

      “Can we sit together?” Blake asked.

      “Yes,” Lauren said, when she really wanted to tell him, “I’d like that.” But such soft words would reveal too much about how she felt about him. Too much about how much she’d thought about him in the past twelve months.

      “Can’t wait,” he said. “If you want, we could try dinner again.”

      Lauren smiled to her dim reflection in the glass. “Let’s see how the fireworks and then the wedding go, okay?”

      “Hey, I’ll take that,” he said with another light chuckle. “It’s not a no.”

      No, it wasn’t a no, and Lauren said, “Good-bye, Blake,” and ended the call. She turned back to the small table in the room, which held her strategy. She picked up the pen and bent over the notebook.

      At the top she scrawled MY SEASIDE STRATEGY and underlined it three times.

      Then, way down at the bottom, leaving lots of room for a dozen more items after “sell house in Sweet Water Falls,” she added, “Go to dinner with Blake Williams.”

      Straightening, she looked at the sparse list. While it wasn’t much of a strategy, it was a start, and every project she’d ever begun started at zero.

      This just happened to be a complete rebuild of her life, instead of a client’s portfolio, and the stakes felt so much bigger than ever before.
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      “No, that one’s mine,” Lauren said a couple of days later. “Yours is the blue one.”

      Bea looked at the chair in her hands, which was also blue, but navy. “Are you sure?”

      Lauren took the oversized camp chair from one of her very best friends. “Very sure.” She nodded to Grant, Bea’s husband, as he juggled a myriad of things. “He’s already got yours, Bea.” How nice for her that she had a handsome man to help her carry her blanket, her cooler, her beach bag stuffed with licorice, nerds ropes, and sweet mint gum.

      Lauren had to do all of that herself, and she shouldered the chair by the rough strap and reached for her own tote bag. Hers was light gray and contained her tablet, her eReader, and a paperback book. No notebook of strategies. Not tonight. Tonight, she just wanted to see what happened.

      She loved Independence Day as much as anyone could, and while she didn’t wear a lot of red, this year, she’d braided her hair back into two Dutch braids, both tied with a patriotic red ribbon. She wore a blue-and-white striped shirt with her denim shorts, and a white pair of strappy sandals. That way, she’d gotten in all the colors without having to wear the flag.

      So many people did that, and she didn’t mind how it looked on her. She simply liked being a bit more subtle.

      “What did you sneak into my bag?” She looked down at it, but the top zipper had been shut.

      “Nothing,” Bea said innocently.

      “It’s far heavier than before.” Lauren started to unzip it, and someone called, “Bea!” from several paces away.

      Bea went to greet Cass, who Lauren would be going home with. She’d spent the afternoon on the beach with Bea, Grant, and his daughter Shelby, so she’d cleaned up and driven to the park for the fireworks with them.

      Harrison was supposed to be bringing sandwiches for everyone, so Lauren hadn’t eaten. To her knowledge, neither had Grant or Bea or Shelby.

      She set her bag on the tailgate of the SUV and opened it. Sure enough, Bea had put in four jarred candles. “My word,” Lauren grumbled. Like she needed to be carrying these around tonight, the glasses clinking against each other every time she wanted to switch devices. She removed the candles and closed the back of the vehicle.

      As she turned, she realized everyone had gone down the path without her. She’d tread the way alone several times in the past, and she knew right where they’d all be. Laughter echoed on the air, but as she and her friends weren’t the only people arriving at the park right now, it could’ve belonged to anyone.

      “Let me carry that for you.”

      Lauren turned toward the familiar voice, her heartbeat skipping as a sense of rejoicing moved through her. Blake easily took the chair from her shoulder and added it to his. His smile broadcast his happiness, and she had a brief memory of him drinking too much and then coming over to her table to offer her a job.

      She suddenly wished she was wearing that red dress from last fall. If she did wear red, she went all out. She would’ve looked ten times as desperate as she already had, but she couldn’t help wondering if she could pull the dress out of retirement…maybe for another date with Blake.

      “Thank you,” she said. She’d managed not to tell anyone about her company or her job, and as life moved a little slower here on this South Carolina island, she hadn’t heard anyone talking about Simple Solutions here.

      There wasn’t any reason for them to. The nearest office was in Miami, and Lauren had been assigned to that branch while she’d been working remotely from Hilton Head.

      “You look simply…” Blake looked down to her red-painted toes and back to her face. “Amazing.” He wore desire in his expression, and Lauren would be lying against herself and all of humanity if she said she didn’t feel the attraction between them coursing through her.

      She did, and she always had. She’d managed to smother it for the past few summers, because she hadn’t lived here.

      She did now.

      He’d had a girlfriend.

      He didn’t now.

      No more barriers existed between them, and Lauren swallowed. “Thank you,” she said again. “You look great too.” He wore a polo that could’ve been sewn by Betsy Ross herself. Red and white stripes flowed across his broad chest, with his pocket the navy blue field with white stars stitched in.

      He wore a pair of navy blue khaki shorts and white tennis shoes with a blue trim around them. He’d always said precise to her, as well as, I have money.

      She wasn’t sure if either were really true; he’d known he’d see her tonight. Maybe he’d simply dressed the part.

      “Is everyone else here?” he asked, starting to walk toward the sidewalk that led further into the park.

      “Yeah, I think so,” she said. “We were running late, because Shelby was flirting with some boys on the beach.” She gave Blake a smile, and he chuckled and shook his head.

      “Ah, to be fifteen again.” He laughed now, and Lauren liked the sound of it. His step slowed, and Lauren automatically adjusted her pace to match his. “Listen,” he said. “I just wanted to apologize for how I acted last year, in that restaurant?”

      He studied the ground as he came to a stop. Then those glorious blue eyes met hers. “I’d had too much to drink, but I remember seeing you sitting with another man, wearing this—this—stunning dress, and I was jealous.”

      “It was Harrison,” she murmured. “My best friend’s boyfriend. Fiancé. About to be her husband.” Harrison hadn’t been a threat to any relationship of Lauren’s.

      “Yeah, I know.” Blake nodded. “But you know what? Sometimes jealousy is irrational.”

      Lauren tilted her head and looked at him. “I think I understand that.” She’d often fought with the green-eyed monster. Of course she wanted Bea and Cass to be happy. It sometimes felt wholly unfair that they’d both been married once already and had now found a second chance at love when she was still searching for her One True Love.

      Blake smiled, the corners of his eyes crinkling. “What’s your schedule like tomorrow?”

      Lauren’s mind automatically went through her morning routine, which included working out, clearing her inbox, and pulling docs for any meetings she had coming up.

      Two of those no longer existed, and she honestly felt like her whole life had come to a stop. She hadn’t worked out since she’d flown to Texas and back, and she hated hiding out in her room all day, pretending to work.

      Cass is getting married in two days, she told herself. She could wait to say anything. Besides, she could easily say she got some vacation days around the holiday and the wedding, and no one would think that odd.

      “Nothing,” she said honestly. “My whole day is wide open.”

      His eyebrows went up, and they started walking again. “Is that right? No plans with your friends the day before Cass’s wedding?”

      “We are going to dinner tomorrow night,” she said. “Just the six of us. Oh, and her daughters.” They’d both arrived on the island for the Fourth, and while Cass had a large house, Lauren almost felt in the way. She’d volunteered to stay at Harrison’s, but Cass wouldn’t hear of it. “So I guess I’m only free during the day.”

      “As am I,” he said, letting the words hang there. “Although.” He drew that word out, and Lauren glanced over to him. He wasn’t dark like her ex-boyfriend, and she liked that difference. He was educated and articulate, and she could see why she was so attracted to him.

      He smiled at her. “Although?” she prompted.

      “I’ll have my son.” He looked hopeful then. “But we could have breakfast together in the morning without him. I know we’re not dating.” He whispered the last word and glanced around like someone dangerous might overhear him. “So it’s probably far too early to meet my kid.”

      Lauren’s ribs felt too tight for her to take a breath. When she didn’t know how to react or what to say, she went quiet. On her video calls, she could cut the video and mute herself, make an excuse in the chat, and compose herself.

      Now, standing in front of Blake, she couldn’t do any of those things. “I think we should at least be dating before I meet him,” she said quietly.

      Blake’s face broke into a grin. “Are you saying there’s a chance we’ll start dating?”

      Lauren recognized flirting when she saw it. She laced her hand through Blake’s arm and looked down the sidewalk. “Yes,” she said simply. “I think there’s a chance we’ll start dating.”

      “Hallelujah,” he said with a laugh.

      Lauren smiled too, this one bright thing in her life making all the darkness and difficult things of the past few days seem dimmer than they’d been previously. “Do you want to really cause a stir tonight?” she asked. One more curve, and the spot where she’d sat with her friends for the Fourth of July fireworks for the past three years would come into view.

      All of her friends would be there. They’d see her being escorted by Blake Williams to the picnic.

      “I’m always in for causing a stir,” Blake said, and his voice carried just the right amount of mischief.

      “Yeah, you do seem like the type.” She grinned at him, glad her flirting game was still spot-on. “If I hold onto you
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