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CHAPTER ONE
 
Conserving every spare inch of the island off the coast of Georgia had grown from a hobby to Kimberly Meyers’ driving passion. She’d fight to save even an acre of salt-water marsh or ocean coastline for the town that had become her home. Wrapping her ankles around the metal folding chair legs, she forced herself to stay rooted in her seat. 
Clack clack clack, the head council member’s gavel slapped against the folding table bringing order back to the room. The hum of murmured conversations shared between the locals dimmed. Planning commissions meetings had grown into increasingly crowded affairs as development of St. Simons Island exploded.
Suddenly, a familiar set of aqua eyes caught her attention. 
What on earth was he doing here? 
A spark electrified her, shooting down her back and through her limbs. No one could instantly make her crackle with awareness like Landon Beau could. For some reason the sizzle had lasted for more than ten years. 
Kim didn’t know if she wanted to laugh or scream or cry. 
But today she couldn’t let him distract her from her mission. She understood what she had to do. She needed to help the Society of Coastal Living, aka SCL, to save the stretch of land on the north end of the island near her grandmother’s house. She wouldn’t rest until the island had no more room for development. 
Control. Order. Efficiency. 
She had to stay focused. 
The council member cleared his throat to address the crowded room. “We will be moving forward with LB Holdings, granting a preliminary rezoning permit for a subdivision. They have proposed a development that meets all the necessary specifications and requirements, and this committee feels will be a benefit to the island.” 
Her chest seized as the words reached her. She had failed. An even worse, she’d let down her Grandma Rose. 
Her vision blurred. She didn’t see the council members conclude the meeting or her fellow volunteers from the SCL get up and leave. The scrape of metal folding chairs being dragged against the floor echoed in her ears drowning out all other sounds. 
LB Holdings would be tearing apart the land just down the street from Grandma Rose. Her quality of life would be destroyed. The rumble of trucks and crash of machinery would become a constant soundtrack for the next year on Grandma Rose’s wraparound porch, blocking out the sounds of the marsh. And the reward at the end would be a congested nightmare to get to and from her grandmother’s home. How could she have let her best friend down? 
Why hadn’t she pushed harder? Why hadn’t she gone door to door to get support? Why hadn’t she done more?
Questions and regrets circled in her mind, keeping her gaze hazy and unfocused until a warm palm on her shoulder suddenly made her flinch. She jerked her hands up to a defensive position, palms out in front of her face, and then froze. 
Standing before her, he was impossibly handsome with his chiseled features and sandy blonde hair styled without a strand out of place. His piercing blue eyes locked onto hers. She opened her mouth but nothing came out. Her gaze drifted to his lips, transfixed by the easy smile that made his mouth off-center. She’d forgotten that smile and how relaxed it made her—right up until he’d let her down when she’d needed him most. 
“I guess this means we’ll be working together. It’s real good to see you again Kim.”
“You’re LB Holdings?” She shouldn’t have been surprised. Construction had always been his career path. His very presence should have alerted her to the problem. Had he come here to find her? Did she want to be found? 
 “One and the same,” he drawled, stretching out each syllable to twice its length in his honeyed tenor. 
Up close, she could make out how the laugh lines on either side of his mouth had deepened. She swallowed down the dull, metallic taste in her mouth. She hadn’t had much to laugh about in the years since they parted. She especially found no humor in his shock appearance at the planning commission. 
He reached for her right hand, slack at her side. His smooth palm warmed hers as he shook it. Heat radiated off him, burning her down to her toes as if she’d fallen asleep in the sun. She snatched her hand back and crossed her arms, clutching the strap of her shoulder bag like a scabbard. 
“Guess I’ll see you around,” she said, stepping around him. 
The small crowd had begun to spill out of the meeting room and into the sticky September air just outside. She hustled out the door, tripping over the threshold, but a hand reached out and grabbed her elbow before she could tumble down the stairs. She shut her eyes as her nerve endings hummed with recognition—the only man she’d ever given permission to touch her. She’d never forget the toe-curling warmth of his palm on her skin. 
“Can I walk you to your car?” he whispered in her ear. 
She shook off his grip on her and watched confusion shade his eyes. She’d always thought of his eyes the color of the sea on a perfect day. Like the St. Simons Sound on a cloudless day. 
“No, I’ll be fine. I’ll see you around, Landon,” she bit out each word. 
Pulling back her shoulders, she coolly stalked back to her truck. She needed distance to regain her composure. With each step between them a wild longing to race back to yell at him grew. Why show up now? What about when she needed him? Taking in a deep steadying breath, she pulled her keys out and unlocked the cab on her beloved old pick-up. The one thing she’d managed to hold onto through the years.
Control. Order. Efficiency. 
She fought a snigger at the mantra. His joie de vivre and spontaneity had always challenged her efficiency and order. She hated chaos, but she’d enjoyed not knowing what would happen next when she was with him. Back then, it hadn’t mattered. Nothing mattered besides being together until the real world crashed down. 
Turning over the engine, she swiveled in her seat as she backed out of the parking spot. Her eyes connected with his. A shiver crept up her spine and had her frozen in place. No, he couldn’t upset her world again. The consequences had been too far reaching last time, and she was still trying to piece her life together from the aftermath. 
* * * * *
I’ll see you around, Landon? That’s it? That’s all she could say? 
The crash of waves against the rocky shore only a few hundred yards away rumbled in Landon’s ears. He took in a deep breath of the salt-scented air of his childhood summers. Finding her on the island where he’d spent three months every year for over a decade had been as shocking as finding her at all. He fisted his hands and stuffed them in his pockets. 
He’d expected any number of reactions. Anger. Joy. Hope. He’d been prepared for any of those. But cool acceptance and an almost nonchalant attitude? No. 
And then he watched her walk away. I should have gone after her. Made her talk to me. No, that had never worked. Kim was her own woman and had her own mind. Only a fool would try to make her do something. He wouldn’t be that fool.
“Mr. Beau,” a hand clamped on his shoulder. 
He spun to see the head of the planning commission, an old friend of his grandmother. The older gentleman removed his hand and tilted his head, the appraisal and approval clear in the wide grin spread across his face. Exploiting a family connection to get ahead with his development would be all too easy. He couldn’t give in to easy. Not if he wanted things to end differently, now that he’d found her.
“Mr. Green,” he cleared his throat. “Thank you. I’m excited to get started on this project.” 
The balding man bobbed his head, moonlight glinting off the top and nearly blinding Landon. 
“Are you all settled on the builders? Engineers?”
“I think so. I’m working with Nathan and Sons to get the ball rolling.”
Fred Green’s eyes bulged transforming him into a cartoon frog. “Are you sure?”
“Everyone I’ve spoken to recommends them as the best. And I need the best,” Landon assured him, stuffing his hands in his pockets.
And I intend to work with her. After he’d learned her location, a quick internet search had filled in the gaps. Maybe he hadn’t continued with the plans they’d made in college, but she had, becoming a civil engineer for a respected firm.
“They are, but they have a tendency to take their time,” Fred sputtered.
“I’m in no rush.”
Dreaming about this project had morphed from an idle fantasy to a necessity in the last three months. He wouldn’t be swayed off the idea. Not now. Even if father thinks this is ridiculous. Landon shook off the thought. Letting his mind race with all the ways he hadn’t proven to himself or his father that he was capable. 
“Thank you, Mr. Green. I appreciate you looking out for my best interests. I think I have a good handle on this project. But I might take you up on your offer to review the plans before we start construction.”
“Please do.” The man puffed out his chest and extended a hand. “And give your grandmother my best.”
Landon waved the man off and retreated to his convertible. Sliding behind the steering wheel, he shut his eyes for a moment and saw only her. He’d prove to himself that he was the man she’d always expected. He was ready. The road to his present might have been bumpy and twisted but at least he’d finally arrived.
* * * * *
Kim stood on the gracious wraparound porch, fist poised to knock on the back door, when her grandmother pulled it open. 
“Hi honey. What’s going on? You look like you've seen a ghost,” Rose said, putting a hand to Kim’s forehead and staring deep into her eyes. 
Kim smiled to reassure her that everything was alright. She shook off the touch but knew she hadn’t convinced her. Her grandma had always been too perceptive.
“Maybe I have,” Kim agreed, slipping out of her sandals as she crossed the threshold. The cool tile floor relaxed the soles of her tired feet. Stepping into the air-conditioned room felt rather like slowly lowering herself into a pool. Crossing the room, Kim settled on an overstuffed chair and Grandma Rose joined her in the adjoining one. 
“Grandma, how do you always know the right thing to say?
Rose chuckled. “Years of trial and error. What's wrong, honey? What happened at the meeting tonight? I thought you said it was only a formality.”
“That's what I thought. Except I was wrong. Completely, totally wrong. We lost the land to a developer. I'm so sorry grandma.”
Rose waved off her concern. “You can't win them all.”
“No but I wanted this one. For you.”
“I understand, but what else happened that you're so upset. What did you say?” 
I froze. 
She’d spent years imagined what she’d do if she saw Landon again. Running into his arms had been top on her list. Followed by either hitting his chest and yelling at him or kissing him until she forgot all the pain they’d caused each other. In those daydreams, their reunion had always been a reconciliation of sorts. Not some awkward, stilted moment.
But in all the years, she’d never told her Grandma the entire truth. She’d never explained who Landon was or how broken he’d left her. Grandma Rose had swooped in to help her heal and rebuild her life without any of the details. She owed her a long talk one day. Confessing right at the moment, however, wouldn’t serve any purpose.
“Nothing,” Kim cleared her throat. “I held my tongue in shock.”
“At least you don't have anything to regret. At least you didn't stick your foot in your mouth.”
“No,” Kim agreed. “But it was almost as bad.”
The whistle of a teakettle interrupted them. Grandma Rose excused herself and hustled toward the kitchen. Kim tucked her feet underneath her and leaned deeper into the chair. The downy cushions welcomed her to settle in and relax and the hint of dried lavender and roses, and the potpourri grandma insisted on making herself, tickled her nose and put a smile on her face. Her grandma’s house had always been her refuge. She’d grown up in Wisconsin only a few doors away from her grandparents. But after her grandpa passed, Grandma Rose had announced she needed a change and left the snowy Midwest behind for the beckoning shores of the Golden Isles. 
Their location had changed but the furnishings and comfort remained. When she’d been broken, Grandma Rose had brought her here. In the months of rebuilding herself that followed, she’d discovered a community. And as the years past, she found a purpose. Kim wanted to protect this special place. 
And now Landon’s here and he are threatening everything.
She’d spent so many nights that first year, awake in the early morning hours, sitting in the overstuffed armchair in her grandma’s family room, haunted by her thoughts. Questioning every choice and decision that led her there. With every day that passed, acceptance had settled over her like a thick, comforting quilt. And now he’s here to destroy my work? Destroy me? I can’t let him.
“Here you are honey.” Rose pressed a steaming mug in her hands. 
The smell of lemon and Earl Grey tickled her nose as Kim took a tiny sip of the boiling hot cup. Neither of them had gotten used to the southern style of sweet tea. But they had adopted brewing proper tea for each other.
“Thanks Grandma.”
“Of course. But now I have some news, and I’m hoping for your help.”
Kim perked up, setting the mug on the table between them, and leaning forward. 
“My next door neighbors are finally taking their honeymoon.”
“That only took a year,” Kim scoffed. 
Grandma shot her the look. A raised eyebrow, flaring nostrils, and pursed lips let her know her behavior was unacceptable. She instantly asserted who was the grown up and who was acting like a bratty child. 
“Sorry, that was rude,” Kim mumbled. 
Grandma raised an eyebrow but didn’t offer further comment. Kim reached for her mug and took a long deep drink. First, she had been tongue-tied around Landon and now she was being cheeky. 
“She works events on Jekyll and he’s swamped with his business. Summer is impossible for them to plan a honeymoon. And even getting married last fall, they didn’t have any free time to take off for more than their wedding.”
“Well that’s exciting, good for them,” Kim lowered her empty mug to the side table and smiled. She’d met the next-door neighbors a handful of times at the St. Simons Senior-itas tap dance recitals. Despite being in her mid-twenties and the youngest by decades, the wife had become one of her grandma’s dearest friends in the group. Kim liked the younger woman and appreciated having someone so close to her grandma keeping an eye out. 
“So where are they going?” Kim asked.
“To Hawaii. The good part of putting off their trip is now their honeymoon is doubling as a baby moon.”
Kim clutched her lower stomach, glad she’d set down her mug. Baby moon. Baby news was always happy news. Yet anytime she heard about a pregnancy, she felt like she’d been kicked in the middle of her pelvis. She’d never have any of her own to share. Kim cleared her throat. 
“So you’re house-sitting?” She focused on her grandma intently, not breaking eye contact. Grandma Rose had been her anchor throughout her life, in rough seas and calm.
“Not just that. I’m also watching their dog Scooter. And I know how you feel about dogs. But I’m hoping you might be able to help me a little bit. They’re going to be gone for two weeks.”
“Wow good for them,” Kim bobbed her head up and down, her mind racing. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d taken more than a long weekend. Not working wasn’t an option. Too much time to herself, and she started thinking and revisiting old wounds that were best left scabbed over.
“You’ll help?”
“Grandma, you know I’m not good with pets.”
“They’re messy and unpredictable. I know. But Scooter is different. He’s an older dog so he’s not hyper. Besides the shedding he’s just about perfect.”
“You’re not selling this very well,” Kim mumbled. 
“No, but that’s the good thing about family. I don’t need to. You’ll help because you love me.”
Kim chuckled. Setting the mug back down, she uncurled her legs and stretched her arms overhead. She glimpsed the clock on the mantle of the never-used fireplace. The anniversary desk clock had sat in pride of place on her grandpa’s desk in Wisconsin, celebrating his career. Kim had always loved watching the faceted crystal cast rainbows on the ground as the late afternoon sunlight filtered through the windows. 
“It’s late. I’d better get going.” Kim stood and her grandma followed her to the back door. 
“Have a good night, honey. Maybe next time I see you we can talk about whatever you’ve managed to avoid discussing me with tonight.”
Kim winced. Too perceptive as usual. She leaned over and embraced her grandma, kissing her on the cheek. 
“Maybe I will. Good night.” 
Rose held open the door, and Kim slipped back into her sandals. Sliding out the back door and back into the sticky September night, she shut the door and waved off her grandma. Under the full moon, the path was illuminated as bright as a street lamp as she walked back to her car. Maybe talking to grandma about Landon would have helped her sort through her feelings. Feelings. Kim shuddered. Emotions were no part of control, order, or efficiency. Landon Beau certainly challenged her order, and had efficiently destroyed her control. She wondered if she should tell him? If he knew everything would he leave? Did she want him to go? 
Her life had nearly been destroyed once and she’d thought she’d come out stronger. His sudden reappearance threatened the calm she’d worked hard to achieve and told her the truth. She’d never get over Landon. She had to keep her distance to guard her heart. 

CHAPTER TWO
 
Landon rubbed a hand along his jaw after pulling his convertible into a parking spot in front of Nathan & Sons Consultants. Despite taking his time to shave, he felt a rogue whisker under his chin. Too late to solve that problem now. A glance at the clock told him he had five minutes before his first meeting. He’d worked with plenty of civil engineers on behalf of his father’s firm; this should be no different. Except that, everything depended on this, both his professional and his personal successes.
Lowering the sun visor, Landon did a quick survey. He hadn’t spilled coffee or left any toothpaste residue at the corners of his mouth, but the gold chain he wore around his neck had tangled into his collar. He tucked the chain further under his shirt just as he heard the crack of thunder.
The clear skies overhead confused him until the rumbling increased and an old pick-up truck lumbered down the street. Landon shook his head as he locked up his car and stood on the sidewalk. He would have thought the hunk of junk would have died at some point in the past ten years. But rolling inch by inch into the diagonal parking spot was her beloved baby blue pick-up. 
Hands clasped behind his back, Landon fought to keep his expression calm, serene. Inside he was screaming, but whether for joy or for anger he wasn’t sure. After so many years of trying to track her down, she ended up on the tiny island where his grandmother lived? And if he hadn’t been too busy working for his Dad in Savannah and escorting his mom to her various social functions in her obvious attempts to see him settled down, he would have come across her. What were the chances that she’d end up in the front row of one of his grandmother’s dance troop’s performances? Or that a picture would be the image on the front of the local paper’s lifestyle section? If his grandmother hadn’t been bragging by mailing him the article… If only, what if, the thoughts circled and gave him a headache. 
Landon closed his eyes and put a hand to the pressure point at the center of his face. He’d let pondering and concern and anger and frustration overwhelm him for too long. He was here now. She was here. He could move forward. I will move forward.
“Hello,” he called out as she exited her truck. 
“Oh, hi,” Kim acknowledged. Her startled wide eyes couldn’t be masked by the forced grin she wore. 
She approached him like a skittish cat. Her eyes darted around him and their surroundings. Planning an escape. Landon fought off the snigger. Nope. He’d give her a chance. He had questions he wanted answered, but if he remembered one thing about her over the years, it had been her high regard for calm. Truth was he remembered a lot of things about her. Like the way her smile tugged up only half of her mouth when he gave her a compliment. Almost as if she didn’t believe him when he said she was beautiful.
“You weren’t kidding? You really are here to work with me?”
“Well, I hope so. I’ve heard good things about this firm, and I thought I’d check them out.”
“Hmm,” Kim crossed her arms and considered him. 
For a moment, he thought she could read the word liar on his forehead. He had heard good things. But only after finding out she worked here, hatching his crazy plan, and setting off for the Golden Isles. He refused to flinch under her scrutiny. Instead, he smiled.
“I have to admit I’m shocked that you ended up here,” Landon drawled, letting his southern accent linger over every vowel. 
Kim shrugged and continued on the path to the front door. He fell into step at her side. 
“I didn’t want to go back to winter. After four years at Vanderbilt, I think I became a southerner at heart.”
“It doesn’t get much more southern than the Georgia coast,” he agreed. 
“Actually, I’m going to stop you there. Maybe in Savannah it’s different. But from what I’ve seen over the years, St. Simons is mostly made up of transplants.”
“You live in St. Simons?”
He raised an eyebrow, his aim to keep his tone curious quizzical. Frightening her off with the knowledge that he knew exactly where she lived wouldn’t serve his purposes. 
Kim nodded and reached for the doorknob. Landon beat her to it, stepping in front of her to pull open the door and let her proceed. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. Her golden hair the color of sun-bleached grass on rolling hills and her gray green eyes captivated him. He’d lost hours staring into their depths, watching the color shift from jade to emerald, trying to understand the mystery of to each color. At one point, he’d imagined he had deciphered their meanings. But in the end, she’d shocked him and made him realize no matter how much he felt in his heart that he knew her, his head didn’t know her at all. 
“Maybe you’re right,” Landon agreed, joining her inside the large, open plan office space. “My Grandmother is a transplant.”
“She is? I thought you said your family name was firmly rooted in the south.”
A slight blush crept up her cheeks. Landon kept his expression neutral but his lips wanted to tilt up into a smile. Despite the awkward reunion the night before and her cold, almost standoffish perusal that morning, she’d dropped her guard. Sharing memories, even for something so trivial, made him want to share more.
“My father’s family is southern through and through, but my mother moved south from New York City.”
“And your Grandmother is a New Yorker?”
“Born and raised. She moved south when I was in fourth grade.”
“I’m shocked. I guess we still have a lot we don’t know about each other.”
You could say that. Landon inclined his head to acknowledge her statement. She took a step back as a harried, middle age man approached. 
“Mr. Beau,” the man said, extending his right hand, using his left to push his wire-frame spectacles further on his nose. “I’m Paul Nathan.”
Landon extended a hand. One of the sons? He could relate.
“I can’t tell you how thrilled we are to get the opportunity to work on this development with you,” Paul continued. “Your father’s company is, of course, highly regarded.”
Landon sucked in a quick breath. He wasn’t his father’s company. He’d never intended to work for daddy. He’d never wanted to be in the great man’s shadow. He didn’t even want to run a major corporation like his father did. None of that held any appeal. But he’d been laughed out of the house when he’d first mentioned his idea during his undergrad years to work for himself one project at a time. And after everything fell apart, he’d ended up exactly where he hadn’t wanted to be. 
“If you’ll excuse me,” Kim interrupted his thoughts.
“No, no, Kim, stay. Come on, let’s all go into the conference room,” Paul walked to the glass door on the adjacent wall. He held it open and they filed in. 
The stark white of the main open office space continued into the meeting room. Landon liked color and vibrancy, but he appreciated the understated décor here too. Every wall held several windows flooding the space with natural light and the green of the palms outside filtered inside. 
Landon pulled out a chair, intending for Kim to be seated. But she’d beaten him to the punch, sinking into a chair across the polished cherry conference table. He watched her pull a notebook and pen out of her purse. Reading upside down, he stifled a chuckle as she wrote the date and time. He’d forgotten her habit of time stamping her life. 
“Kim, I’m pulling you off your civic work for the time being.”
“What? All of my projects?”
Paul nodded, his full head of gray hair bobbing up and down. Landon watched her posture grow more rigid with each second. She’s gonna run. He couldn’t let her.
“I requested this,” Landon interrupted, keeping his hands flat on the surface of the table, not letting any outward sign betray him. “Kim, this is a big deal for me. I have an opportunity here to start something for myself. To make a company of my own the way I want to, the way I used to talk about.”
Landon saw the flutter at the base of her throat and the tightening of her grip on her pen. She remembered. Good. He’d been up all night haunted by her lack of a reaction to seeing him at the meeting. True, he’d admit, he hadn’t had much of a reaction either. But he’d been the one doing the surprising, not the other way around. 
“Come on, Kim, we’ve always been a great team.”
“Landon, I’m flattered. But I haven’t worked development for nearly seven years. After the market crash, I requested to be moved to handling local concerns for the islands and Brunswick. I don’t even know if I remember all of the codes and permits anymore.”
“That’s easily solved,” Paul interjected. 
Landon watched Kim stare the man down. He stifled a chuckle. Good. She still had her spirit, fire, and passion, hidden under the layers maybe he’d find his Kim again.
“Kim, please. You’ve always been so focused on details. That’s what you’re good at. I like to look at the big picture. I like to look ahead.” Landon implored, his hands gripping the armrests tight. 
“Not this argument again. How can you worry about a future if you can’t manage the present?” Her words were short, but her eyes twinkled and the corner of her mouth almost perked up. 
He crossed his legs at the ankles underneath him to steady himself. The quick jump back to their playful banter had him anxious to leap across the table and pull her into his arms. He wanted to press her against him, to cut through the politeness and formality of the moment and get back to where they’d left off. 
“That’s why I need you,” he cleared his throat. “I’ve given Paul all the details on the project but I need your help.”
“I have to admit, I’m hesitant for…a variety of reasons,” Kim cleared her throat and dropped the smile. All business. She tapped her pen against the corner of her notebook, and Landon saw across from him a woman who could be a formidable ally or opponent. He desperately wanted the former. 
“The biggest hesitation for me is that I know the infrastructure of the island. A development of the land that you’ve bought would greatly stretch the resources. I don’t think the sewer system is up to speed for more people, let alone the roads. You want to develop land off a two-lane road with the highest speed limit on the island. You’ll have to work to get a traffic light in, and you’ll have to expand the road to add in at least a right turn lane.”
“But we can do it and I’m passionate about this project. I have to move forward. I want to move forward with you.” 
His eyes pleaded with her. She opened her mouth as if she would offer another obstacle. He’d let her and then he’d clear that out of the way too. He continued to hold her gaze and watched as suddenly her tongue darted across her lower lip like a scared rabbit. That small act had Landon tightening his grip on the table to keep from lunging across the polished surface to take back what was his. 
Paul cleared his throat. He hadn’t been oblivious to the charge suddenly electrifying the space between Landon and Kim. Even if she’s trying to ignore the subtext. She shifted in her chair, breaking eye contact. He’d affected her, made her drop her guard. Good. 
“We will definitely be able to help, and I know Kim is up to this challenge,” Paul began. “She does know the island best, so she will be in the unique spot of being able to help position what we need to ask for to get this project moving.”
Kim’s head snapped to Paul and she glared at him. For his part, Paul seemed unmoved but slightly inclined his head. Whatever the look meant, Paul understood and shot something right back at her.
Landon pulled his hands off the table to fist them in his lap. He hated seeing some kind of subtext between the two of them. Did they have a past together? No that was ridiculous. The older man with the softening middle seemed more like a father or mentor than past lover. But something was going on that Landon didn’t have the first clue about and he hated that. He hated not knowing everything about her.
“Did you bring your plans?” Paul asked. 
“I did. I can go and get them out of the trunk.”
“Do we need to? Isn’t one condominium development pretty much the same as the next?” Kim scoffed. 
“I suppose they are. But this is a planned community of tiny houses,” Landon countered.
“What? You mean like a hipster trailer park?” Her mouth hung open. “I’m sorry, excuse me. But I don’t think St. Simons is the right market for that.”
Landon crossed his arms and considered. He’d expected to meet resistance to his idea. Her reaction, however, shook him. He didn’t want her to work for him. He needed her input and passion. He wanted her by his side, excited about this project.
“Actually, I think it’s the perfect market, and so did the researchers who scouted out the area for me.”
“Kim, let him show you the plans. The development is actually quite charming.”
Kim shut her mouth and dropped her pen. No longer interested in fighting or note taking wasn’t a good sign. He’d learn to fear her calm demeanor after a disagreement. He knew ideas were whirring, and when she did speak again, he’d be at a loss against her cool reason and logic. Not this time. On this project, he’d win her over. And he’d win her back no matter what.

CHAPTER THREE
 
Leaning against the edge of the sink in the ladies restroom, Kim puckered her lips as she reapplied her lip-gloss. The age-old excuse could only give her a temporary break from the strained meeting. Landon might be unaffected by sitting so near one another, but she wasn’t. Every breath she took shuddered as she waited for him to make a move. Their polite words and professional behavior established rules for their interaction. But for how long? She should either demand the truth or walk away. Too bad running away from her problems hadn’t been as successful as she’d hoped. 
She pressed her lips together, the sticky gloss adding a hint of color on her pale face. 
Taking in a deep breath, the slightly sour smell of industrial chemical cleaners had her scrunching her nose. She couldn’t spend all day in the bathroom. She smoothed her jacket over the silky top underneath. With its higher neckline, the article of clothing could hardly be described as inappropriate for the workplace. But the sleeveless lavender shell slid over her skin like lingerie. 
Don’t go there. 
Maybe if she’d moved on from Landon in the ten years since she’d left, she wouldn’t be feeling quite so overwhelmed at seeing him. She hadn’t been interested in any one else. He thrilled and terrified her at the same moment. Seeing him again stirred up the same contradictory reactions. She hadn’t ever met anyone who made her feel beautiful or smart or interesting or special like he had. But what was he doing here? Why did he decide to develop that plot of land? Why did she feel like crying and laughing and running up to him every time she saw him?
Better get back out there. She drew in a breath, pulled back her shoulders, and strode out of the bathroom door across the office. He’d set up shop in the conference room, and Paul had disappeared to work on another project. Separated from the main space by a wall of glass windows and one glass door, the room provided enough privacy for a conversation but nothing else. She gave herself a shake. She didn’t need to worry about being alone with him. 
After everything that happened, she couldn’t imagine he wanted her the same way he had. In the real world, women didn’t fall back in love with former fiancés. Especially not when that man suddenly decided to come back into their lives and stir up trouble exactly where they didn’t need any. She nibbled her bottom lip and considered him as she slowed her approach to the conference room. 
With his suit jacket draped over a chair and his shirt sleeves rolled up to his elbows, he leaned over the plans he’d spread on the conference table. He was every bit the master of his domain. Just like he was always supposed to be. He’s better off without me. Wish I could say the same. She had a hard time thinking of him as the enemy on this project. Any time his image flashed before her mind’s eye, she saw her memory of him. The perfect hair she’d mussed and tousled at every opportunity, the quick smile, the ready charm, and the eager enthusiasm for building a life on his terms. He came from money but didn’t want a hand out. She’d spent hours listening to him talk about making his own way and been so surprised at the fervor from someone whose life had been relatively easy. 
She pulled open the door and shut it quietly behind her. She must have moved too silently because he didn’t turn around. He gave her his back. She saw blueprints and elevation surveys spread under his hand. Curious she approached and stood next to him. 
Side by side, no more than a few inches apart, something in her relaxed. Maybe he didn’t know that she had been at that meeting working for the opposition. Maybe her involvement on this project had been coincidental. What if I don’t want this to be an accident? 
“I’m confused by the scale,” she muttered under her breath. 
He tore his eyes off the papers on the table and stared at her. She shivered under his gaze. His eyes were light today, like the sky on a clear sunny perfect for lying on a picnic blanket and marveling at overhead. 
She cleared her throat and walked around the table to stand opposite him. She still didn’t quite know how to act professionally around him and not treat him like the man she almost married. Distance was good. She needed space to think clearly. Being around him had been addictive when they first met and had led to all sorts of choices. Some good, some bad, but every decision had led to the painful end. Nope. She didn’t want to move back. Control. Order. Efficiency.  
“What am I looking at here?” Kim pointed to a blueprint. 
“That’s one of the models.”
“The whole thing? Really?” 
She leaned closer to the table and squinted, trying to understand what she was missing. The building seemed impossibly small. She’d had a college dorm room bigger, or not too far off. He pulled a set of drawings out from the bottom of the pile of paper and placed it on top. He spun the illustrations to her. 
“I guess I didn’t understand how small these would be,” she muttered.
“It’s the next big thing. People are moving away from consumerism. Downsizing and living within your means are attractive qualities after the housing crash.”
“I can understand wanting security,” she relented. 
Pulling out a chair, she sank down to more closely analyze the papers. He’d presented her with a puzzle. How could these houses be developed in a way to both attract a high-end clientele while not becoming a source of scorn for the other islanders? As much as she wanted to save the land, she couldn’t deny the temptation of the challenge he’d presented. Did he realize how this project tempted her? How it challenged her to reconfigure her opinions? And in reshuffling her priorities to accommodate this project couldn’t she also find room for him again? 
Control. Order. Efficiency. .
“Did you say something?” He asked. 
She shot him a look and felt her face contort into what he had called the ‘red-handed’. Muttering to herself had been a lifelong habit she’d never been able to break. When he met her gaze, she swallowed the lump in her throat. Not only had she been caught muttering her mantra but acknowledgement passed between them of a shared memory. 
“Yes, I’m a bit confused. Why would someone seek our island out for downsizing? Traditionally we’re populated with a fair amount of snow birds and retirees.”
“Exactly. It’s much easier to have two properties if one is small.”
“I don’t think I like this.” She crossed her arms and leaned back in the chair. She shook her head, glad for the bun that kept her thick golden waves off her neck and secured. Being taken seriously with flowing locks was a difficult task. She’d given up on it a few days into her first job. Beachy waves were saved for another side to her. Her bun empowered her. 
“Why don’t you like it?”
“To me, this appeals to a clientele that I don’t think we have on the island. But if we did, I have to question the location. Wouldn’t this make far more sense near the beach? Wouldn’t this be the perfect house for beach bums?”
His grin stretched from cheek to cheek. Uh oh. Now I’m in trouble. She hadn’t spent any time preparing herself for seeing Landon again. At least, she’d stopped doing that after he hadn’t come for her when she’d sent the ring. But in considering his appearance at the meeting the night before, she had realized that if their positions had been reversed, she’d be mad. She’d probably let herself indulge in expressing emotion. She’d want to yell and get answers.
But not him. At least not yet. He seemed completely unsurprised, unperturbed and, worst of all, unaffected by her. And now grinning when she challenged him? She didn’t know what to expect from him next. She was in a lot of trouble. 
“This is why I need you on this project.” He sank into a chair opposite. 
The action struck her. In sitting down and joining her, he’d shown her he wanted to work together. Not boss and employee. Together. 
“I agree. The location is not ideally situated. But it is the right amount of land. Look at this,” he said, extending another drawing to her. She grabbed the paper, her fingers accidentally brushing his wrist despite her intent to keep space between them. A tremor threatened to shake her torso lose from the tight grip she kept and into his arms. No. She would not be seduced. She stared at her hands, now crossed in her lap. 
“I want to create a community, not a trailer park,” he began. “I want the houses to each be situated on a half-acre lot, and I want to build shared park space. You’re right. We aren’t near the beach, but one of my favorite parts of East Beach and the Pier Village are the sidewalks. I want people to be able to walk out their door and know their neighbors. I like the idea of being able to ride your bike from your home across Lawrence to join up with the bike trails and from there be connected with the whole island.”
“Those are all concepts I like too. But this is a massive property you bought. Are you only going to develop sixty tiny houses?”
“Not right away. I have backers for the first phase. I’d like to develop twelve as models and then sell the rest to homeowners and let them customize the house to their exact specifications.”
She bit her lip. She couldn’t argue with that plan, but she’d have to figure out another way. She couldn’t work with him. The project he laid out threatened everything she’d struggled to find in her life. The development would directly affect her Grandma Rose and working side by side would destroy the careful boundaries she’d established. She’d given up on romantic love years ago. When he hadn’t tried to find her, she’d known that their relationship hadn’t meant what it had to her. She’d been right to leave. 
“I was at the meeting with the Society of Coastal Living.”
She shut her mouth. The words had tumbled out. She’d had no intention of letting him know. The conflict of interest was huge. When she’d been working on civic projects, she’d been able to justify her involvement to herself. And after years working for the local governments, she’d grown to know many of the ins and outs of dealing with the bureaucracy. Her expertise had been invaluable to the group on numerous occasions. Working for the SCL or the island would be a dream. Not likely to happen with their current restrictions.
“What?” He quirked an eyebrow but again didn’t rush to anger. 
“I think I should excuse myself from this project. I was at the meeting on behalf of the other side.”
“No.”
“Excuse me?” She frowned as she considered him. He’d said no so swiftly and subtly she’d thought she’d imagined his response. 
“I said no.” He stared directly into her eyes. His words soft but intent. She remembered that gaze, the one that had led her to do any number of things she’d known she shouldn’t. The soft smile that started in his eyes and had her collapsing in his arms in an instant.
“Kim, you’re the best. I know your drive and your work ethic. I’m not going to be passed off to someone else.”
“But this is a huge conflict of interest.”
“No it isn’t. Not to me. I have permission to develop this land, and I your help will make all the difference for me. Admit it. You’re intrigued at least a tiny bit.”
She shifted in her chair, breaking the spell of the moment. She was. Working with him was intoxicating. He brought out her best ideas. He imposed restrictions and rules and challenged her. Maybe some people balked at limitations, but she soared under them.
“Are you sure you want to move forward with me? You wouldn’t rather have someone else?”
“No. This is settled.”
The door opened and the receptionist waved a slip of paper. She cringed. If the receptionist had overheard any of that conversation, if the woman had walked in five seconds earlier, her job would be toast. Not that she’d blame Paul Nathan. But still, she’d rather continue to juggle her commitments, even if somehow Landon had been added to the mix. Attending the meeting had been risky enough but she’d felt that being in the crowd would be unremarkable. The receptionist slid the slip of paper, writing down, across the table to her. 
She read the note and frowned. 311 or 411 or something. Rose. 
“Everything okay?”
“Not sure. I think so. It probably is. But Cindy isn’t the best at taking down messages.”
“I’ll have to keep that in mind.”
“Do you mind? I think I need to step out. This is a family matter.”
At the word family, he leapt to his feet and rushed over to help her with her chair. His chivalry caught her off guard, and she stood a little too close to him for comfort. She closed her eyes and breathed in the musky undertones of his cologne. He’d kept the same scent too. She’d had a sweatshirt that smelled like him. She’d cried herself to sleep wearing it for nearly six months. Until one day, she’d left it outside. The sun had saturated the sweatshirt with warmth and the smell had evaporated and been replaced by warm cotton. 
Clearing her throat, she took a step forward. He rushed ahead to hold open the door. He followed her from the room, on her heels as she stopped at her desk to retrieve her purse from the chair. 
“What are you doing?”
“Walking you out of course,” he replied. 
Years ago, she’d learned better than to stop him from using good manners. So instead, she let him trail behind her as she crossed the office and tried to forget how close he was on her heels. He stepped in front of her to hold open the front door and let her pass again. She moved quickly this time. Another whiff of the cologne might make her react. No, she’d better keep everything bottled up. Shoving her feelings down had kept her focused and going through her twenties. It couldn’t fail her now in her thirties. 
“Do you need me to drive you?” he reached out and lightly grabbed her elbow. 
Shielding her eyes from the sun with one hand, she studied him. “No, this is fine. Little emergencies tend to happen a lot with my family. I’ll probably be back after lunch.”
He nodded in agreement, but his cloudy eyes and hands in pockets posture made him look unconvinced. 
“I promise everything is fine,” she said, reassuring him. 
And it probably was. Grandma Rose’s phone calls were often to steal Kim away for an afternoon of shopping or a lunch out. How many times did she hear her Grandma tell her she worked too much? Grandma Rose seemed to make it her personal mission to get her out of the office for at least ninety minutes a day during sunlight hours. 
“Although, there might be a problem,” she continued absentmindedly. Hadn’t Grandma mentioned something about the neighbor’s dog? She remembered meeting a big, shaggy, docile pile of fur once. Was that the same dog? 
“I’d better go.”
“Wait, give me your number and I’ll call you. Just so if there is a problem you can reach me.”
She sucked in a deep breath. Forgetting his last number had been an impossible task. Now she’d be connected to him all over again? No thank you. But the agitation in his stance, his furrowed brow, and his hunched back told her all she needed to know. She’d somehow upset him unnecessarily. He wouldn’t rest now, and she wouldn’t be able to convince him everything was fine. She’d have to cave.
Holding her hand out, palm up, he dropped his phone into it. She entered her number and gave the phone back. 
“I’m sure everything is fine,” she added. 
She swiveled on her back foot and stalked off to her truck. Wrenching open the door, she hopped behind the steering wheel and turned the engine over. She didn’t need to peek to know he kept watching her. She only needed to know how long he was here. And she’d have to figure out how to either extricate herself from his project or get her questions answered. Or maybe both. And that would be messy.

CHAPTER FOUR
 
“Hello? Grandmother?” Landon called out as he pushed open the front door of her house in the Pier Village on St. Simons Island.
The little shingled cottage had been updated and renovated and added onto more times than he could count. His grandmother’s love of a project knew no limits. Standing in the foyer, he surveyed the blocks of blue painted next to each other with fabric samples leaning against the wall below. In the fading light of day, the blues faded to a bleak gray. He shrugged off the downward spiral of his mood as his grandmother floated toward him. 
“Oh Landon, you nearly startled me half to death. Why are you here so late? I thought your meeting was only supposed to be a few hours this morning?” His grandmother Marie Smith-Thomson greeted and scolded in the same breath, coming to kiss his cheeks as he did the same to her.
Despite her age creeping ever closer to eighty, she still stood ramrod straight. Her hair remained perfectly scraped into a bun without a strand loose. And her clothes were impeccably pressed even her casual outfits, like the oversized t-shirt and leggings she wore at the moment.
“Are you heading out?” he frowned. 
He’d hoped for a chance to chat with her. Or, rather, talk at her. He rapidly tapped his fingers against his thighs. He needed action. He needed more than niceties and sitting around waiting for Kim. Working with her and sitting side by side would prove harder than he’d thought. Analyzing every breath, every flutter of her lashes, and every tiny gesture made him more aware of her than ever. Fighting for control over his impulses had left his body sore and aching with longing.
“Well yes, dear. I have practice and I can’t be late.”
“Let me drive you.”
“Oh no, don’t make a fuss. That’s quite unnecessary. It’s only a few blocks away.”
He put a hand to his stiff neck and rubbed the crick forming at the base. He might not be able to come straight out and say his piece to Kim without driving her away. Like, if you have a family emergency, don’t you think I should be involved? Worry over what had her racing out of the door had kept him unable to focus after she left. 
But he didn’t have the same concerns with the woman standing before him, his grandmother. He could speak his mind to her without fear of driving her away. He’d learned that during his angst prone teenage years. 
“I don’t know why you won’t learn to drive or hire a driver.”
She snorted. “Those are two of the most ridiculous ideas I’ve ever heard. Why do I need to learn to drive? I live in the middle of everything, and if I have to travel, I go with a friend. And hire a driver? What a trivial expense when I have two legs that work.”
But you won’t always. The words hovered on his tongue, better left unsaid. Age had always been deemed an indiscreet subject by his grandmother, tied with finances. As her years continued to creep up the topic had only become more toxic. He didn’t know how to express concern for her living on her own in a way that wouldn’t get his ears boxed. Deciding to move to St. Simons and start his company here had had the added benefit of keeping him close to his grandmother as well.
“I’m here for a while. Let me drive you. It’s not for you. It’s a favor for me.”
She stared at him. He didn’t waver or budge. He’d learned how to level an unnerving glare at someone from her. After thirty seconds her nose twitched and she waved him off.
“Oh if you insist. Let me just grab my bag, and I’ll meet you outside.”
He nodded and saw his way out. Manners had been ingrained in him at every possible moment his entire life. Every meal had been an opportunity to impress his parents with the lessons he’d learned at school or a chance for a correction to be made. He’d never stopped to question learning etiquette. He’d understood politeness and decorum to be fundamental to being a Beau. But only when he’d encountered other people in college, specifically headstrong beautiful Midwesterners, did he realize his manners set him apart. 
He leaned against the car door, waiting to help his grandmother into the car, watching the Spanish moss quiver in the barest hint of a breeze. Vegetation on her little stretch of the island gave the appearance of a wild overgrown jungle with vines and leaves obscuring any structure they could. No matter how much work landscapers did the wild jungle couldn’t be held back for long. He felt the same about himself. How long would he be able to keep up the professional façade with Kim? He wanted answers, but he didn’t want to stoop to demands. He just wanted the truth, and maybe, just maybe, he’d get her back too. 
God willing. 
The thud of the heavy front door shutting in its frame had him raising his face and rushing forward to help his grandmother down the flight of stairs to the ground. She waved off his concern. He supposed he’d be as bristly as she was when his time came. He could only hope he’d have grandchildren one day too. He walked ahead to hold open the door for her and shut it behind her. Jumping back in his car, he turned the engine over and carefully backed out of the cobbled driveway and onto the smooth asphalt of the town’s roads. 
“Landon, be honest with me, honey. Why are you here?”
“Grandmother, you know why. This is my chance to make something of myself. To have my own career without my father’s name behind me.”
“Dear, you’ll always have his name. You were named after him. You’re not being fair. How can you say he doesn’t believe in you? He wants you to take over his company?”
He sniggered. That was the old line he’d said to everyone. He’d been hearing for years how one day he’d assume control of his father’s company. As a child, he’d worked hard to show his father he’d be capable of the responsibility. But the older he got, the more he understood that assuming control had more to do with primogeniture than skill. He didn’t want something to be handed to him, especially as he feared the man would stay on as a puppet master. 
“When?” he asked. “He’s been dangling that carrot over my head since I graduated high school. He doesn’t want me to take it over. He wants me to keep his ideas and his vision moving forward.”
“I don’t believe that at all.”
“Grandmother, I love you and my parents, and believe me I understand how blessed I am. Being a CEO is the dream of a lot of my peers, and it’s being handed to me eventually. But that’s the rub. I don’t want something I haven’t earned.”
She inclined her head but didn’t reply. 
“Is that it? You came for work?”
“I’ve missed this place. I haven’t been back since I graduated high school. Something about St. Simons lingers in my blood.”
“That sounds like bad poetry. I sure hope you’re smoother with the women you’re trying to impress.”
He chuckled. She’d always cut through to the heart of the matter. In his whole life, he’d never been able to charm her as he’d been able to charm other people. But he hadn’t needed to. Landon and his grandmother were two of a kind. He’d recognized it as a child, when he first started getting shipped out to the beach for summer vacation. 
“I think there’s a lot of potential here, Grandmother. I’ve put together a great team, and I have financial support of my own. I think this could be my chance.”
“I understand working your way up. I don’t think it’s as glamorous as you envision it. But my history was a little different.”
“Grandmother, I meant no disrespect.”
“I know you don’t, dear. But getting a job at fifteen and fudging the numbers so you’ll get hired and then working so hard to build something for yourself that’s just drive and grit. Just because you have connections doesn’t make what you do any less valuable. Use your network, build more, but don’t lose touch with your father.”
“You mean like you and mother?”
His fingernails dug into his palms. He hadn’t meant to come out and directly talk about that situation. He’d been raised better, as both of the women in his life would point out. But if he’d been put on the spot about his purpose for choosing St. Simons maybe he should let the truth, or at least part of the truth, be known. 
“Don’t push it, dear. But yes, I do.”
“Family harmony does seem to skip a generation in our line, doesn’t it?”
She nodded but didn’t reply. Stop talking. He got it. She was right of course. Every family had their difficult times and their good times. He’d never been able to make sense of how his family could have so much of everything except for closeness. But he wanted to try. Maybe the reason everything had fallen apart with Kim all those years ago had been him. And if he was the problem, then he’d be the solution too.
He pulled the car to a stop in front of the multi-purpose building off the oceanfront park. A low hum had him turning his head as a group of five other women in their seventies approached. He thought he heard his grandmother mutter an expletive just before one the group broke off to come to the car. He smiled. Rose had been his grandmother’s foil and friend since the founding of the St. Simons Senior-itas. The kind lady always dressed in bright colors or wild patterns and made an effort to welcome with her kind smile. Her friendliness seemed to be contagious to everyone, except his grandmother. 
“Nice ride and nice to see you again in person, Landon.”
“Thank you Mrs. Meyers. It’s always lovely to see you.”
“Please call me, Rose. What brings you into town?”
“Oh come on, Rose, don’t be so pushy. We have rehearsal.” His grandmother leapt into the conversation in her clipped tones as she got out of the car. 
But the hint of a smile playing on her lips let her honest reaction be known. She wasn’t in a real rush. She liked showing him off. 
“I’m here for work,” he replied.
“If you’re here for a long visit, let me know. I might have someone for you to meet.”
If only you knew. The serene look on Rose’s face gave him pause. He rubbed a hand over his heart, pushing against the dull ache and brushing against the chain under his shirt in the process. Kim ended up living so near her grandmother and the woman didn’t know about their past? 
His grandmother sniggered. “Good luck, Rose. I’ve been trying for years to set him up.”
“Maybe he just hasn’t met the right one yet.”
“Maybe you’re right,” he conceded. 
Or maybe the problem had been timing. He’d wasted enough over the years, analyzing and questioning every moment together, trying to figure out what was real and what had been his imagination. He wouldn’t waste one more day. 

CHAPTER FIVE
 
Late afternoon sunlight drenched the conference room in soft, golden light. Landon watched Kim’s deep amber hair glimmer and glisten even in the tight knot at her neck. He remembered her thick hair well. She’d always been one to keep her hair smoothed back and off her face, mostly in a ponytail. The severe style should have been aging or unattractive. On her, the hair off her face only highlighted her cheekbones and perfectly straight nose. 
His gaze drifted over her. She’d hardly aged and if anything, the years had been for the better. She’d kept her trim figure. Over the past few days, he’d been admiring the cling of her skirts to her svelte physique. He dragged his eyes back up to her face. Better not start letting his mind drift to her physical appearance. He knew exactly how every curve fit into his palms. Having a history together but no present only complicated the already tenuous situation he’d begun.
“I think I have everything I need to start work on the permits,” she was saying. 
He cleared his throat. She was wrapping up the meeting already? Dragging a hand through his hair, he focused on her in a professional capacity. A difficult task when a familiar scent wafted over to him. Lavender. He’d forgotten her preferred perfume.
“So I’ll start submitting the paperwork on Monday at city hall. Do you want to meet again on Tuesday for a brief update?” she continued. 
“No, yes,” he stuffed both hands in his pockets. “Sorry. Yes, I do want an update on Tuesday. Thank you. But I also was hoping I might see you before then.”
A crease formed between her eyes. He didn’t need to look to know she’d started tapping her fingers against the table while her brow knit together in consideration. But the sound reassured him. He remembered more than he’d forgotten. 
“Landon, it’s Friday night. I don’t think it’s necessary to come in on a Saturday for this project. We can’t push any faster. It’s quarter to five. City hall is closed.”
“That’s not what I meant,” he muttered. 
Her confusion told him what he already knew. He was screwing this up. He’d never had a difficult time with his words around her in the past. I’ve got too much at stake now. 
“I thought we could grab dinner together. Catch up on old times.”
Her eyes went wide and her mouth gaped. Speechless. That had only happened a handful of times. Like the other night at the meeting. 
“I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” she began, placing a hand on either side of her as she stared down at the notebook on the table in front of her. 
Well he did. If nothing else, he’d come to St. Simons Island to get answers. And her leaving the office the day before for a family emergency without divulging any more information annoyed him. If there was truly an emergency, shouldn’t he be made aware? Didn’t he have any rights anymore? Or had he somehow given up on those without realizing?
No. He’d come to find her for a lot of reasons. And he had to start making his presence known. He was back in her life. For good.
“Come on, Kim. Let’s just catch up. Let’s go out for dinner, unless your boyfriend feels threatened.” The idea had come to him, as unwanted as stepping on the hot sand without any sandals. 
If there is a boyfriend, I might have to go threaten him. He shook his head and dropped his gaze. His fingers itched to slid across the table and take her hands in his and make her peer up at him. He’d put a finger under her chin and tilt back her head and kiss her senseless. The only problem was he didn’t think he’d ever be able to stop kissing her if he started again. He’d never let her go again, her boyfriend, their past, everything that had come between them could go away. 
Don’t push her away.
“When?” she asked, dragging her eyes up to his and putting her hands in her lap. 
She hadn’t responded to the boyfriend dig. So much for trying to get answers.
“Tonight,” he replied.
“Tonight? Won’t your fiancée find it suspicious?” She leaned back in her chair, challenging him. 
Good. This was the woman he loved. The one who smelled as sweet as an early spring day even while mischief swirled in her stormy eyes. She crossed her arms and her eyes turned even darker as he let the seconds stretch between her question and his answer. Making her wait for his response had her breathing faster, he saw in the quick rise and fall of her chest. He wanted to pull her chair over and claim her lips. He wanted to continue this delicious torture. Not yet. Stick to the long game.
“Maybe if I had one.” He cleared his throat. “Is seven thirty too late?”
“No, that sounds good. Since this is just old friends catching up, I’m wearing jeans and I’m expecting pizza.”
He chuckled and she pushed her chair back from the table. She began stuffing her notes into her purse, and in her haste, her pens rolled every direction off the table. Landon knelt to help her. Still slightly unkempt. He liked that. She knelt next to him and reached for a highlighter at the same moment he did. He heard her intake of breath as he felt the electric shock at the slight touch. He wouldn’t let go. 
I won’t let go again. 
She pulled her arm back, breaking the contact, and stood leaving him on the ground holding the highlighter. He watched her smooth down her skirt and push a stray tendril behind her ear. He took his time standing and handing her the highlighter. He didn’t want to rush. Not this time. She threw his offering in her purse and snatched the bag off the table. 
“Let me walk you out,” he said, breaking the silence. 
At her curt nod, he crossed the room to pull open the door. She passed through and he had an urge to grab her by the elbow. No. In the few accidental instances of contact, he’d learned something important. They were still as combustible together as they’d always been. Nothing much had ever been discussed or settled on in person during their short four months together. 
Somehow at twenty-three he’d managed to meet the one person he couldn’t live without. The one woman that he could picture having everything with: the house, the kids, the dog, growing old. And it had all gone horribly wrong. He’d spent the first years after losing her trying to assign blame. In all that time, he’d only come up with a few conclusions. That she’d been just as terrified and scared as he was and that neither of them had been ready to handle a relationship that burned as hot and as endless as theirs. I’m ready now.
She fell into step beside him, and they left the building and walked out to the parking lot together. As much as he wanted to just dive back into the deep end with her, riding on a wave of passion, he knew better. This time he was playing a long game. He didn’t want a few months; he wanted forever. 
She unlocked her truck and yanked open the door, almost falling back into him. She righted herself just before crashing against his chest and hopped in the car. He stood waiting to help her. He’d always been waiting. Maybe she didn’t see it. Maybe he’d have to try harder.
“Text me your address,” he told her through the open car window. 
She nodded and backed out of the spot. 
Watching her drive away, he stood rooted to the spot. Dinner at seven thirty and maybe he’d pick her up earlier. Maybe then he’d see his son. Or daughter. 
He stood in place until her old truck disappeared into downtown Brunswick. When he couldn’t even squint to see her on the horizon, he got into his own car. With the top of the convertible down, the breeze cooled him down as he drove through town. Crossing over the Torras Causeway, the setting sun set the sky on fire. 
Poking at old wounds, he let his mind drift back. After four and a half years of undergrad at Vanderbilt, the spring semester started and was poised to be his final. His parents had been unimpressed with his delaying tactics. So had his grandmother. On some level, he even agreed with them. He was smart, he was a hard worker, and he should have graduated on time. But then he’d end up working for his dad back in Savannah. And he hadn’t wanted that. So he’d coasted through the first year and a half of college, focusing more on his social life than his career aspirations. 
January found him in a class for civil engineers. And he’d seen her. Across the room, one of the few girls in the advanced level course was easy to spot. Her stoic demeanor had made her stand out even more. She never seemed to hang around after class, and he’d never seen her at any of his usual haunts or any party. Attending a major university in a city didn’t make that especially notable, but he’d have remembered her. Ending up on a project the third week of class had been kismet. 
Everything about her had been refreshing. Her Midwestern accent, her determination to succeed, her middle class background, and her seeming obliviousness to her appearance. He’d fallen hard for all of it. Her seriousness surprised him. Not that she’d been composed all the time. Her chortle and snort came out only when he told an exceptionally good joke and delighted him every time. But it was her stoicism that told him how earnest and serious she was about life. 
She held herself to a high standard. She didn’t look down on other people for their choices, but she expected a lot from herself. And when they’d fallen into bed less than a week after meeting, he’d been shocked by how right everything felt with her. He’d never moved so fast with anyone, let alone a virgin. But he didn’t question. Being with her felt right, like where he needed to be, who he needed to be with. She challenged him and demanded better, and he did the same.
“Why not work for yourself?” she’d asked over spring break as they lay out at the pool. 
Resting on lounge chairs, the warm sun beating on their swimsuit clad bodies, she laid on her back flat and he sat with a book in his lap. The smell of coconut lotion and the taste of strawberry from her margarita in her kiss. The memory stayed with him. Golden. Special. 
“How would I do that?” 
“Build something small. And use the profit to invest in your next project and keep investing in yourself.”
“I don’t think I can. Where would I get the initial capital to start?”
“And here I thought you were some sort of trust fund kid,” she teased. 
“I am… with conditions,” he traced a finger along her arm and watched her shiver in response. He loved her reactions. He loved that only he could make her feel those things. That he was the only man who had.
“Better you than me,” she’d mumbled.
He’d told his parents he’d be staying at school and told his grandmother the same. But he’d bought plane tickets and booked a hotel and stole Kim away for a weekend in Las Vegas. He didn’t know why he hadn’t told his family about her. Other then he didn’t want them involved in his personal life. Kim meant everything. He’d have shouted from the tallest building his dad was working on. But sharing their budding relationship with others felt like sharing her. And he didn’t want to share. 
“Would you move to Savannah with me?” he asked. 
He heard her intake of breath and she sat up on her elbow.
“I don’t know. That’s kind of a big step.”
“But this isn’t?”
“No, this is… it’s just…”
“What?”
Reading her eyes had been impossible that day. In his memory, her body language grew even hazier. There must have been something more she hadn’t said, but he’d never pieced the clues together.
“Landon, I don’t know your world. I know you. But I have no experience with society. I don’t think I’d be any good.” She’d kept her face turned away from him, staring across the pool.
“I think you’d be great. Besides I’m not looking for some socialite.”
“You say that now but what if…”
“What?” She’d never been prone to melodrama. She’d always said what she meant straight away. Her uncertainty and unsure words had him at a loss.
“What if we get married and I’m expected to…host things and I don’t know go to galas?”
Marriage. Most of the guys he knew would have run the other way at that comment. Most of the guys he knew were fools. She’d tried to slip the word into her response afraid she’d scare him off? Wrong. I’d love to spend forever, like this. He pulled her hands out of her lap, to stroke her palms with his fingers. A shiver coursed through her as she stared deep into his eyes. 
“My mother could teach you everything you need to know,” he murmured, eager to soother her.
“Don’t you think they’d want you to do better?” her voice faltered and she nibbled her lip. 
He wanted to lean over and kiss her. He wanted to wipe away her fears. He didn’t care what his family wanted for him. He knew he could be the man she wanted him to be, the man she deserved, and the man he ought to be with her by his side.
“I just don’t want to be a handicap to you.”
“You never would be,” he raised her hands to kiss the inside of her wrists. “And it’s when we get married, not if.” 
He pulled through the traffic circle and past the airport. That memory had stayed with him a long time—through his subsequent return to Savannah and joining his father’s company, at every charity event and gala wishing she was with him. When he’d read the article his grandmother had sent him he decided to be the man she knew he could be. To take his life and destiny in his own hands and finally make something for himself. Something he could share with her and their family. He only hoped his actions hadn’t been too late.

CHAPTER SIX
 
The moment Kim’s heels clicked against the wooden front steps leading to her door, she let out the breath she’d been holding in. Peering down she saw the familiar wear on the painted floorboards of the front porch. She needed to repaint it and probably rip out and replace the worn wood altogether. But the dips and grooves she’d created over time tied her to this place, anchored her to home. 
She could have used an anchor earlier. She hadn’t trusted herself not to launch into Landon’s arms. Keeping distance between them shouldn’t be so hard. She shook her head as she jiggled the key in the old lock and used her shoulder to force the door open. She should get around to replacing the old oak door with something that wouldn’t be so finicky. Most of the year the swollen wood had to be shoved to get the door to budge open. 
She should do a lot of things. Like take a step back from Landon and avoid any physical contact with him. She’d had the crazy urge to topple him to the ground when they’d both grabbed the errant highlighter. Kissing him had never led to any problems being solved. But she did have an itch that only he could, and ever had, scratched. 
Stop. Calm down. 
Letting the door swing shut behind her, she dropped her purse inside the door and slid out of her heels, letting the leather pumps fall haphazardly. She needed a hot tea and a cool shower. And she needed distraction to stay away from make-up and shaving and dressing up. If he wanted to meet as friends, then she’d dress that way, and maybe that would be enough to hold her in check. Her bare feet slid along the well-worn oak flooring, passing through the foyer to the living room. Her toes hit the tiled floor of the kitchen first. She smiled. She always did when she stumbled into her handiwork. 
“It’s a big project.” Her grandmother’s words filtered back to her when she’d first bought the home five years earlier. 
“Yeah, it is. But I think I’m up for the challenge.”
“Are you sure? You put all your savings into buying this cottage. How are you going to remodel it?”
“One room at a time. Besides, I’m in no rush. I’ll be here forever.”
Her grandma had sniggered at that. Gazing about the kitchen now, taking in the painted cabinets with their updated hardware and the mosaic backsplash behind the appliances, she could only see the skeleton of the original space. She’d managed to save enough money to buy one of the old beach cottages in desirable East Beach. Many of the small homes had been demolished and larger, grander several story tall buildings taken their place. Maybe if she had money she would have done that too. But she had a budget and had been lucky to get in the neighborhood at all.
“I’ll fix this up Grandma. Just watch.”
“I know you will honey. But you want to buy property? You’ll be tied down now. Are you sure you’re ready for that commitment?”
She had held her tongue. She’d been ready for even more commitment but that had fallen apart at her feet. Moving to St. Simons had been unintentional. But after living in the south for four years at Vanderbilt, she’d grown to love the hospitality and graciousness of southerners. She loved the Midwest too. But if she had to choose warm weather or snowstorms, she picked the former. 
After a summer of letting herself grieve for all that she’d lost, she managed to land a job with Nathan and Sons and dove into work. As a child, she’d never quite fit in. The other girls either seemed to dress up and play princess or be super sporty. She was neither. Kim had spent hours alone drawing, building cities out of Legos, and assembling puzzles. Her grandma had recognized her potential for engineering and encouraged her to follow her passion. When the scholarships came in, she ended up making the smartest decision even if it challenged her to leave her home state and her comfort zone of small town living. Her first year at school was rough. She had a hard time navigating college life and living in a big city. Eventually, she’d found her rhythm. And then even that had been shaken. 
She shook herself to snap out of her reverie. She filled the kettle with hot water, set it on the stove, and pulled her tea caddy forward. The mosaic backsplash in her kitchen made her smile every day. When she’d been given the keys to the cottage, she’d needed to rehab almost everything, starting with the kitchen. She approached the project the way she did every task—with research and preparation. Hours at the library and online had taught her the basics of tiling. She saved money to hire professionals for the electricity and plumbing, but her first DIY had been the backsplash. She’d gone to the tile store and purchased boxes upon boxes of odds and ends tiles. Back at the house she’d set about arranging the tile into a mosaic pattern. For the kitchen, she’d kept to all white tiles of varying style, texture and size. Just as she had as a kid, she’d worked as if she was assembling a puzzle, only this time without the picture for a guide.
The teakettle whistled. Pouring the hot water into the mug, she let the tea steep when her phone started to ring off the hook. In two steps, she reached the house phone she insisted on keeping for emergencies. 
“Hello?”
“Hi Kim, it’s Trish, over at the bar.” The singsong voice chirped over the phone making her smile automatically.
“Oh hi Trish. How are you?”
“Good, good. I was wondering if you’ve given any more thought to my idea?”
She had completely forgotten her conversation with Trish nearly a week ago. I think I’ve forgotten everything before Landon. After Grandma Rose and her friends had expressed their admiration of Kim’s tile mosaics, she’d been encouraged to start crafting small bistro tables and chairs, mirror frames, and picture frames covered in mosaic for sale at the craft fair at Postell Park. Trish had seen her work and been interested in hiring her to work on updating the bathrooms at her bar.
“Oh right. Sorry Trish, I’ve been a little distracted this week.”
“Everything okay? Is your grandma okay?”
She smiled at Trish’s comment and concern. The woman was a sweetheart through and through. She’d first met Trish when Trish and Phil bought the house next door, tore it down, and built a stunning Spanish style villa with spectacular views in its place. Kim had prepared herself for uppity, snobby neighbors but been delighted with Phil and Trish. The harried lawyers’ lives had changed a lot in the few years they’d known each other. Trish had ended up needing bed rest through her pregnancy with Charlie, and Kim had been happy to keep her company. She hadn’t had many friends through the years, but Trish was one she’d felt that she’d known forever. 
“Grandma Rose is fine, thanks for asking. She had an emergency yesterday. She hadn’t been able to convince Scooter to go outside at all, but I left work and helped her.”
“Well if he’s too much for her to handle, please tell her to drop Scooter off with us. I offered to dog sit before they went out of town.”
“I think Grandma is happy for the company. Scooter is more like a person than a dog. But thank you, I will let her know if she needs help to call.”
She’d also forgotten that Phil and Scooter’s owner, Grandma Rose’s new next-door neighbor, were old friends. She’d established her own deep roots in the community over the past decade, but sometimes she forgot how connected everyone was to one another. Small world, smaller island. 
“So have you given it any thought?” Trish prodded.
“I have. I’d love to help you out, but I might be getting roped into a big project at work. Maybe we can look at the calendar and figure out a time to shop for supplies and a couple days you could let me in without any interruptions?”
“We can do that. Thank you so much. This means a lot to us.”
She didn’t need the extra assurances. In the few years of friendship with the couple, she’d come to value Phil and Trish’s honesty and sincerity. Helping them out always reaped its own rewards. 
“You should stop by tonight if you get a chance.”
“I might but I’m meeting with a clien—err friend.”
“Huh? Who are you meeting with?”
“It’s a little complicated. Let me just say an old friend from college is trying to develop the land off Lawrence Road.” Kim bit her lip to stop herself from further rambling.
She barely knew how to rationalize Landon’s sudden presence to herself, let alone explain who he was to others. Her voice had sped up until the words had jumbled together. She wanted to get past the awkward introductions of who he was to her. But maybe she never would.
“You mean the SCL lost? Oh no. That’s terrible. I’m sorry.”
“Oh yes. I’m in a bit of a tricky spot.”
“Does this friend know you work for them?”
“I don’t work for them. Not really.”
“Seems like it to me. You’re always at meetings for this development and that proposal and then don’t you have society meetings?”
Kim sighed. Maybe she did work for them. But Landon had assured her he wouldn’t divulge her conflict of interest and that her volunteer work wasn’t a problem. She didn’t want to get kicked off his project. She couldn’t believe after all these years he was only now starting his own business, as she’d suggested. But of course, being Landon, he couldn’t keep it small like her original idea. Nope he had to build the largest tiny house development possible on the site. She still had her hesitation about his plan. She still didn’t agree with it, but she liked the challenge of the parameters he set. And she liked that he valued and respected her opinions enough to listen. 
Even if she hadn’t been listening in return. Staring at his mouth and hands had become her primary distraction until memories started the creep of a blush up her cheeks. She moved on to swirly doodles when she should have been taking notes. Yep. Landon Beau IV had her reverting back to schoolgirl crush days. And now she needed that tea and a shower. 
“I have to go, Trish. We can catch up more later, but I’m supposed to be meeting him in a bit and want to hop in the shower.”
“By all means. I’ll be home if you do want to stop by tonight.”
“Sounds good.” She returned the receiver and grabbed her now lukewarm tea, fully steeped and strong. She took a deep drink of the bitter, Earl Grey, savoring the sweet smell and the sharp contrast with the flavor profile. Just like her relationship with Landon had always been, it felt sweet but stung at the same time. She still hadn’t figured out why he was here or what he was doing. But maybe tonight, if she could keep her hands to herself, she could get some answers.

CHAPTER SEVEN
 
Grabbing the bouquet of roses off the passenger seat, Landon inspected the flowers. They didn’t have apricot, her favorite color, at the island florist. Or at least apricot used to be her favorite. But he hoped the soft pink color worked for a peace offering. The sweet smell filled the car, almost as fragrant as the lavender she wore. He’d said they were just going out as friends, but he hadn’t been able to stop himself. His manners again. 
The snug little cottage, covered in shingles, was set back from the road by a cobbled walk. Resting under the towering structures built nearby, he’d have expected to find a cramped home. But if anything, the modest size made gracious use of its lot while the neighbors stretched out to the very limits of their lots. He didn’t see much in the way of a garden but palms and palmettos of varying sizes did add a sense of home. Home. He wouldn’t describe any place he’d lived in such a way. 
He pressed his free hand to rub his chest just above his heart. He’d moved from his parents’ house to college and then on to a rather non-descript, modern condo in a building with a doorman. A few patches of light colored shingles and new front porch spindles indicated the love put into maintaining the home.
What he didn’t see, he noted too. No evidence of anyone living here beyond her. How odd. He raised his hand to the brass knocker and after three taps, the turquoise door opened. 
“Hi,” he smiled as she peered through a crack in the door. 
She quirked an eyebrow and opened the door fully, leaning in the frame with one foot resting on the other. He took in a deep breath. Dressed down in a t-shirt and jeans, she hadn’t aged since the day he’d carried over the threshold of the run-down house on the outskirts of campus. He’d intended to buy that house, had put in an offer, and wanted to renovate and flip it. His plan had been perfect. She’d be able to find a job after graduation in town. She’d been fielding offers since they got back from Vegas. With only a couple weeks to go until graduation, he’d been desperate to figure out their future…fast. And then she’d told him she was pregnant. He’d dropped to his knee and proposed on the spot. 
That house would have been a home. 
“Flowers?” She narrowed her eyes at him. 
He extended the offering to her. She smoothed her hair behind her shoulder and grabbed the bouquet. 
“Okay, come in and let me find some water.”
He followed her inside. Furnished in a mix of colors and prints and patterns, he should have had a headache scanning everything. But somehow it all worked, like the giant jigsaw puzzle she’d tried to get him to assemble with her over a snowed in weekend. She walked ahead into her kitchen, a serviceable space big enough for a few people to comfortably work next to each other but not large enough for a table or seating. Or a high chair. Wait, no, that wasn’t right. The baby would be ten. 
He held his side. He felt like he’d been punched in the gut. He’d missed too much, nearly an entire childhood. 
She stood at the sink, filling a mosaic tile vase with water and dropping the roses in the container. Satisfied with her work, she set the flowers off to the side of her sink next to her coffee maker. Turning to smile at him, her eyes clouded with concern. He knew the green would turn to a stormy gray. 
“Do you need some water too?” she asked, eyeing him closely as he approached. 
“No, I’m fine. I’ve been meaning to ask you. Is everything alright with you? You had that family emergency the other day.”
Her face turned crimson. “Do you promise not to laugh? Or tell anyone at the office?”
“Of course,” he muttered, intrigued. 
Maybe their daughter had a fashion emergency or their son needed a ride to soccer. He swayed from side to side, his feet longing to tear off up the stairs to meet his child.
“My grandmother is dog-sitting and she needed help. The dog is more person than pup. And he’s huge some kind of Newfoundland mix.” She waved her hands to dismiss her ramble. “Anyway, he wouldn’t get off the couch all day and she needed help convincing him to go outside to use the facilities.”
“Oh, that’s it?” The words tumbled out of him like a rapidly descending plane. He slumped forward for a half second before years of training had his back straight again in perfect posture.
She eyed him curiously.
“Okay great. Let’s get going. A new pizza place went in down in the Pier Village. They have a great outdoor space. If that’s okay?” she prodded.
His eyes darted around the room. He needed to stall until he could figure out how to spit out what he needed to say. Why he’d come. Words escaped him. Truth or dare time. 
“Should we say good night?” he asked, clearing his throat and dropping his hands into his pockets. 
She crossed her arms. “Really? Good night? We haven’t even left. I don’t get you, Landon.”
“What? It’s an honest question,” he protested, fisting his hands against his thighs. 
“You said you wanted to get dinner, as friends. You show up at my door with roses and now you’re done? What’s going on? Why did you come here? Be honest with me.”
“I came to meet our child.”
Her face fell. She took two steps backward before turning and fleeing back the way they’d come. He raced after her toward the front door. No. He wanted to meet his child. It was past time. He caught up with her as she pulled the doorknob. He pressed the door shut behind her. Frozen in place, his arm pressed against the door, his chest rising and falling against her back. He could know the truth once and for all. He could use his physical size to overpower her. He drew back from her slightly at the mere thought. He’d never laid a hand on anyone in anger or frustration. He wouldn’t start now. 
“Where is our baby, Kim?” he whispered into her ear as he dropped his hand from the door and took a step back. 
She recoiled, turning her head as if he’d slapped her. He watched the tremor shake her entire body, as she covered her face. Gently, he grabbed her by the shoulder and spun her into his arms. She didn’t put up a fight but neither did she lean into him. Holding her was like holding air. Not the way he remembered or the reunion he’d dreamed about. 
“You think I had the baby?” she whispered back, her voice almost frantic. “Was that what this was all about? You just wanted to see?”
“A man is allowed to know his child, Kim.”
A sharp laugh unlike anything he’d ever heard ripped through the room. The brittle noise made him cringe and drop his hands. He needed space away from the awful chortle
“Did you think I’d keep you away if I had had the baby? You thought I ran off with our child?”
At the aghast expression on her face, he understood he didn’t know what he’d thought anymore. He’d hoped. He’d hoped somewhere he had a family waiting for him to come home. He’d prayed that they’d be reunited. But he didn’t know anything for certain.
She crossed her arms and shook her hair back off her face. She stared at him dead in the eye. 
“For a minute, I thought you’d come back for me,” she muttered and dropped her eyes from his.
The loss made him go cold. Ice crept through his body from the top down, as if someone had poured a bucket over his head. What was she saying? 
“So…you didn’t have the baby? You took care of…” He couldn’t continue or say the words aloud. 
He’d planned a safe and secure future for them. Then she’d turned her back and crushed their dreams. She’d killed his plans. Why?
“You need to get out of my house and stay away from me,” she growled, her tone low and menacing. Her eyes turned dark with a rage he’d never seen before. 
She was mad at him? She had some nerve, after what she’d done. Landon stuffed his hands into his pockets. He didn’t want to say or do anything else. He needed space to clear his head and think over this revelation. Because the woman he’d loved would never have aborted their child. The pregnancy had been a surprise and of course poorly timed, but he’d never doubted it was meant to be. Clearly, she’d had a lot of doubts, about him and their relationship. He crossed through the doorway, holding the door open with his foot, to lean back and leave her with one last thought.
“We aren’t done talking about this,” he said, his voice flat and emotionless. 
No sooner had he stepped out of the way then the heavy door crashed closed behind him. She didn’t waste time. Apparently, she never had. Landon hopped in his car and turned the engine over. He drove as fast out of East Beach as he could. He needed solace and fresh air. The wind whipping through the convertible over the Torras Causeway inspired him to cross the even steeper Lanier bridge. He turned onto Jekyll Island and ended his drive in the parking lot of the historic district. 
He hadn’t been to Jekyll Island since middle school, when he’d last talked Grandmother into taking him to the water park. His son or daughter would have been the perfect age to enjoy the wave pool. Landon put a hand to his face and pulled it off quickly. His fingertips were wet. He’d been crying without even realizing. He’d lost so much more than he’d ever thought he had. He didn’t know if he’d ever get answers from her now. 
The Spanish moss draped over the gnarled branches of the live oaks swayed gently overhead. He stared at the spiky plants, feeling just as twisted and contorted. Coming to St. Simons had been complicated. He’d been led by love and loyalty—for her, for their child, and for his grandmother. 
Taking in a deep breath, his nostrils filled with the scents of his past. Usually the faint hint of coconut suntan lotion mixed with the brackish smell of the sea brought him warm memories. Not today. He closed his eyes and messaged his temples. The pieces of information didn’t fit. The woman he loved would be incapable of killing, especially not their child. And why would she have done it? They were happy and engaged and excited for their future. 
Rolling his neck from side to side in a vain attempt at easing the tension, he replayed their conversation. She was wrong. He hadn’t come here just for the baby. He’d come for her and for himself. He’d made a mess of everything but he couldn’t leave. He wouldn’t leave without her. The only way through was forward.

CHAPTER EIGHT
 
The steps groaned under her feet as Kim climbed and held firm onto the handrail as she kept moving. After she’d slammed the door behind Landon, she’d given in to her feelings and let herself crumple to the ground. He thought she’d killed their baby? How had he for one second not realized the truth? She would never have left and run off with their child. She’d been terrified of becoming a mother, but the one thing she held onto was his support. And then when she’d needed him, he’d said those awful words. 
And she’d been alone.
She gave herself five minutes to sit on the floor, stunned and shocked. Then the imaginary timer beeped in her head. She refused to feel sorry for herself any longer. She would not let him ruin her. If he believed those terrible things about her, then she was better off without him. The sting of that realization burned as if she’d fallen asleep at the beach and forgotten to reapply her sunscreen. He had been as bright as the sun, and he’d scalded her too in the end. 
She pushed herself off the ground and pressed her cool hands against her cheeks. She needed distraction so she drove to the bar on the corner in the Pier Village, parked in the alley, and climbed the back stairs to Trish and Phil’s home. She raised her hand to knock on the door when it opened before her. 
“I heard the creak as I was cleaning up,” Trish offered as she pulled open the door. “Come on in. You’re here early. I thought I wouldn’t see you until later.”
“Change of plans. I don’t suppose I could take you up on that drink?”
“Of course, come on in.”
She closed the door behind her as she crossed the open living room, dining room, and kitchen to take a seat at Trish’s big dining table. Somehow, despite living over a bar in the middle of the Pier Village, St. Simon Island’s unofficial downtown, Trish and Phil had created an oasis of calm. The hardwood floors and trim gleamed from polish, the kitchen smelled like pasta, and the overstuffed chairs and large couch beckoned her to sit down and relax for a while. Their home over their business could not have been more different from the gorgeous, immaculate, and magazine ready mini mansion they’d lived in on East Beach. She remembered rooms perfectly staged that no one even set foot in. But that house on a grand scale had always felt cold. Taking a step back from their careers to focus on their family had changed their entire situation for the better. 
“I have beer in the fridge and can probably find Phil’s scotch or a bottle of wine in the liquor cabinet,” Trish said interrupting her thoughts.
“Actually I’m not much of a drinker. Do you have tea?”
“Tea, no. Sorry. But I do have coffee and cocoa. A lot of cocoa.”
“Seems a bit early in the season for that.”
“True. But Charlie saw a show and had to have cocoa. I picked up a huge box when we were at the warehouse store in Jacksonville, stocking up. Unfortunately, it turns out I can’t get the cocoa to the perfect temperature for him. Either it’s too hot or it’s too cold. I did stock up on mini-marshmallow while I was there too, if that further entices you.”
“That sounds great, thanks.”
Trish crossed the few steps into the kitchen, filling up the teakettle and turning on the stove. 
“Can I ask how your not date went tonight?” 
Kim winced. 
“Sorry, sorry, don’t answer that.” Trish waved her hands in front of her face. 
Never one to pry, Kim had always appreciated that with Trish. She’d been a sounding board for ideas over the years but didn’t know much about Kim’s life before their friendship. Even their relationship had limits. While Kim had helped out when Trish had been on bed rest and they’d worked craft fairs together, they’d never gone to the movies or met up for coffee. Kim had kept many people at a distance, except for her Grandma Rose. Maybe it was time she stopped.
“Have you thought at all about when you might be free to help with the bathrooms here?”
“Yeah, I should have some time. I have an upcoming meeting at the SCL that I’m not looking forward to, discussing what we think went wrong in losing the bid. And I have a booth at the next craft fair. But otherwise, I should be free.”
“Okay great. My cousin Shannon but we call her Shazz is coming for a visit. I’m hoping to convince her to come stay for a while and help us out. I’d like to get the bathrooms done in the next few months too.”
Kim flattened her hands on the tabletop, forcing her shoulders to relax as well. Make small talk, act normal. She felt the very opposite of normal, wound tighter than a stripped screw.
“What does your cousin do?”
“A little bit of everything. She’s between jobs at the moment. But she’s been an au pair, a cruise ship entertainer, a European tour guide, and most recently a historic interpreter. Through it all though, she’s bartended and she’s pretty good. We could use her help especially now…”
The whistle of the teakettle on the stove cut her off. Trish pushed back from the table, filled two cups with cocoa power, and poured the water over top. She brought the mugs over to the table with spoons.
“You know what? I think we need something stronger than marshmallows.”
Before Kim could protest, Trish grabbed something out of the fridge and plopped it on the table. Whipped cream. Perfect. I could use an entire container to clear the taste of bile from my mouth. 
Trish generously swirled the canned confection over both cups of cocoa and raised her mug for a celebratory clink. Kim obliged and then took a quick sip of the rich, chocolaty treat. She drank her tea black with only a fresh slice of lemon, if she had it. But nothing could come close to the taste of hot cocoa, even on a still-warm evening.
“Why is your cousin coming?”
“I have news. We are pregnant again. And you remember how complicated everything got the last time.”
Using both hands, Kim carefully placed the mug on the table. She rested her elbows on the table and steadied her face in her fingers. The world started to rock and sway. Kim felt nauseous. Too much. 
“Kim, what’s wrong? Are you okay?”
When Trish’s arm came around her shoulders, the sobs started. Shaking her entire body, tears rushing down her face, she could barely take in a deep breath. She hadn’t cried in a long time. Not since she’d been recovering after her surgery. 
“Kim? What’s wrong? Please talk to me.”
With a shuddering breath, Kim swallowed her last sob, nearly choking on it. She rubbed her tear-stained cheeks with the back of her hands. Trish pushed back from the table to fetch the box of tissues off the side table by the couch and a glass of cool ice water. Kim took both gladly, loudly blowing her nose and taking a long drink. 
“I… I’m sorry. I’m really, really happy for you. Congratulations.”
“Thank you,” Trish mumbled. 
“Please know that I’m so excited for you.”
“I do,” Trish reached over and grabbed her hands. Kim jumped at the touch and Trish pulled back. “What’s going on?”
Kim didn’t know where to start or how much to divulge. She’d carefully erected a wall to hide all of her feelings behind. With each stone, she tucked away another piece of her heart so she wouldn’t get hurt again. Of course, Landon had come in like a demolition crew and taken a sledgehammer. And then he’d walked away. 
“Did I ever tell you I was engaged?”
“You are?”
“No, I was. We met the end of college, the very last semester. By the third date, we were practically living together and we went away together for spring break. It was my first relationship ever, and I just kind of let myself get swept away.”
Trish nodded and Kim took another sip of water. A hint of cucumber enhanced the plain beverage and turned it into something much more refreshing. Leave it to Trish to have such an everyday luxury on hand for a guest. Maybe one day Kim could learn a few of her tips and tricks. But first, she had to get through this mess she called her life.
“I found out about a month before graduation that I was pregnant. And when I told him, he proposed on the spot. I don’t know if he wanted to get married because it was the right thing to do or if he wanted to get married. His family has a name in his hometown.”
At Trish’s nod of encouragement, Kim continued, taking in another shaky breath. 
“Anyway I had a doctor’s appointment scheduled, my first one for the Tuesday before graduation. We were all set to go the appointment together. But Monday I started cramping and I didn’t feel good.
“Landon was out of town. He’d gone home for the weekend. He’d told me to discuss his plans with his parents. I don’t know how any of it went. I never met them. We lived in a wonderful, dreamy bubble in college without any of the real life hassles to contend with. 
“Anyway, I started bleeding Monday afternoon, and I called him to tell him I was worried. He encouraged me to go the doctor without him. Over the phone, his voice was stressed. I could hear the strain and exhaustion. I have no idea what happened that weekend. I was scared for the pain I was feeling. I mentioned I was worried something was wrong with the baby and his words.”
Kim shuddered. Those words had haunted her for years. They’d tainted every good memory, every happy moment, all the joy they’d shared. 
“He said, ‘Well it’s not like we wanted this baby anyway.’”
Kim stared at her hands, clasped in her lap. She couldn’t feel them. She’d left her body, her mind somehow taking her out of her physical space, maybe to prevent her body from feeling any of the phantom pains associated with the rest of the memory. She heard Trish’s quick intake of breath. She didn’t need to glance up to know Trish would be shocked. Kim had been shocked. Landon who’d always been so smooth and such a charmer had sliced through her heart with those words at exactly the wrong moment. 
“So I went to the doctor and the pregnancy wasn’t viable. Actually, it was ectopic and further along then I’d realized. And the way it was attached meant emergency surgery and a hysterectomy.”
Trish reached out again with an arm to comfort her. But Kim was out of tears. 
“Landon didn’t make it back in time. I called him a hundred times before I gave up. He wasn’t answering my phone calls. My grandma Rose did. She rushed to be by my side. So I made a choice. I didn’t want him to stay engaged to me when I couldn’t give him the family I knew he would one day want.”
“I missed graduation. I missed my last few finals. I was able to get permission for the medical emergency to take the tests a couple weeks later. And then Grandma Rose brought me back here. She helped me find a place and a purpose and I’ve been moving ahead steadily ever since.”
“I’m so sorry,” Trish whispered.
“Trish, it’s okay,” Kim replied between halting breaths. 
The tears had evaporated but the sobs continued. Her chest heaved with short bursts of emotion. She slowed her breathing, taking in a deep gulp of air and holding it in. The smells of home and comfort, chocolate mixed with cleaners, had undone her and made her emotionally volatile. Now the same scents calmed her down.
“Believe me this had nothing to do with your news. I know how difficult your last pregnancy was. I can only imagine the complications this time for you.”
“And being told at every appointment that I’m an advanced maternal age hasn’t helped. But still, I’m so sorry. You are so much stronger than anyone I know.”
“I’m not. Because my ex just came back into my life. And it turns out, he thought I was hiding his child all these years. And when I didn’t have a kid at my house, he accused me of killing our baby. Which I guess I did.”
“No, no, you did not do that.”
“I wish you’d tell him that.” 
Kim took another long sip from the water. She’d never had to explain what happened to anyone. At the hospital, the doctors had filled in Grandma Rose while she’d been sedated. Grandma Rose had been her lifeline. Kim had lost her mother shortly after her tenth birthday and her reclusive dad had never understood how to interact with her. Kim had spent most of her time over at her grandparents’ house, helping in the garden, building puzzles with her grandpa, watching her grandma dance around the kitchen. She’d been heartbroken when Grandma Rose had moved away but she understood. And after she lost out on her future, she wanted to get away to a fresh start too. 
“So your ex is here?”
“Yep, he came over to my house. And he’s the developer who won the land off Lawrence Road.”
“Whoa.”
“Yeah, whoa. Sorry, I didn’t mean to emotionally unload on you like that.”
“Hey, that’s what friends are for, right?”
Trish dropped her arm from Kim’s shoulder and patted her hand. She’d never had a ton of friends. She’d never been good at sharing her feelings with a lot of people. Maybe she only needed a few people in her life that she could count on. Too bad Landon couldn’t be one of them.
“So what’s your plan?”
“What do you mean?”
“Come on, Kim. I’ve never known you to sit around. You’re always busy, always moving. You’ve become a part of this community. You pretty much work for the SCL for free. I’ve seen you give and give and give of yourself. What’s the point of having a community built up around you if you can’t count on them when you need them?”
“I guess I haven’t figured out anything. I was put on Landon’s project and I have to see it through. Unless he asks to have me removed which maybe he will.”
Kim rested her chin in her hand, giving in to a moment of self-defeat. Trish drummed her fingers on the tabletop. The message in the taps against the wood was clear. Act. Kim had never been one to be at the mercy of fate, except around Landon.
“You need to move on from this guy. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you out on a date.” Trish pushed back from the table slightly to cross her legs.
“Are there eligible men here? I’ve never seen one. Besides, what can I offer? I’ll never have a family.”
“That’s not true. There are plenty of options, both for men and for having a family. Regardless, you need to move on from this guy. Sounds to me like he came here to confront you, not to win you back.”
“I guess so,” Kim mumbled, her stomach dropping.
The problem was she didn’t want to move on from him. She never had. Even after hurling accusations at her, her heart still ached to be with him. Landon had been her only love. Was now the time to give up and move on? Was that why he’d come? She’d hoped he’d come back to fight for her. But instead he’d come to destroy her life. She’d figure out a way to get him to stop his plans on Lawrence Road. It was time to double down. Against him.

CHAPTER NINE
 
The bright blue sky filled with fluffy clouds mocked him. A weekend spent cruising past Kim’s cottage to see if she was home and then speeding away when she was had done nothing for him. How had everything gone so wrong? Yes, he’d come to St. Simons Island to confront her and find out the truth. But he had come back for her too. No, scratch that. He’d come back for her first and foremost. 
In the early morning hours, when sleep had eluded him, he’d paced the guestroom in his grandmother’s house. His shadow on the thick Aubusson carpet centered in the room had grown with each minute as the sun rose. He hadn’t intended to bungle the whole thing. Confronting her had never been his goal. In the heat of the moment, he’d been grasping at whatever he could say to stall her. Maybe he’d lashed out too, to hurt her, he’d admit. 
Even with his sunglasses on, the glare of a bright day had him rubbing his temples. He ambled down the street from Nathan and Sons toward the coffee shop on the corner in Brunswick. He kicked a rock he stumbled over on the sidewalk. Already the heat from the ground crept through the pavement and into the soles of his shoes. His meeting with Kim wasn’t for another day. But he couldn’t stay at his grandmother’s house, not working and not talking to her. He hadn’t figured out what he’d say. He’d only decided that maybe he needed to listen. 
A bell overhead jingled as Landon pushed into the shop. He’d barely slept all weekend. Anger, doubt, frustration all had boiled over into one mess of emotion. He hadn’t dealt with any of it. When he’d finally gotten back to campus after a weekend spent justifying his relationship and his plans to his parents, she’d disappeared. He’d lost track of his phone on his way back to her and every call he made went unanswered. His parents had come to graduation, ready to meet the woman he’d told them he wanted to spend his life with, but she hadn’t been around for the meeting. 
They didn’t know about the baby. He hadn’t shared that news with them. He knew if he did, they’d think that was why he was rushing to marry her. He knew the truth. He wanted to be with her and didn’t see any reason why he should wait. He wouldn’t be more sure of his choice with more time. He’d only have lost out on happiness. 
I don’t think I’ve ever explained that to her.
The specifics, the details of the last few weeks together had been blurred in his memory. Earlier in their relationship, the first dates, their trip, and their nights together had stayed perfectly crystal clear. But the final weeks had been a hectic, chaotic time. Finding the house, studying for finals, learning she was pregnant, buying the ring, running home to tell his parents, and driving back to get to her, he couldn’t remember the exact chronology. His memories were shaded by his emotions. Thinking back on that time had his stomach and fists clenching with stress. 
“Next? Sir? Next?” a voice called but it wasn’t until a finger prodded him in the back that he connected the words with himself. 
“Oh, sorry. Just the largest coffee size you have, the darkest roast, no creamer or sugar.”
“Rough weekend?” a deep voice chuckled behind him.
Landon glanced over his shoulder after sliding cash to the barista. When he saw Paul, Nathan chuckled. He suddenly felt the weight of his sunglasses on his nose and pulled them off, tucking the pair into his shirt.
“Not for any good reason,” Landon replied in good nature, prepared for the ribbing. 
“Here’s your order sir,” the barista called out to him, holding the drink out. 
Landon grabbed the coffee and took a long sip as he stepped to the side to let Paul order next. The strong brew had him puckering as if he’d sucked on a lemon. He rarely drank coffee but when he did, he had to go strong enough to grow a few more chest hairs. 
“You walking to the office?” Paul asked after grabbing a pastry bag and cup for himself. 
“Why not?”
The men exited the building and strolled along the sidewalk. The pace let him knew Paul thought he was hung-over. If he kept it up, he’d make it to the office by lunchtime. Not that he needed to be there at all. Except he’d hoped he might be able to approach her and not have her flinch or back away. He still didn’t know how to phrase an apology or get her to listen to his explanation. I thought the worst of you in a moment of red-hot anger. He wanted to slap himself. 
“I’m surprised to see you,” Paul began. “We can’t start moving forward until Kim’s received all the proper permits. I thought you might be meeting with some other firms to get the ball rolling on the other aspects of development.” 
“Yeah, I think Kim wanted to meet tomorrow. I just thought I’d stop in and see if there was anything else she needed me to do or recommended. I want to make sure I’m doing this right.”
Paul nodded and took a sip of his coffee. “You are, but Kim is a good one to ask. She’s great at follow through. She’ll make sure all the paperwork is filed correctly. And she is a part of the community over there. She’s respected.”
“I would hope so after all her work with the city and the SCL,” Landon replied. 
And then froze in place. He put his free hand up to his temples and massaged. Tell me I thought that and didn’t say that. Tell me I didn’t just throw her into the ocean. When he dropped his hand and glanced over at Paul, he went cold, despite the warm morning. 
Paul stared at Landon as if he’d just announced he was actually the Queen of England. Landon watched as Paul’s lips pursed and he shook his head in disbelief. 
“I’m so sorry that I’ve put you in that position,” Paul apologized. 
Landon peered over Paul’s shoulder and then down the sidewalk. He cast his eyes anywhere but at Paul. Because hearing an apology when he didn’t deserve one made him feel terrible. He would have preferred Paul punch him in the stomach then tell Landon he was sorry. And Landon didn’t want to meet his eye to let on that he had realized the conflict of interest from the beginning. He’d rather seem like a fool because he was new to business than the truth. That he was and had always been a fool for her.
“I will get this sorted out I promise.” Paul’s gaze was unwavering when Landon finally met it. 
“Paul, it’s okay, it’s fine, really…”
But Paul shook off Landon’s concerns, swiveled on his heel, and stalked down the pavement and into the front door of Nathan and Sons. Landon didn’t find his feet until he’d watched the door shut behind Paul. Then he tossed his still full coffee into the nearest trash and tore off after Paul. He didn’t need any caffeine. He had enough of an energy boost from that exchange. 
By the time Landon strolled through the door, he nearly collided with Kim as she crossed from her desk to the conference room. She froze, took a step back, and glared at him. 
“Kim, now please,” Paul’s voice echoed off the ceiling and floors. 
“I’m sorry,” Landon mumbled. 
The crease of her forehead told him her confusion. But she shook it off and continued on her way. Landon fisted his hands in his pockets and paced in front of the door. When he walked one direction, he caught fleeting glimpses of the conversation behind the glass. Grateful he couldn’t hear their words, he saw Kim seated at the table, her hands folded and her head bowed. Contrite. He’d never seen her like that before. He hated the expression. He heard the door to the conference room open and turned. 
She walked out, her head high, but he heard the sniffle as she passed him. Landon silently retraced his steps and stood outside. The dull ache of not sleeping had turned into a forceful, urgent pounding in his head. He needed to go home and sleep. He needed a lot of things. He leaned with his back against the wall, one foot braced against it too. The warmth of the sun lulled him into closing his eyes for a second. When his head jerked up, he realized he’d fallen into a quick nap. The slam of the door next to him had him off the wall in a flash.
Holding a box before her, Kim teetered under the weight in her heels as she determinedly stalked away from the building. Landon caught up to her and tried to grab the box from her. Kim pulled away from him as if he’d scalded her.
“Come on, Kim.”
“No, please stop. Go back to Savannah. I have a nice life here. Why did you come? To mess everything up for me?”
“Kim please, I didn’t mean to—”
She crossed the sidewalk and stepped off the curb to her truck. She dropped the box on the hood, fished out her keys, and then shoved her belongings into the backseat. She hopped in and turned over the engine. Landon stood by and stared. Unable to protest or offer any help or be useful at all. In two steps, he was off the curb and at her window. He couldn’t let her go.
“Save it, Landon,” she yelled through the rolled-up window. “Because I don’t care. At least I’m off your project now. So we never have to see each other again. Goodbye.”
All of Brunswick probably heard her. He hung his head in shame and stared at his feet. He’d seen the red eyes when she’d said her parting words. Maybe he should just go home. Landon walked back down toward the coffee shop and hopped in his own car. He wanted to drive after her. He longed to stop this nonsense. But he needed sleep. Or he’d mess up even worse. Driving from Brunswick back to the Pier Village in record time, he was surprised to open the front door and catch his grandmother still at home at her dining room table.
The woman lived as if she had a housekeeper, a butler, and a chef. Landon had marveled nearly his entire life at the spotless home she kept, the delicious meals she prepared, and the ease of her hosting skills. He remembered summers spent at the beach or the golf course with impromptu dinners and parties nearly every week. A golden time in his life, he’d loved those years with her. In many ways, she’d understood him when his own parents hadn’t. He’d been raised with the finest of everything, nearly always catered to, but something about the lifestyle seemed false. His grandmother’s luxury, however, was both appealing and envy inducing because she worked hard to achieve all of it.
“Landon, honey, are you going to stand in my foyer with the door open all morning?” she called out from the dining table, glancing up at him from over the top of her Limoges tea cup, a full tea service set in front of her.
“Sorry,” he said, turning to shut the door and crossed through the foyer and kitchen into the dining room. Not quite an open floor plan, the home did have gracious openings making every room feel very connected. 
He pulled a chair out at the dining table and sank into it. His grandmother gestured to the tea service but he waved her off. 
“Grandmother, can we talk about something that no one has ever talked about with me?”
He watched her perfect posture tighten even more. She set the teacup back in its saucer, clasped her hands together on the table, and then met his gaze. 
“What is it, honey?
“Why did I start spending summers here?”
The whoosh of breath being drawn in had him quirking his eyebrow. 
“You don’t know?” she asked, her voice low and quiet. 
He shook his head from side to side. 
“That was the summer your mother lost the baby. Your mom and I… After everything it was the least I could…” 
She closed her eyes and he reached over to cover her hands with his. He’d seen many sides of his grandmother throughout the course of his life, but he’d never seen her cry. He’d never witnessed anyone in his family fall into a fit of tears or despair. 
“I pushed your mother hard her whole life,” she continued, her eyes still shut, her hands resting in his. 
The bony fingers that held such strength and power in his opinion felt delicate and fragile. She’s a person. She can break. He’d never connected those thoughts with his grandmother before. She’d been his rock, in many ways the only person he felt truly understood him. But she’d kept secrets from him just as sure as he’d done the same to her. 
“Eventually, I pushed your mother away,” she said, opening eyes and gazing straight into his. “I love your mother so deeply. But I never connected with her. Her lifestyle was so different from mine. I started working at age sixteen. Your mother grew up in luxury and continues to live grandly. I had a difficult time understanding her and respecting her problems and issues. Eventually she left. She packed up and moved south to go to college in Savannah and she never came home.
“I kept hoping she would. I kept hoping she’d come back. But she fell in love with your father and built a home in the South. I finally gave up when she was pregnant with your sister.”
“My sister?” Landon took in deep breath. 
He’d grown up all alone. He’d begged his parents to give him a sibling, but they’d always patted his hand and changed the subject. They never replied to his request. Long buried memories floated back to him. Mother being too exhausted to attend any of his events and games in fourth grade. Father acted extra solicitous to Mother. And then, without any explanation, he’d been shipped out to St. Simons Island to spend the summer with the grandmother he’d only known through presents and photographs. 
When he’d first arrived at this house, he’d been so mad, hurt, and scared. She’d sensed that and hadn’t pushed him. She got him like she’d always known him. He could talk freely with her and not be reprimanded or admonished. She listened. In less than a day, he’d relaxed and they’d started forging their relationship. The strength of her had inspired him in his weaker moments and as a kid growing up he counted down the days until he came back to St. Simons on the calendar in his room. 
“Yes. Your mother had gotten pregnant with you practically at the wedding ceremony. So they weren’t worried about trying for another baby for a few years. But then something had changed and she couldn’t get pregnant. She went to doctor after doctor until she was told there was nothing anyone could do and miraculously she got pregnant again.
“I realized you were growing up and I didn’t know you. And I wanted to and I wanted to know your sister. I sold my pied a terre in the city and bought this house here. I thought I’d be close enough to visit but not too near that your mother and I were getting onto each other’s nerves.”
“But she’s never been here,” Landon interjected and then swiftly bit his tongue. 
“No, she hasn’t.” His grandmother dropped her gaze from some point past his shoulder to stare at her hands. Again, he’d let his familial bonds weaken the manners ingrained in him. And again, he put her in a difficult spot, reliving old hurts. But maybe he had to drop the politeness with her. Maybe he should with his parents too. Maybe instead of helping him navigate social settings the same rules of etiquette had facilitated his family keeping each other at arms reach. 
“I’d been down here for a month when she fell in the shower,” she continued as he opened his mouth to apologize. “She was six months pregnant at the time. The baby died. I called your father to find out how I could help, and he asked me if you could come visit. I jumped at the chance, and we had such a good time that summer your parents and I decided to make it an annual occurrence.”
“Why didn’t I know about any of this?”
“Your mother was considered old to be having a baby although so many celebrities are far older now. Anyway, there was always a chance the baby wouldn’t make it. But they’d just had a check up the day before and been told that everything looked good. Your mother was devastated.”
He nodded his head. Losing a baby hadn’t ever been a real concept to him. Until the past weekend. Until he lost a baby. With time to cool off from the revelation, he’d eventually come to the realization of why he’d been so upset. Their baby represented all his hopes and dreams for their future. He’d kept going through the years thinking his family was off somewhere safe waiting for him. But in reality, he was on his own and she was too. Something else was going on that he couldn’t quite figure out. The facts he had didn’t fit. 
A slim hand reached across to rest on top of his. Grounded back in the present by her touch, he tried to make sense of this new information about his mother. Guilt washed over him as he replayed the years of judgment he’d leveled against his mother for not giving him a sibling. He’d spent his life under the burden of the family name without any one to help carry the load. He’d been mad at her for that, never realizing her struggles. And throughout she remained sweet and kind and never rose to his bait for a fight. 
“Don’t be like me,” his grandmother said, interrupting his thoughts. “Don’t be proud. Be a good son and make things right. Don’t push away from your father.”
“What do you mean?” Landon drew his hands away, suddenly defensive, on edge. 
He sat on the edge of his chair, ready to jump away. Taking in a deep breath, he closed his eyes for a second. He didn’t want to meet her stare and see the hurt in the depths. He’d always felt the underlying tension between his mother and grandmother. He didn’t know that he wanted or needed confirmation of something he was powerless to change.
“Don’t push away from him. I know you’re hoping to start your own company here. I know you want more than just being a legacy. But don’t be so concerned with your reputation that you distance yourself from him.”
Her earnest words had him considering her. He wanted to reassure her but he couldn’t. His relationship with the man had always been complicated. Part idol, part jailer. He grew up equally longing to be with the man and longing for his freedom and own identity.
“Grandmother, you know it’s not like that. He’d be happy for me to follow in his footsteps and take over his company one day. But how will I know I’m any good if a successful business is just handed to me? I need to earn my title.” 
“I get it. Believe me I do. I kept trying to get your mom to be something else and to work hard to fight when she didn’t have to. She didn’t have to have that drive and ambition that I did. Her life was easy…and then when she finally did have something to fight for, struggling for years with getting pregnant again after you…she didn’t open up to me. The most she let me do was take you for the summer so you wouldn’t see her cry all day long.”
She reached for his hands, taking them in hers this time. 
“I love you Landon for who you are and to be honest I’m scared for the parts of myself I see in you. Because I want more for you. I want love for you and companionship.”
“I don’t know if that’s in the cards for me,” he mumbled. 
“Okay, but don’t push it away.”
He nodded. She was right. He was pushing love away. When the postman handed him the little package ten years ago, he’d ripped it open but thrown out the padded envelope. Thinking back now, he could admit that he’d been so angry with her when he got his ring back he wasn’t thinking clearly. Maybe she’d left a return address on the envelope, a way to track her down. He’d put the ring on a chain and worn it every day since. He didn’t know if for years it had been some sort of talisman to ward off any other potential love interest, which had been few and far between, or in the hope that when he found her again he could give it back. 
But here he was. He’d stumbled into her path, and he wasn’t trying to woo her back; he was trying to start a fight. 
“I think I need to make a phone call, if you’ll excuse me?” He pushed his chair back and walked away from the table. 
“Take a nap too, you look dreadful,” she called out after him. 
He would sleep but only after he’d cleared his conscience of the two strikes against him.

CHAPTER TEN
 
The sun warmed her upturned face as Kim leaned back on the single piece of patio furniture she owned, a very old and tattered chaise lounge. Her fingers ran along the edge, feeling for the bare spots and rips in the weave. She fidgeted, tracing the frame of the chair in a constant up down rhythm as her mind raced. Poking holes in the fabric as she prodded mentally against everything she thought she understood. She’d returned to the office for a paper she’d left behind on Friday. She needed all her documentation in place or the permits wouldn’t be accepted. When she’d stood up to leave, she’d been intercepted by Paul and hustled into the conference room. 
In her confusion, she’d scanned the room searching for a purpose for his determined eyes and straight-line mouth. Paul had stormed into the office like a thundercloud and immediately descended on her. When her eyes connected with Landon, she was surprised. When she did a double take and saw the sorrow and pity in his eyes, she knew what was coming. 
Involuntarily, her hands had drifted to her stomach to protect where her womb used to be. She’d set her jaw and followed Paul into the conference. Dutifully, she’d sat in a chair and let him question her integrity. She only offered one defense for herself. Working to help the SCL had never been a conflict of interest before as she’d always been on civic projects. Only being requested by Landon had the issue been raised. Maybe she should just be removed from the project. 
He denied her request. Citing her excellent years of service, he promised her a reference but he reiterated how saddened he was by her lapse of judgment. She wasn’t sad. She was angry. Landon’s reentry to her life had been like a space capsule crashing back into the atmosphere. 
She raised the oversized soda she’d picked up at the convenience store to her lips. She’d stopped on her way back home to pick up a few essentials: candy, chips, and a large soda. Maybe a sugar rush or junk food coma would ease the dull ache that throbbed in her chest making her breathless. She felt aimless, adrift without any place to go or anything to do. After all of her encounters with Landon, each more emotionally charged and draining than the last, she’d ended up with nothing. She’d rarely given herself free time over the past decade. Time to herself gave her time to think. And time to think and reflect had her palms itching and her legs twitching. 
Control. Order. Efficiency. 
With her mantra propelling her forward, she slid off the lounge. Maybe she should head over to Phil and Trish’s bar and take a few measurements before they opened for business in the evening. She should start planning out how to best tile the space and what motif they would prefer. The large restrooms gave her plenty of room to let her creativity shine through. She envisioned a massive mosaic that stretched from the walls down and across the entire floor. 
Kim wandered into her kitchen, sliding the glass door shut, and nudging the security stick into place. The rat-a-tat-tat rhythm at her door caught her unawares. She glanced at the clock. She’d spent the better part of an hour mentally circling her problems and eating junk food in the sunshine. Maybe the mailman had a package for her today. Or at least a magazine to distract her.
Without even glancing out the peephole, Kim unlocked the deadbolt and opened the door. Her eyes connected with two pools of blue and awareness light up her body like a fuse charging a stick of dynamite. Dragging in a shaky breath, she tried to slam the door shut again. But Landon’s foot blocked her. 
“Landon, please. Go home. Don’t do this.”
“Kim, I… I want to say…” he cleared his throat and readjusted his tie. 
Dark circles under his eyes, rumpled clothes, and messy hair gave her the impression he’d been asleep in his car or on a bench in Massengale Park. Kim closed her eyes. She knew she was a mess too. She hadn’t changed out of her skirt suit, although she had spilled half a bag of barbeque chips on her lap and her shirt underneath had come un-tucked. She could smell hot cotton, as if he’d been sitting in the sun, mingled with the cologne she’d bought him as a Valentine’s gift for their one and only holiday together. 
He still wears it. 
The fight, the indignation, and the righteous anger drained out of her. She didn’t want to argue with him. Despite everything, she still wanted his arms around her, pulling her close and keeping her safe. She shouldn’t let him in; she should be done. But after living for a decade with unfinished business between them, she knew she couldn’t go on like that anymore. 
Even if he thought the worst of her.
“Okay come in,” she said, pulling the door open wide in a moment of weakness and reluctance. 
She swung the door shut behind him and led him over to her little living room. She curled up on one end of the floral couch, tucking her bare feet, no doubt the soles dirty from wandering outside and back in without shoes, under her and placing a hand to hold down the pencil skirt and protect her modesty. What was left of her modesty, anyway. 
Landon passed by her and skirted the low coffee table to sit in one of the two club chairs facing the couch. He sank into the low-backed seat and leaned forward, his elbows resting on his thighs, his hands pressed together, his gaze intent.
“I wanted to come over and apologize.”
Kim raised a skeptical eyebrow. “For what?”
“For getting you fired this morning.”
She dragged a hand through her hair, smoothing the strands behind her ears. Her professional bun had come undone after she’d made her way home and sprawled in the sun. His eyes widened for a half-second, and she remembered all the times he’d smoothed her hair back for her. The brush of his fingertips against her neck had her shuddering in an instant. Even the memory of his touch could charge the air between them.
“That’s not the worst thing you’ve done to me. But it is the only thing you’ve done out of spite.”
He waved his hands. “No, no, no. Kim, it wasn’t like that. Not at all. I was exhausted. I wasn’t thinking, and I slipped up and told Paul about your conflict of interest.”
She sniggered and rolled her eyes. She wanted to believe him. The Landon she’d loved would never have behaved in this way. She’d thought she’d caught glimpses of him: the easiness of being together, their compatibility on a project, and the way one of them picked up the slack for the other. All had been hallmarks of their too short but, at least to her, golden relationship. Now she wasn’t so sure.
“Don’t worry,” she replied. “I should have told Paul about both my work with the SCL and our personal conflict of interest long before.”
“Why didn’t you?”
Good question. She opened her mouth, ready to let all the words tumble out and let the consequences follow. Standing before her, his posture relaxed with his hands behind his back and his eyes curious, she stopped herself. She hadn’t learned much during their separation. Losing the love of her life, her baby, and her fertility hadn’t provided much in the way of personal growth. But she had begun to measure her words, more aware of their impact now than ever before.
“Have you ever wanted a second chance?” she asked.
“Every day.”
He held her gaze. She simultaneously wanted him to sweep her up into his arms and to walk out the front door and never return. 
“I just never thought you’d do something out of spite,” she added, unable to shake free from the idea.
“Kim, I swear, I didn’t. But to discuss that other topic.”
She sucked in a deep breath, feeling her chest closing in she put her hands on either side of her waist. Talking about the baby made her feel like someone was squeezing her into one of those eighteenth century corsets. She couldn’t breathe. 
“If you gave the baby up for adoption, I just want the chance to know our baby.”
She pushed herself off the ground and walked toward the fireplace on the wall. She paced a figure eight twice before turning back to stare at him.
“Landon, I don’t get it. You know what happened. Why are you putting this on me? Why are you making me relive every painful detail all over again?”
Landon remained in his seat but his face hardened. “No, Kim. I have no idea what happened. I went home to Savannah to talk to my parents about my fiancée. I never even mentioned the baby. And when I got back you were gone.”
Shaking her head side to side, he blurred before her eyes. Wrong, wrong, wrong, she wanted to scream. She had to stay calm and get through this talk with him, and then maybe, for once and for all, they could move on. Without each other. Because she’d never intended for him to find her and marry her out of pity. She didn’t want to rob him of his chance at happiness by being saddled with her. And especially when she went through menopause at twenty-two, she didn’t want to burden him. She’d left to spare him, even if it had nearly killed her to do it. 
“You know I lost the baby.” Kim stopped shaking her head and stood before him, her hands clasped behind her back.
“How would I know?”
“I called you when you were in Savannah. I told you I was bleeding and cramping and scared. I told you that I was going to call the doctor. And that’s when you said…”
Landon’s face turned to ash. He remembered. She didn’t know if she should take in a sigh of relief or feel sorry for him. His words had haunted her for years, but somehow, he’d repressed the memory. Maybe that had been an act of self-preservation. She only wished she’d been able to forget too.
“It’s not like we wanted this baby anyway.” Landon’s voice sounded far away, like he spoke into the wind on the edge of a cliff. 
She nodded. “So you came for the baby and now you remember the truth. I think it’s time you go home. Go back to Savannah, Landon. There is nothing for you here.”
“That’s not true. You’re here. Coming back for our child was my excuse. But I came for you. I came to start the life we dreamed about. I came to find you.”
She closed her eyes. She wanted to believe him. If she could turn her mind off and stop remembering the past hurts, she’d sway into his arms. She’d stop thinking of everything that had happened and been said. She’d press her lips and the rest of her against him until they both stopped caring about anything beyond the moment. Even now, standing before her after the accusations he’d thrown at her only days earlier, she yearned for him. Listening to her heart had started their affair the first time. She couldn’t let herself go through the pain of losing him again. She opened her eyes and took a step back, away from him.
“Landon, we can’t ever have that life.”
“Don’t say that. We can figure this out. Neither of us has ended up with anyone else in ten years. Wouldn’t you say that’s a sign?”
“No, I’d say for my part that’s been my plan.”
“What? Why?” He frowned. 
If she delayed on giving him an answer, he’d start rocking on his heels. He’d never press her to get to the point. She’d always pressured herself enough without any help.
“Because when I got to the doctor, they determined that the pregnancy wasn’t viable. It was actually ectopic. And the way in which the fetus had attached, they had to take my uterus.”
She lowered her head. She didn’t want to see pity or sorrow in his eyes. She’d never wanted that. Telling him the truth, no matter how painful, could set them both free, or at least him. She’d never imagined he’d been waiting for her. He deserved more than what little she could offer. She rubbed her upper arms, chilled despite the humid day.
“I had a hysterectomy at twenty-two, and I can’t ever have kids. I had to go on the same hormone replacement therapy as my grandma. She took care of me. She brought me here. And I’ve built a good life for myself.”
She raised her chin. She stared at the wall past his shoulder. She didn’t want to show weakness, but she couldn’t bear to watch him react. Maybe that was her ultimate act of selfishness in the whole endeavor, not allowing him to have any feelings or validate his reactions to her news. But she figured she was owed at least one thing by the universe. 
“I think it’s time you go, Landon. I appreciate your apology, but I’m not the woman you remember.”
She crossed the room to the door. 
“Yes, you are,” she heard him mumble under his breath. 
She refused to give herself the indulgence of hope. Hope had no room in her careful life. She only believed in what she saw and felt concrete with her hands. She didn’t hold onto intangibles anymore or rely on others to support her. She’d hardened her exterior to protect the terrified woman inside. The one who knew she’d grow old alone. 
Opening the door, she heard his soft footfalls as he retraced his steps. But she didn’t follow his progress. Instead, she stared out her door, watching the palms in her yard flutter in the breeze. The hairs on her arm raised when he approached, and she closed her eyes and held onto the door like a lifeline. Landon placed a hand over hers. Her knees threatened to buckle under her. If she let go of the door, she knew she’d sway into his arm and she’d let their passion overtake her. In the moment, she wouldn’t care. She’d been alone craving his touch for so long that she’d abandon all rational thought gladly. But all of her troubles began by giving into her desires. She had to see this through now as an adult. As much as she longed for him to have come back for her, she couldn’t believe his words. Her heart wanted it too much, and she had to think logically this time. He squeezed her hand gently. And without another word, he left. 
When she opened her eyes, he had blurred into the sunlight, like a retreating desert mirage. Shutting the door and relocking the deadbolt, the ring of her cellphone on the kitchen table saved her from trying to figure out what to do next. She raced to grab the call on the final ring.
“Hello?”
“Hi honey, it’s Grandma. Are we still on for dinner tonight?”
“Oh shoot, is that tonight?” she pressed her fingers to her temples. The unshed tears of anger and frustration had morphed into a headache. She wanted an old movie and her favorite pjs. She was not in the mood for company, even with her best friend slash grandmother.
“What? What’s wrong?”
“I’ve had a terrible day,” she mumbled as she crossed the kitchen and slid open the sliding door. Sinking back onto the lounge she took in a deep breath of sea air, the hint of seaweed, fish, and salt all tossed together. Sometimes she missed the hint of campfire that hung in the air year-round back in Wisconsin. But she never missed a chance to enjoy the outdoors. 
“Can we reschedule?” she rested her cheek on one hand, propping up the phone to her ear with the help of gravity and began to fiddle with the hem of her shirt with her free hand. “All I want to do is climb under the covers and sleep for three days.”
“That doesn’t sound like you at all. What’s going on?”
“Do you remember the land off Lawrence Road I was working to save with the SCL?”
“Of course. But honey, you can’t save the whole island. You know that.”
“I do,” Kim agreed. She took in a deep steadying breath. She hated emotionally unloading on her grandma on the phone. But she had to tell her the truth. Maybe not all of it, but at least the biggest chunk about losing her job.
“I got put on the project to develop that land. And my association with the SCL came out and I’ve been fired.”
“Oh honey, I’m so sorry.”
“Yeah, me too. I really loved that job. And I really loved that land. I think with the right team the developer actually might do a decent job, although it still wouldn’t be as good as leaving the acreage alone.”
“Well I wouldn’t worry about that. I don’t think they’ll get very far with building.”
Her hands stilled on the hem of her shirt. She’d nearly worried the seam loose in her mindless activity as they talked. But Grandma Rose’s tone had her filled with dread and excitement simultaneously. Pushing herself up, she sat crisscross applesauce and held the phone tight in her grip. 
“What do you mean?”
“That land fell into foreclosure and was sold by the bank. It had never sold before because everyone local knows it’s the old slave quarters for the plantation that used to be over here. I think there might even be a cemetery on that plot. They won’t be able to dig without finding bones and pottery and lord knows what else.”
Her ears perked up. Could this be true? If so, then maybe her problems would be solved. The land wouldn’t get developed, and Landon would have to go back to Savannah. Of course, she’d still be unemployed, but that meant he’d be gone for good. Kim put a hand to her lower stomach, a phantom cramp, a pain so sharp and reminiscent of that terrible day took her by surprise. 
“When is the next meeting for the SCL?”
“It’s tomorrow.”
“Good.”
“I don’t know…”
“What’s wrong, honey? You want the land developed?”
No, it wasn’t exactly that she reasoned. But in her mind she was taking something away from him and she never wanted to do that. Why did one of them have to win and the other lose? Why couldn’t they be a team? 
“It’s just a little more complicated,” Kim replied vaguely.
“Isn’t it always? New plan if you’re not up for going out, I’ll come over after tap class with a pizza and a movie.”
“Can you do that?”
“Why not?”
“What about your…houseguest?”
“Oh, yeah, about that.” Her grandma paused and the throbbing in her temples resumed. “I was calling for another reason too. I was hoping you might be able to help me with Scooter? Just for a night or a few nights or through the weekend?”
“Grandma,” she groaned. “You know how I feel about dogs.”
Shaggy mutts did not fit the puzzle she’d created for her life. They were the opposite of control, order, and efficiency. She’d never seen the point. Why take on a messy roommate she had to feed, clean, and care for?
“Honey, I do,” Grandma Rose protested. “But Scooter is a doll and you won’t know he’s there. He’s lonely and despondent. I know you don’t want to hear this, but he perked up that day you came over to help. I think with you being home it might do you both some good. And I’m so busy. I’m never here. And he hates daytime TV.”
Despite everything weighing heavily on her mind, she started giggling. Of course, Grandma would treat him like a person. And she had to admit maybe having company would do her some good. She didn’t mind living alone, but she also wasn’t home that often. She’d grown bored being at home in less than two hours. 
“Okay fine. Bring him over and a pizza and a movie.”
“Great. I’ll see you at five. I love you, honey. You’ll get through this. Who knows? Maybe this will be the best thing that could have happened.”
“Bye Grandma.” 
She hung up the phone. Grandma Rose had a fervent belief in fate and destiny. And she searched for the positives in any situation. But Kim couldn’t see anything good. She’d like to be proven wrong.

CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
A warm breeze tickled his ears as his convertible rolled through the narrow streets of East Beach. The deserted neighborhood reflected the emptiness inside him. He couldn’t process what she had told him. Traffic picked up as he neared the library. In five minutes, he could be back at his grandmother’s working. He had plenty to do, and with Kim officially off the project, he had no more reason to lurk around the office. No. He couldn’t go back yet. He couldn’t stumble into his grandmother again. He needed space. And maybe a drink. 
She lost the baby. 
The idea had never occurred to him. He’d found it so easy to think her capable of running away with their child, giving him or her up for adoption, or killing the baby. But he’d never once suspected that she’d lost their child. 
A quick glance at the clock told him it was still morning, not quite eleven yet. But he pulled to a stop in front of the little bar on the corner in the Pier Village. Nestled between restaurants and shops, the location couldn’t be beat. He’d often noted that, even though he’d never ventured inside himself. Getting out of the car, Landon scanned his surroundings. A semi-truck took up most of the parking further up the block, no doubt making deliveries for the restaurants. But this early on a weekday, he had the Pier Village to himself. 
The palm trees in the median and the live oaks on the fringes of the businesses nearby shaded him from the hot sun. Heat he could handle. Ice, no way. Landon shuddered remembering his first winter up north in Nashville, Tennessee. His blood still hadn’t thickened by the time he met Kim. She’d laughed at him wearing a heavy down coat when she’d declared Tennessee balmy and tropical. He wondered if she hadn’t weakened now, living so much of her life in the South. 
In a few steps, Landon crossed the sidewalk to the front door of the bar. From the street, the interior seemed dark but he hoped to find some sign of life if he got close enough. He pressed his face against the glass, cupping his eyes to be able to see inside and not just stare at his reflection in the glare from the sun. 
“We’re not open,” a man’s voice startled him. 
Landon turned to his right and took stock of the man, maybe a few years older than he was, pushing a dolly loaded with cartons of beer. 
“Oh, sorry. I didn’t know. I’m not really a drinker. You need friends for that, right?” Landon apologized and then promptly wanted to run down the street to jump into the ocean. 
“Not necessarily.” The man stood the dolly straight and leaned a foot against one of its wheels. “I see plenty of loners.”
“Yeah, that’s not my style,” Landon replied. 
Drinking alone had never been particularly inspiring. He had visions of rambling drunks either getting into fights or crying themselves to sleep. He had plenty of demons but staring them down at the bottom of a bottle hadn’t ever appealed to him. He’d rather see them in the light of day with a clear head. Even if he still said the wrong words and blew a situation out of control.
“I guess I won’t be seeing you around here when we open then,” the man interrupted his thoughts.
“No. I’m not a teetotaler by any means. I drink the odd scotch at an event or gala, but that’s almost more about keeping up appearances than anything.”
“Hmm, society? I wouldn’t have pegged you for it.”
Landon didn’t need to walk past a mirror to know he looked disheveled. If his face wasn’t haggard and gaunt, then it should have been. He felt terrible. 
“Yeah, I’m kind of part of it as an extension of my parents. But to be honest, it’s never been my scene.”
“You don’t have any guys you hang out with at work?”
Landon shrugged his shoulders. “I’m the boss or at least I have his name.”
Until he’d said the words, he hadn’t before realized how lonely his life had become. In college, he had run with a large group of friends. Back home in Savannah he received enough invitations to keep his calendar full every day of the week. But he’d never been close with anyone. Besides his grandmother, Kim had been it for him. Calling her his best friend sounded so ridiculous to his ears. She’d been so much more. After she’d left, he hadn’t met anyone who even came close to being worthy of his time or his confidences. He’d shared every thought, worry, and fear with her. And it had all felt so natural. Until he’d told her it’s not like we wanted this baby. He’d blocked those words from his memory. He wished she had too.
“Have you ever said anything you regret?” Landon blurted out.
The man’s eyebrows raised. “Was this to a woman?”
Landon nodded.
“Sounds like maybe you do need a drink. Or just to talk. As a bartender, I’m pretty much an unlicensed therapist. Come on in and let’s figure it out. Maybe I’ll let you in while I check the stock.”
“Thanks.”
“I’m Phil by the way,” he extended his hand. 
“Landon, nice to meet you,” he replied, shaking the hand firmly before quickly dropping the connection to drag a hand through his hair. 
Opening up to anyone was foreign. Rambling to a stranger completely incomprehensible. And yet he somehow felt lighter, easier. He’d still made a huge mess with Kim that he didn’t have the first clue how to fix. But talking to another guy had given him hope. Maybe he could fix things. Maybe he’d ignore what she said and listen to his gut. Maybe he’d stay and show her that she’d been wrong the whole time. He wasn’t desperate to have a family. He’d been desperate to have a family with her. If she couldn’t have kids, then he couldn’t have kids. They were one and the same as far as he was concerned. 
“Do you need help? Is there more to load or unload or whatever you’re doing?”
“Actually, yeah, that would be great. I’m down a guy and running on fumes from working around the clock.”
Phil slanted the dolly and pushed it forward, stopping to fish keys out of his pocket and open the door. Landon snuck past him to hold the door open. Sunlight glinted off a polished wooden bar running practically the length of the room on an adjoining wall and on the taps behind him. Despite being a bar, the large room smelled fresh like wood soap, maybe used on the hardwood floors under his feet. 
After Phil pushed the dolly into the room, Landon closed the door and followed him down the bar and around to the opening. Landon moved to help unload but Phil waved him off. Settling in on a stool on the opposite side, he leaned forward, his chin resting in one hand. 
“I have to admit I say the wrong thing to my wife all the time,” Phil offered, glancing up in between his labors. 
“How do you get past it?”
“To be honest, I don’t know. I think she’s stopped listening to half of what I say. And that’s probably for the best.”
Landon chuckled. He liked Phil. The self-deprecation and hard work were qualities he didn’t encounter much. Landon seemed to find people with an abundance of one or the other. Of course, Kim had been perfectly hard working and selfless. She’d never understood his lifestyle back home. She’d questioned him constantly about attending one event or another, trying to understand the purpose. And besides the charity events his mother ran, he’d have to agree he didn’t see much of a point either. 
For his father and his family business, hobnobbing with the best of the best was what kept the engines running. He hadn’t expected his life to be quite so involved with a social calendar anymore. He’d planned on steering clear of that entire side of his life. The best laid plans…
“Do you want to tell me what you said and I can rate it on a scale of one to ten for you? I promise it’s the barman’s oath to be impartial.” Phil interjected. He bent down and when he stood back up, presented them each with an ice water. 
Landon took a sip of the cool, refreshing beverage. 
“I know how terrible it was. I don’t need to rate it. I’m just trying to figure out how to move forward. And how to convince her that I love her for her.”
Any words he tried to string together sounded weak and rehearsed. She’d shocked him with the truth. He’d been utterly speechless and left. He wished he hadn’t. How on earth could he explain that he’d proposed to her for her? Never for the baby alone. 
It’s not as if we wanted the baby anyway. He wanted to flog himself. The one time in his life his words had failed him, and he’d live to regret those for the rest of his life. And now he seemed locked in an endless battle with himself. Unable to shake lose the fear, uncertainty, and doubt plaguing him. 
“Maybe you need to grovel. Or start over. Win her back.”
“How?”
“Unrelenting assault. I’m talking roses, champagne, chocolates, every goofy thing from those movies women love. All of it.”
“I don’t know. I don’t think she wants to talk to me again. I’ve ruined her life.”
“Nope, not buying it. Try harder. Fight for her.”
Easy for him to say. He doesn’t know what’s happened. In Phil’s words, he heard his own hope parroted back. He hoped she wanted him to fight. He hoped she could be won over.
“She asked me to leave. Not her house, the island, probably the state. She doesn’t want to see me again.”
“No woman who has ever said that meant it. Unless of course a restraining order is involved. Speaking as a former lawyer, I feel the need to stress that.”
Landon raised an eyebrow. “Lawyer?”
“Yep and a pretty good one too.”
“How did you end up here?”
He waved his arms vaguely. He wasn’t sure if he meant the bar or the island. Both seemed unlikely settings. Landon assessed the man again and realized something. Phil hadn’t stopped moving. He went seamlessly from task to task. Landon shifted on his stool, leaning forward on his elbows. 
“I had to make a choice about what I wanted from life. Did I want to live in a big house and never see my wife and kids? Or did I want to build something different?”
“And you choose to build something different.”
“More or less,” Phil shrugged. “The wife laid down the law. She’d been a lawyer too but left a couple years before I did. Taking a step back, I think she saw our life and our future more clearly than I did.”
“So maybe that’s when she stopped listening to everything you said?”
Phil chuckled. “That’s good. So what’s brought you here? I don’t think I’ve seen you around. And I mean at more than just my bar.”
Landon sat up straighter. He had business to get to, phone calls to make, meetings to set, and plans to review. He shouldn’t be taking up either Phil’s time or his own. But talking to Phil helped ease something in his chest.
“Work. Actually, I’m trying to do what you’re talking about. I lost the love of my life about a decade ago. She vanished,” Landon replied.
“And she ended up here?” Phil’s eyes grew wide. 
“Yep, and completely by accident I saw her. My grandmother runs a dance group here. I saw a picture of her in the front row of a recital.”
“Don’t say it’s the St. Simons Senior-itas.”
Landon nodded slowly. Phil’s broad smile had him off-kilter. He’d missed something.
“They are almost living legends here. Especially their leader.”
“That’s my grandmother,” Landon replied, dropping each word carefully, to watch the impact.
“You’re Marie Smith-Thomson’s grandson? Your grandmother is almost a myth around here. She’s tough as nails and every respects her.”
Landon smiled. He liked hearing praise about his grandmother. He owed her so much. She understood him, she’d sheltered him, and she loved him no matter what. But he’d be the first to admit he couldn’t even begin to understand the secrets they kept from each other. How well could anyone know someone else? And wasn’t that especially true for someone you loved so dearly? No, he shook his head. Maybe seeing family members in different lights was impossible, but he’d known Kim. He’d known her heart. And as far as he could tell, he still did. 
“Thanks for the…” Landon frowned down at his pint glass. He should have bought a drink or something, coming in off the street to emotionally unload on the guy felt wrong. He reached for his wallet in his back pocket as Phil grabbed the glass from him. 
“The water’s on the house. And you’re welcome anytime. Although I’d prefer if you waited until we opened and maybe brought your grandmother. Her tap group is some of my favorite customers.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” he chuckled and saw himself out.
A chance encounter had given him a lot to think about. Phil was right. He had to fight. But first, he needed to sleep and get on with his plans for the development. Because he had no intention of leaving without her.

CHAPTER TWELVE
 
The fans spun slowly overhead and the sunlight poured in through the windows. The space off Neptune Park, with its wall of mirrors and ballet bar, gave away its primary use as the practice space for the St. Simons Senior-itas tap dance group. But the multi-purpose room sat vacant most days and had become the meeting location for the Society of Coastal Living.
If she didn’t know the month from her calendar, Kim wouldn’t know that any time had passed. The heat of summer continued into September and now nearing October it still showed no signs of relenting. Kim missed the change of seasons. Leaves changing color, sweaters being pulled out of storage, and curling up on the couch with a thick blanket and a good book. Autumn had always been her favorite season although in the Golden Isles the weather changed more subtly, waning from the high heat and swamp-like humidity to the fifties. Some days she even missed snow. 
Tapping her pen against the notebook in her hand, Kim sat in a row of folding chairs. Before her, the folding table held the president of the SCL as well as the treasurer and secretary. She’d been dreading making this report since the day they’d lost the bid. And now her stomach clenched even tighter at the further news that she was out of a job and didn’t know what her next move was. Kim had been accepted by the volunteer organization for her seriousness of purpose, shared vision, and drive. She knew the specifics. She’d been commended for them. Now, she felt like she was floundering. Adrift without a purpose or a plan. Just like she’d been when she lost the baby. 
Kim breathed in through her nose and held the breath, letting it fill her lungs, before exhaling. She pushed her nerves down and laid the pen and notebook flat in her lap. Control. Order. Efficiency. . She’d get herself under control; she’d find another job. And maybe Landon would leave, and then she wouldn’t have to dredge up her feelings anymore. Her talk with Trish still had her wincing. She couldn’t believe she’d emotionally unloaded on her friend when Trish had been sharing her exciting, happy news. She only hoped Trish believed that she was happy for her. Like I hope Landon came back for me. 
“Kim? Would you like to explain the news you’ve gleaned?” The president and one of her grandmother’s friends, Lily, smiled. 
Kim smiled back, a tight, nervous grin. She slid out of the metal folding chair and smoothed down the blazer, holding tight to the pen and notebook.
“Well, ugh,” Kim said, clearing her throat. She angled herself slightly, to address not only the council seated at the table, but also the fifteen others who had gathered for the midday meeting. “Unfortunately I don’t have a lot of good news to share.”
Comprised of many retired members, the SCL preferred midday meetings. Kim had always managed to take a long lunch once a month without notice. Although she did appreciate the quarterly meetings on Friday nights when the rest of the volunteers were present. The crowd at the midday meetings were serious and sometimes curmudgeonly. Kim attributed the unease and slight crankiness in the air to the fact that no food was offered at the meetings. She wished she’d thought to bring a tray of donuts. 
“The development will be going forward. I won’t be on the project, however,” she continued. 
A few groans accompanied her statement. 
Lily, a retired school teacher, shot a few stern looks to the assembled group. “What do you mean?”
“I was let go from my job. They found out about my association with the SCL and decided the conflict of interest was a breach of my contract.”
“But we’ve had volunteers work with Nathan and Sons before and never had an issue.”
“I didn’t think to disclose what I did in my free time, because before this project, I’ve been mainly working on civic matters. The fault lies entirely with me and my inexperience.”
“So we’re out a mole?” Roger, the treasurer, interrupted. 
Kim winced. She hated thinking of herself like that. She hadn’t been actively spying on behalf of the SCL. Although, she supposed, that’s exactly what Landon putting her on his project had done. She couldn’t be mad at him for either involving her in his work or for admitting the conflict to Paul. She’d been in the wrong. She accepted responsibility for her part in her downfall. 
“I do want to say that as sad as I am that we’re losing out on that land, I think this is a developer who has some good ideas.”
Titters started again and Roger stared at her like she’d slapped him. 
“I don’t necessarily agree with the buildings he’s proposing, but he does have an eye toward public space and incorporating the natural elements where he can. This isn’t some kind of slash and burn project.”
“Are you defending him?” Roger sputtered, his face turning red. 
“No, no, no,” Kim waved her hands in front of her in protest and glanced around the room, taking in the horrified and shocked expressions. “I think he sees potential. I think he’s just looking in the wrong spot.”
“Kim, thank you for your loyal service,” Lily nodded at her and Kim took the hint and took her seat. “I’m sorry to hear about the job. I hope you’ll find something else local soon. I speak for all of us when I say we’d hate to lose you. Your work has been invaluable to us.”
Kim nodded and opened the notebook to a page. She didn’t hear another word of the meeting. Instead, she focused on doodling and swirls and again trying to figure out what she wanted to do next. After pizza and a movie, Grandma Rose left Kim and Scooter to get acquainted. She’d never been around dogs as a child and been somewhat leery of them as she got older. The practical side of her knew the amount of work and expense to become attached to an animal with a far shorter lifespan of a human tipped the scales toward not owning a dog. But Scooter could change her mind she’d decided. 
After a final trip outside before bed, Scooter sat right next to Kim on the couch and put his head in her lap. She laced her fingers through his thick black fur, stroking his chest and occasionally earning a lick for her efforts. The companionship had calmed something inside her. The agitation at seeing Landon again had eased and subsided. A crazy part of her wanted to tell him everything. Maybe he’d help her through sorting out her emotions, even if she didn’t quite understand how that worked. Was talking to a dog anything like talking to a higher power? She didn’t what she could believe in anymore or where to put her trust. 
The scrape of metal chair legs against the wood floor snapped her head up. She’d missed the rest of the meeting. She didn’t even feel a smidge of guilt. She’d been so lost in her own troubles, and she’d only figured out one thing with Scooter the night before. She owed herself another chance with Landon. She could frame that as being the bigger person or admit she’d been wrong to run off and not explain the truth at the time. No matter what they had said or how they had acted, ever since he left the week before graduation and she lost the baby, they’d both been in survival mode. She knew she’d been seeking self-preservation and distance. She could only offer him grace that his actions and words had been for the same end. 
She managed to sneak out of the room and away from the crowd without drawing any further attention to herself. She hopped in her truck and drove the few miles back home. If she knew Lily, then she could expect a phone call and probably a face-to-face meeting in the next few days. She didn’t want to talk about anything now. She felt too raw. Pulling into her driveway, she skipped up the front step and put her key in the lock. She heard nails tapping against her hardwood floor and a thud thud thud. Opening the front door, she was nearly shoved backward by Scooter. The dog had seemed so docile and almost timid last night and at her grandma’s house. His eagerness shocked her. 
“Okay, okay, good to see you too,” she bent to pet the dog on the back as she walked inside. “Are you bored? I need to get out of this house, let’s go for a walk.”
Scooter walked in a circle a few times, nearly banging into the wall, and she grabbed the leash he must have carried to the front door. Bending down, she attached it to his collar and straightened. She dropped her purse on the ground inside the door, shoved it aside with her foot, and shrugged out of her blazer. An hour without a phone sounded marvelous.
They walked out the still open door into the bright sunshine. Kim locked the door behind her and Scooter practically pulled her arm out its socket as he strained against the leash.
“Hey, give me a break. I don’t have any experience doing this sort of thing.”
Scooter sat and stared. Goosebumps raised on Kim’s arm. Her grandma had said Scooter seemed more human than dog. Maybe she was on to something. And maybe she could talk to him about her problems.
“Does your owner do this? Talk to you and stuff?”
The dog wagged his tail and started to pant. His tongue lolling out the side of his mouth only added to her impression that he was humoring her. Since the realization that she didn’t have any friends and that the one woman she did know she kept at arms length, she decided opening up to Scooter might be good practice in making friends. 
“Okay, let’s walk. But take it slow. We have to walk on the street.”
They resumed their walk and the dog led her toward the beach. Almost as if he had a honing device, he found the barely visible path the locals took over the dunes and shimmied his way through. Kim thought his total underestimation of his size was particularly endearing. He’d tried to snuggle against her the night before and had ended up nearly smothering her under a mountain of fur. He didn’t understand that he was a big Newfoundland mix, not a Yorkie. 
Sinking into the soft, powdery sand on the edge of the beach, Kim trudged toward the water. If she didn’t end up with too much sand in her wedges, she’d be able to walk home comfortably. A few seagulls cawed as they circled overhead. Low tide provided ample food for the birds and plenty of trouble for a dog to get into. Scooter pulled against the leash. 
“No, I don’t want you running off. Let’s stick together okay?”
Scooter stopped pulling and again they resumed their steps. The crisp sea breeze offered a respite even as salt hung so thick in the air she could lick it off her lips. She stopped and Scooter sat next to her. Raising a hand to shade her eyes, she stared out over the water, past the rippled sand and small tide pools, toward the ocean. 
“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” A familiar voice asked just past her shoulder. 
She took in a steadying breath. She’d promised herself a second chance. Here he was. 
“I didn’t think you ever stopped to go to the beach,” she replied, loudly enough for him to hear as she spoke into the wind. 
Landon approached and stood at her side. She didn’t peek up at him. She slipped her hands into her pockets to keep from doing something crazy, like reaching for him. Or letting him pull her in to rest her head on his shoulder and bawl. She didn’t know if she’d be able to trust herself with letting her emotions out. She’d startled poor Trish. Better to keep everything bottled up inside. 
“Who is this?” he asked, nudging her shoulder slightly to indicate Scooter, not that she needed the nudge. 
“It’s not what you think,” she turned to him to read his expression. But his eyes didn’t give a hint to what he was thinking or feeling. 
“My grandma is dog sitting but she asked if I would mind taking him for a couple days.”
“Oh right, the emergency.”
She flinched. References to that night and terrible fight put her on edge. When she didn’t see him react, she nodded. 
 “Exactly. This is Scooter and he’s a new friend.”
“Has he changed your mind on dogs?” 
With a decided shake of her head, he started laughing. She relaxed. They’d managed to mention both the past week and a vague reference to their shared past without a fight. She’d take that as progress. 
“Can I apologize for getting you fired? Again? I wanted to work with you. As much as you want to deny it, we are a great team. We fit together. We enhance each other.”
“Maybe we used to be.” 
“I hate that you’re not working on this with me. I came here to work with you.” 
“Why?” she held her breath. Would he tell her what she wanted to her? Could she trust his words?
“Because I’ve missed you.”
Scooter suddenly turned and pulled her along with him. He began to prance and whine. She knelt to pet his chest, hoping to calm him. 
“Scooter? What are you doing here?” Phil exclaimed approaching them ahead of Trish, Charlie, and a woman Kim had never seen before. 
“You know the dog?” Kim stood to brush the sand from her knees and dropped the leash. 
Scooter raced ahead to the giggly little boy eagerly running toward him. Watching the pair was like watching lovers reunite at the airport. Kim felt slightly jealous. She’d never had anyone so excited to see her. Maybe she should get a dog. 
“I do. He’s my buddy’s dog. Why are you watching him?” Phil asked. 
“My grandma is dog sitting but he got a little lonesome,” Kim conceded as the rest of Phil’s party approached and stopped. 
The dog’s tail wagged furiously as he sat at Trish’s feet, and Charlie fiercely hugging him.
“Phil, good to see you again,” Landon reached out a hand for a shake. 
“You two know each other?” Kim reeled her head whipping back from one to the other in shock. 
“He’s the worst temp I’ve ever had,” Phil joked. “But where are my manners this is my wife, Trish, my son, Charlie, and our cousin Shannon.”
Landon reached over to shake hands with all of them. Kim sucked in a breath when he shook hands with Shannon. Was this the cousin Trish had been mentioning? The woman was gorgeous, tall enough to be a model and with the trim figure too. She didn’t have any wrinkles on her golden skin and her dark eyes and hair gave her an exotic flair. She was everything Kim wasn’t. And probably exactly who Landon should be with.
A moment ago she’d been marveling that universe had given her exactly what she’d ask for; Landon confessing that he’d come back for her. That he missed her. For a split second, she’d had hope. And then her hopes were flattened like a wave crashing against the shore, pummeling the rock into the fine sand under her shoes. 
“Kim, I’m so glad I ran into you. Do you think you’d be around this week to come take measurements?” Trish asked totally oblivious to Kim’s current state.
“Absolutely. I’ve got nothing but time.” She felt Landon stiffen at her side. She hadn’t meant to put him on edge. 
“Good. And if you have him, bring Scooter by. Charlie adores this dog. I’m pretty sure we were left off the dog sitting list because Mark was worried we wouldn’t give him back.”
She chuckled but didn’t feel the laughter, and even to her own ears, it sounded forced. Take Landon and the dog? No way. Kim gave herself a mental shake. What was wrong with her? Neither of them belonged to her. She needed a shower and lunch and a movie. And maybe to divulge all of her secrets to a dog. Not necessarily in that order.
“I have to get going. Nice to see you all and to meet you Shannon.”
She reached for the leash from Trish and then hurried away. She didn’t want to see what she feared was a meet-cute, the introduction of a couple in some terribly adorable fashion at the start of a romantic comedy. How awful to finally be reunited with the love of her life only to have him destroy her career and make her relive the most painful and gut-wrenching experience of her life before he found love again under her nose with someone younger, slimmer, and better? But maybe that was just her life. Maybe she just lost.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
Landon scanned over the paper in his hands, the letters jumbling together. His mind couldn’t focus or make sense of the words. Leaning back against the mahogany chair, he took a sip of his Coca Cola. The fizz of the bubbles sliding down his throat had him scrunching up his nose. He glanced down at the papers again. He had to get on with work. After running into Kim on the beach earlier that day, he’d had a hard time focusing. 
According to Paul, Nathan, the new engineer had the permits well in hand. With any luck, he’d be able to start breaking ground on the construction of the model homes and the streets of the neighborhood. His idea would soon become reality. And he had to get to work. Lurking around the engineering office when Kim had been on the project had eaten up some of his carefully laid out time. 
He’d worked with an architecture firm in Savannah to draw up plans and he’d found backers to bring the capital. Now he had to do everything else and that started with builders. He’d decided to try to work with a local group instead of bringing in guys from Savannah. He wanted this project to draw community support, even if Kim had intimated that seemed unlikely. 
The click of heels on the hardwood floor gave Landon the excuse to drop his papers on the table. Lists of reputable and recommended builders to contact had been compiled for him a month ago. He just had to make the first step and pick up the phone. 
“Good day?” his grandmother asked as she approached. 
Landon pushed his chair at the head of the dining room table back and moved to kiss her on both cheeks. She took the seat of honor and he shuffled his papers, sliding easily on the smooth surface to his chair at her right.
“I think so. The engineering firm has everything they need from me at the moment. But I have to lock a builder down.”
“You don’t want to use your father’s company?”
Landon shook his head. “No. The drive from Savannah alone would make the project unreasonable.”
“But he does have builders on staff, doesn’t he?”
“He does. But I’m trying to start my own company here, grandmother.”
“You seem a bit distracted. I’m just wondering if maybe getting your father’s firm involved would help keep you on schedule.”
Landon winced. He knew she meant well. And her assessment had been spot on. He’d been distracted. He’d come to St. Simons to start his life, ideally with Kim at his side. But he hadn’t managed to smooth anything over with her. The walk on the beach had been nice. She’d laughed and smiled and had made light of their fights. 
A spark had flickered when he’d first seen her at the meeting with the island council members. The tinder had started to catch fire when he’d asked her to dinner. But then he’d nearly trampled all over the twigs and extinguished the whole thing. Seeing her today, he felt the low, slow burn of the still glowing embers. Maybe he’d make a bonfire yet. But he wouldn’t be able to stay if he didn’t get his development off the blueprints and onto the ground. 
“I don’t think your father would hold helping you over your head. He wouldn’t use this against you.”
“I know.” Landon took a sip of his soda, his fingers slipping on the glass. He returned the beverage to a coaster, slow and deliberate in his actions to buy himself time to consider. His father didn’t expect anything from him, other than to show up, not cause a scene or make problems, and eventually take over the organization. Landon expected so much more out of himself. 
After the talk with Phil a few days earlier, their conversation had stayed with him. He’d never stopped to consider how shallow and empty his personal life had been since Kim. Saying the words aloud to Phil, he’d had to take stock of them. He had countless friendly acquaintances and was never alone at an event. He never had to be alone any other time either, although in Savannah he never felt sure if the come-ons and flirtatious banter had to do with himself or his position and family. 
He’d never had to pretend with Kim. She’d understood and respected him, the man, from the beginning. She’d detested the idea of society. Before meeting her, he’d never stopped to think about what he was doing at this gala or that fundraiser. But her assessment that it was a lot of people peacocking to one another had stuck with him. Precisely because she hadn’t been off the mark. 
Landon never had the chance to introduce any of his family to Kim. He couldn’t imagine his parents’ reaction. But he knew his grandmother would love her. She’d see a strong, determined, hardworking woman much like herself. Grandmother would have supported his cause if he’d needed it, he felt sure. 
“Landon, there is no shame in relying on your family’s connections.”
“I know, Grandmother. I just want to do this for myself. I want to build something tangible, real on my own. Maybe then I’d feel worthy to take over the company one day and merge it with mine.”
“You’ve always been worthy. But I do worry about you.”
“Me? Why? I’m great.”
“Are you?” She reached over to hold his hands and squeeze them. 
She held his gaze and the softness of her eyes struck him. She’d glared at him, laughed with him, and let him know she thought something hew was doing was untoward throughout the years. She could convey a thousand expressions with the flutter of her lashes. But this expression, he couldn’t decipher. 
“I can’t help but notice you’ve never introduced me to anyone special.”
Landon frowned. In his entire life, she’d never prodded him about anything. He’d always happily offered up any tidbit about what he was up to. He had kept one part of his life hidden away from everyone though. Twisting his neck from side to side, he felt the gold chain catch in the stray hairs on the back of his neck. The weight of the engagement ring Kim had shipped back to him pressed against his chest. 
We should be celebrating our tenth anniversary, not still figuring each other out.
“I don’t know what to tell you, Grandmother. Maybe love isn’t in the cards for me.”
“That’s hard to believe,” she said, dropping his hands and sitting up straighter. 
“It’s the truth. I…”
The words stuck in his throat. For years, he’d been putting off people interested in setting him up with this woman or that. He’d had the best, and he’d be hard pressed to settle for something else. Of course, he did try. He’d dated a woman casually, only to keep his mother and her friends off his case. But breaking her heart and explaining that marriage wasn’t for him had been terrible. She’d bawled during the entire drive back from dinner to her house. He hadn’t expected that after six months together she’d be waiting for a proposal after every fancy meal out. Telling her some of the truth had seemed the kindest way to let her down. And she’d ended up married to a friend of his in less than eleven months. But that incident, nearly four years earlier, had shaken him off any type of date and he’d thrown himself into his work. 
His father didn’t seem to appreciate his efforts. His indifference irked Landon and had him stewing for years. By the time he did find Kim, he’d been itching to leave. Reuniting with her, he had no intention of leaving. Maybe she’d said he’d ruined her life and her career. Maybe he could give her something better. He might have crushed her dreams but perhaps together they could come up with a new set. 
I have the funding. I have the plan. I have an obligation to my investors to see this through and I’m not leaving without her.
“You’re awfully quiet.”
“I guess I’m trying to figure out how to tell you something I’ve never told anyone before.”
“And what’s that?”
He took in a deep breath, the lemon furniture polish filling his nostrils. The scent had been as familiar to him as the soap his clothes had been laundered in his whole life. He unclenched his fists and dropped his shoulders. Confessing everything would never get easier. 
“I met the love of my life in college, and everything happened so quickly she slid through my fingers and I lost her. I came here to find her, and now I’m afraid I’ve pushed her away for good.”
Her eyes went wide, the only indication that she’d heard him. “I’m stunned. Does your mother know about this?”
Landon sighed and dragged a hand through his hair. He slumped against the back of the chair, dropping the posture his grandmother expected. But her wide eyes made him think he might get away with bad manners, just this once. 
“The weekend before graduation I came home to tell them. Mother kept changing the topic every time I tried to broach the subject. And Father wouldn’t listen to anything I had to say. By the time I got back, she’d left. I didn’t know what to do or where to turn. I didn’t want to run from my family after someone who’d run from me. For a long time, I didn’t know what direction I was headed or wanted to go. Moving back home and just assuming a role for Father and Mother felt easy and safe. But I never gave up hope I’d find her and I did.”
“Dear, I had no clue. You never let on that anything was wrong. But you also never came back to visit.”
“If I had, I would have found her a lot sooner.”
“Do I know her?”
Grandmother tapped a finger against her chin in consideration. Never one to sit on the sidelines, he watched her mentally flip through names and faces of every prospect. If he didn’t stall her, she’d figure out the identity. He didn’t need his grandmother running over to Kim’s house and officially ending any chance he had with her. 
“I think you do,” Landon relented. “But out of respect for her, I think I’ll keep her name to myself for a little bit.”
“I’m so sorry your parents pushed you away. I blame myself for that. I’ve had a rough road with your mother all these years.”
“Why is that? She adores you, Grandmother. Why have you never come to visit Savannah?”
“Why hasn’t she been down to see me?” she countered, crossing her arms. “You don’t understand mothers and daughters.”
Landon shifted in his chair. Her direct stare had only been aimed at him a few times through the years. 
“No, I don’t. But I understand you and I understand her. And I think you both are missing out on a lot by not figuring out how to move forward and have a relationship.”
“It’s not so simple. Nothing has ever been simple for me. I started working because my family needed all of us children to work as soon as we were able. When I turned twenty, I met your grandfather. He swept me off my feet into a lifestyle I had no comparison to. He asked that I stop working and I complied after I got pregnant with your mother. I thought I’d be raising my daughter. I had no idea I was expected to let my little girl be raised by nannies. 
“In the early years, I was not welcomed to participate in any charity functions on any committee. I was snubbed because of my background. Your grandfather grew up with money and had never worked a day in his life. He wanted to travel constantly. But do you have any idea how boring life becomes when all you do is relax?”
His grandmother shuddered, and he knew the question had been rhetorical. His life had never been hard, per se. But he had spent time working towards goals, not just traveling from place to place. He could only imagine how impossible she’d find the tedium.
“My family couldn’t understand what I was complaining about. They were working class people struggling to make ends meet. Eventually we grew apart. Your grandfather and I grew apart as well, and sadly that was a blessing. On my own, I went back to work. I was too old to perform with the Rockettes but I started helping with anything they’d let me do, costumes, choreography, and organizing events. I still had connections with your grandfather’s world and had been given a handsome settlement that made me wealthy in my own right. I think as I started to respect myself again I started to take charge more and worked with causes I was passionate about. I became someone on my terms and then I fell in love with George. 
“He was fabulously wealthy but he’d earned every dollar himself. We respected each other, brought out the best in each other, and fell in love. He passed away when you were small. You would have liked George a lot. Unfortunately, I never figured out how to make a relationship with your mother work. When she was small, the nannies considered me in the way. Your mother has always been sweet, joyful, and delicate. I couldn’t relate. She grew up with every privilege and luxury. She never had to work hard for anything. I couldn’t relate to her and eventually I pushed her away.
“You, Landon, were my second chance. I got a second chance at love with George and a second chance at family with you. You don’t know how much you mean to me.”
Landon nodded but his heart hurt. He wanted to rub a palm over his chest, to ease the ache. Instead, he kept his hands on the table. He didn’t want a second chance at love. He wanted to get things right with his first choice. And while he’d always cherished his relationship with her, he didn’t want either his mother or grandmother to miss out on each other. Both women had shaped him. 
“If you could have a relationship with her now, what would you want?”
“I guess I always thought we’d end up as friends. Maybe after the chaos of childrearing, of marriages, and of loss we’d find some common ground. I guess I hoped time would help us find our way back to one another. But I think inaction has only put more distance between us.”
“You know she always talks about how charity work runs in her blood. She always name drops you. She respects you so much.”
“She does?” Her voice nearly cracked. 
He inched his fingers across the table to squeeze her hand. His strong, bold grandmother had almost shown weakness. Maybe showing more would help her and mother get back to each other. Maybe there was something in that for him too.
“Give her another chance.”
“Are you going to give love another chance? Are you going to set aside this relationship that isn’t going anywhere and find someone?”
“I’m going to move forward,” he replied, his jaw set in a firm line. She didn’t need to know how he was going to move forward, only that he was.
“Don’t regret your choices.”
I already do.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
The rush of water sounded like a far off fast moving stream. Staring out the kitchen window, Kim saw nothing. Her reaction earlier that day after the perceived threat of a beautiful new woman in town and a family that loved Scooter had shocked her. She had no right to either Landon or Scooter she kept reminding herself. They weren’t hers. 
No one is. 
The sudden chill of the water on her fingers snapped her back to the present. She shut off the faucet with one hand and carried the dog bowl over to the little spot she’d left for Scooter. When she opened the bag of his kibble, the dog came running and nearly caught the scoops of food in his mouth as she bent to fill his bowl.
“Alright, dinner time. Maybe I’d better find something too.”
She crossed over to the spice cabinet and pulled down the seasonings to reach the hidden cookies in the back. Her sweet tooth could be epic. But hiding the treats had not deterred her from indulging at all, as she’d intended. She bit into the crisp cookie and savored the first punch of citrus tempered by sugar. No other bite tasted as good as the first, her taste buds coated in the cookie couldn’t get that clear flavor. She should put on a pot of tea to wash down the crumbs. But tea made her reflect, and she wanted to avoid any more thoughts. Circling her mind with what she should have done or should have said or how she should have acted had kept her anxious for the past few days. 
The chime of her house phone interrupted her reverie. A quick glance at the clock assured her it couldn’t be her grandma; she had dance rehearsal. Curious and sure she’d only given Landon her cell phone, she took the two steps to pick up the wall-mounted phone.
“Hello?”
“Hi Kim, it’s Lily Andrew. You left the meeting before I had a chance to catch up with you.”
“Oh, sorry,” Kim’s ears burned hot. Lily might have retired, but her admonishment held the stern tone of a schoolteacher still. “I had to get home to take the dog out.”
She bit her lip, her apology and excuse weak to her own ears.
“Look, Kim, I’m not going to mince my words. I’m shocked that you didn’t disclose your association with our organization to Paul Nathan. We’ve had volunteers work for him before and it’s never been an issue.”
“I know. I’m sorry,” she replied, her voice quiet. 
I didn’t want to get off the project. The truth nearly sucked the breath out of her. She’d convinced herself she’d been unable to slip out of Landon’s project, that she’d been trapped. But no, she knew that wasn’t true. She hadn’t wanted to give up his work or him. Even after all the years and the heartache, she didn’t want to lose him. Running off without ending anything between them had, in some small way, kept hope alive. That one day he’d find her and everything would magically be solved. 
“I hate to see you go. And I have to tell you, the other members agree with me. We’ve discussed this at length, and if you’re willing, we’d like to offer you a job.”
“You would?” Her jaw went slack. The answer to her problems had been under her nose the whole time? Maybe she could figure out the rest of her troubles too. 
“We would. We would like to hire you on as our engineer-at-large. And I’m afraid you’re going to have to start immediately.”
“That would be wonderful. I’d love to. Thank you so much.”
Kim’s words came in quick spurts as she bounced from foot to foot. Something had finally gone her way. She pumped her fist in the air.
“You’re very welcome. I need to meet you first thing in the morning. Is the coffee shop in the Pier Village okay? We’ve been pulling up old maps and surveys of that land the developer snatched up, and we think we might have a shot at saving it.”
“Really? That’s great news.”
“It is. But I’ll tell you the details in person.”
“Sounds great. Thank you so much. I’ll see you at eight.”
“Have a good night.”
She returned the phone onto the receiver. What would this mean for Landon? No, she shook herself. This land was purely business. She couldn’t let her emotions get caught up in work again. That had gotten her fired. She’d worked too hard and for too long to let her career fall apart over this. She rehid the bag of cookies although she felt sure Scooter had watched the whole thing. Snatching her cell phone off the counter, Kim slid open the back door and Scooter joined her outside. 
She sank onto the old chaise lounge. The smell of sun on the still warm man-made material mingled with the dried sweat smell clinging to her skin. She needed a shower and freshly laundered pajamas after a long and exhausting day. She’d experienced every emotion—disappointment and embarrassment over losing her job and owning it at the meeting, jealousy, and now joy at her news. But she knew she wouldn’t be able to let go of the undercurrent of anxiety if she didn’t own up to what was happening to Landon, immediately. 
She dialed his number and pressed the phone to her ear. He answered on the first ring. 
“I was just thinking about you,” he greeted, his southern drawl making her toes curl. 
“Really? And why’s that?” She cleared her throat. The eager girlishness in her voice made her wince.
“If I made reservations for dinner tomorrow night, would you join me?”
“Oh,” she gasped. 
She sank deeper against the lounge, slightly boneless. After leaving him on the beach, she’d become convinced that she’d walked right into his next love interest. But then he wouldn’t ask her out to dinner, would he?
“Can I swing by at seven?”
“Is this another attempt at our just friends dinner?”
“This can be whatever you want.”
She bit her lip, testing for pain. She had to have fallen asleep in the three minutes since she’d left her house. No way did she hear correctly. Whatever she wanted? If only she knew the answer. 
“Landon, I don’t know if I’ll be free tomorrow night.”
“Other plans? Better offer?”
She heard the tease in his voice but felt an undercurrent too. He used to tease her as a way of feeling out a situation. She remembered all too well the quirk of his lips contrasting the clench of his fist while he joked. 
“Well, I don’t know. I just heard that I’ve found a job.”
“Congratulations. That was quick. Did Paul Nathan hire you back?”
“No, hardly, and I don’t blame him. The Society for Coastal Living actually called to offer me a job.”
“Fantastic. So now you get to work for the company you were essentially at pro bono?”
“More or less,” she acknowledged. 
She wanted to feel relief that she’d landed on her feet. Ending up on the opposite side from him made her heart sink to the bottom of the chasm between them. His happy voice threw her. Did he not understand the ramifications? Or not care?
“Then we have something to celebrate. Maybe I should find a fancy restaurant.”
Would friends do that? The question hovered on her lips. Too afraid to ask and get a label that she didn’t know she wanted or the other that maybe she couldn’t handle quite yet. 
“Actually, I think I might be in for a late night. And I wanted to call you and offer full disclosure. My first job will be examining all the details on your plot of land. The SCL doesn’t give up so easily.”
“I wouldn’t expect them to, and you’re welcome to try. I can’t imagine a plot of land would be sold if it hadn’t already been vetted.”
You’d be surprised. Stories of major archaeological finds during everyday construction had fascinated her. Most of those finds had happened over in England where pieces of civilization had been buried under new development during the centuries. 
“I just wanted to let you know. I’ve come to understand I need to air the potential conflict of interest publically, to avoid a problem.”
“Does that mean you’ll take me up on my offer for another night?”
“I think I will,” she scrunched up her nose and gripped the chair as she answered. She’d let the words tumble out before sense could stop her and tell her to back off.
“Great. I’ll look forward to it.”
“Landon, I know you’re confident about your land, but you should know, if you don’t already, that it may have overlapped with part of plantation.”
“Thanks for the concern, Kim. But I’m sure it’s fine. I tell you what I am meeting with a builder tomorrow and should be on track to start breaking ground next week. Why don’t you come out when we start digging the first foundations and you can oversee that everything is done properly.”
She nibbled her lip. The plan did have its merits. She’d get the opportunity both to oversee the project and spend time with him. In a professional capacity, she didn’t have to worry about what to say. She could rely on her job. 
“Come on, say you’ll stop by.” Landon’s voice lowered and sounded almost husky. 
For a split second, she forgot what they were talking about. He almost sounded like he’d invited her to stop by his house. Nope. Not happening. She’d learned the hard way what getting involved too quickly could do. It could destroy someone emotionally. She’d vowed to treat herself better. She deserved more. She wanted a commitment before she gave someone her body and her heart again. The only man she’d ever considered remained Landon, but she was not about to rush into something with him. 
“Okay, I’ll take you up on the offer. But I do think a corner of the land might house the cemetery for the plantation’s slaves. I know the graves were not formally marked and their position on the property was lost over the years through fires of documents and the family dying out.”
“It’s fine. But I’ll be glad to have you on site. Maybe you’ll even be able to give me a few tips. I want this development to be part of the community, not an off-shot.”
“I’ll see you then. Good night, Landon.”
“Good night.”
She hung up the phone and continued to rest in the lounge. The quickly darkening sky brought a chill to the air and Kim rubbed her arms. She finally believed that autumn was approaching, the weather had finally caught up to the calendar. 
Whatever you want it to be. 
A shiver coursed through her. She wanted so much. But did she deserve any of it? Could she reach out and grab her chance? Or had that moment slipped past? She’d finally gotten one piece of her puzzle back into the box since he’d broken the puzzle and thrown the pieces around the room. She had a job and one that she was passionate about. Maybe she could find a few more pieces too. If she could muster enough courage to search.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
A shrimp boat steered through the Sound, its nets extended over either side, as Landon drove over the Torras Causeway. The briny smell of the saltwater marsh seemed especially pungent at the middle stretch between the island and the mainland. Golden marsh grasses flanking the road could almost fool him into thinking he could walk across on solid land. Sinking up to his knees in muck if he tried, however, held no appeal. 
He was on his way to a final meeting with the builder he’d hired. This project needed all of his attention. All of his focus. He didn’t have time to spend thinking about Kim or seeing her in a few days. Maybe her coming out to the site wasn’t dinner. Maybe it was almost rubbing salt in the wound, showing her around the property she’d lost and had kicked her out of her job. But he viewed it as an opportunity. And he’d jump at that. 
The loud ring of his phone over the wind whipping past his ears interrupted his thoughts. Pulling into a parking lot on the mainland, he parked his car and answered his phone. 
“Hello?”
“Landon, it’s your father.”
Landon’s grip tightened on the steering wheel. Checking up on him? He took in a deep breath.
“How can I help you?” he coolly replied. 
“I wanted to hear about your project.”
“You did?” Landon narrowed his eyes. 
When he’d first come up with the idea, his father had dismissed it out of hand over dinner. As the plan took form, he’d never taken the time to meet. His father’s schedule had been conveniently full. Only after Landon began to work with architects and planners and approach investors did his father pay attention. The feelings he’d lived with his whole life, of being overlooked and ignored, had been confirmed. The last tense month at home made his departure a relief. He swallowed the rising bile. 
“I did. I was at an event for one of your mother’s charities last night and was approached by Charlie O’Brien.”
“Oh?” Landon replied. 
“He has some concerns.”
Of course. The biggest problem with Landon’s plan had been his investors. He’d received support from nearly all of his father’s friends. But without his father’s backing, he knew just how tenuous his situation was. 
“Everything is on schedule. We break ground on Monday. I’m heading to the builder right now for a final meeting.”
“Good to hear. And how many units have you sold?”
Landon cleared his throat. “I haven’t started sales yet.”
“You’d better hurry up.”
“I wanted to have some models built first.”
“Trust me son, you can’t wait on this.”
A seagull landed on the ground of the parking lot in front of his car. Poking around at scraps on the asphalt. Landon had felt that way for a long time. He’d been circling, never making the forward progress he wanted. And when he finally had broken free, he’d been picking up scraps. He knew his father was someone who provided good counsel. The man had spent his entire working career in development. But why did he want to talk now? Was it just to point out the flaws and get him back to the company in Savannah soon?
“Landon, are you there? I can give you the name of the advertising firms and my contacts.”
“Father, I have those. I have contacts. I need to do this, and I need to do it my own way.”
“I’m just trying to help.”
“Everything is on track. I’ll be moving forward with sales after the first two units are built.”
“Well don’t be surprised when you have investors looking for news. I’m only giving you advice.”
“Look Father, I appreciate that.” If I believed it. “But I have to get going. Can we talk later?”
“Sure. Bye.”
Landon ended the call and left the phone in the passenger seat. He turned the key in the ignition and pulled out of the parking lot. His father’s concerns were no doubt things his friends had shared. Landon should have expected a call at some point, but after the last couple of weeks, he’d thought he’d made it into the clear. Pulling his car back onto the road, he navigated back toward Brunswick. He had work to do and he couldn’t let any doubts enter his mind, not doubts about his project or doubts with Kim. He refused.
* * * * *
For the second time in two weeks, Kim studied her reflection and readjusted the blazer of her best skirt suit. Standing next to her truck, she checked her lip-gloss in the side mirror and gave a quick once over to ensure she hadn’t smudged her mascara. The warm, overcast day reflected her mood. She was anxious, apprehensive, and excited, all rolled into one tense package. Kim pulled back her shoulders and stalked toward the door. 
The office building, a tiny cottage half hidden by dense foliage, sat near the airport. Mint green siding with white trim gave the building a cheerful, tropical appearance. Set back from the road on a tiny gravel drive, Kim felt like she was entering another world. Lily had asked her to show up by eight-thirty, and she pushed open the door at eight. 
Lily sat at a desk in the center of the room, typing furiously away. She glanced up and momentarily made eye contact, giving Kim the one minute finger. Stepping into the bright space, she noted the entirely open layout. Two other desks complete with phones and computers sat ready for use behind Lily’s. In the back corner of the room, she noted what must be the bathroom jutting into the room. 
She walked over to one of the desks and set her purse on the top. Her clammy palms were her only betrayal. She’d never worked in such close quarters. At the firm, she’d been in a cubicle. While it lacked the true distinctions of dedicated offices, there had at least been a hint of privacy. She’d be in close quarters here. Despite the other desk, she knew only she and Lily would be in the office. The desks had been set up and equipped for the interns that cycled through the SCL. 
“Kim, you’re early.” Lily nodded in approval as she got up from her chair and walked over to shake her hand. “Good, you’ve picked a desk.”
“If this is alright?”
“Absolutely. And settle in, we have a lot of work ahead of us.”
Lily gestured for Kim to take a seat behind the desk and she did. Kim pulled the leather chair out from the desk, took her seat, and rolled forward. Lily dropped four large three ring binders on to the surface. Kim’s eyes widen and when Lily turned her back to grab even more. Several paperback books and pamphlets joined the pile. 
“We’ll sort out all the hr details over lunch, but for now, we have to work. The construction off Lawrence Road is due to start on Monday.”
“I know. I was invited by the developer to be on site.”
Lily raised an eyebrow. “You were?”
“He’s an old fl…friend.”
“Okay, good. That’s promising. Depending on where they start, we may or may not be able to save the property. We need them to hit something important, something to stall development. These are all of the details and records we have on that land, including old surveys and census records. I need you to study these with a fine-tooth comb. We need to try to figure out where the structures may have been.”
“Can’t you see them? Didn’t they leave any ruins?”
“No, the plantation house ruins belong to a private property. But this would be the cabins and we understand they were burned a long time ago. Maybe you can walk about the property and poke around.”
Kim nodded along but her mind raced. She hated the thought of using Landon. She wanted to see the land, and she knew he’d probably been anxious to show off his development. The conflict of interest was supposed to be gone. Now that conflict was only stronger, wedging between them. 
“This post-it has your login credentials. I’ll let you get started.”
“Thank you, Lily.” Kim grabbed the sticky note and pressed it against the monitor. “I’m grateful for this opportunity.”
“I know you are,” she said with a smile.
Lily turned and resumed her seat. The unsaid make-me-proud was evident in her eyes. She’d seen that look in her grandma’s eyes, and she’d lived up to it every time. She’d make Lily proud and show her that she deserved all the faith and trust placed in her. She’d have to figure out the whole Landon situation. Somehow.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
The crack of a branch had Landon ducking and moving out of the way. Working nearly non-stop, the team he’d pulled together had been clearing pines all morning. Luckily for him, the land already had a gravel access road, an old remnant from its forgotten days belonging to a larger piece of property. That had been one less thing to worry about. Finding contractors, homebuilders, and excavators, and of course working with the civil engineers had been eye opening. 
Back in Savannah he spent most his time behind a desk, overseeing grander day-to-day operations and ensuring projects were on time. Working for himself, he’d had to get his hands dirty. Dressed down in jeans and a polo shirt, he felt ridiculous next to the men sweating under their labors as they worked on the first of the models. So far the work had been slow and circling, making sure he did everything in the right order had never seemed so important before. But breaking ground on undeveloped land meant he had to start from scratch. He wasn’t tapping into the island’s ready-made infrastructure. He had to first build the pipes and sewers and run them to the main system. Not to mention develop a permanent road plan with the council to determine what traffic signals would be needed before the next meeting in a couple weeks.
With closed his eyes, he rubbed his temples. He took in a deep breath, the pungent smell of the marsh mingled with the pine of the trees. A forest in the middle of a salt-water marsh. The unique location had presented him with all types of burdens. When he’d first determined that he had to come to St. Simons to see Kim, he’d assumed any stretch of land would work for his purposes. He hadn’t realized that if he built too near the marsh he’d have even more restrictions. The trouble is worth the chance to start over. 
“Penny for your thoughts?” a familiar alto asked. 
The smile stretched over his face as he opened his eyes. He kept his hands in his pockets, to keep from reaching out to stroke her arm and grab her waist. Pretty as a picture in a bright sundress, she teamed the girly outfit with a pair of sturdy and serviceable rain boots. He wished he’d have considered the terrain. His driving loafers would be in no state after a day at the job site. He’d never spent more than a few hours at a job, and developing high-rises in the city and mansions in the suburbs was not the same as a build in the woods. 
“I brought coffee. Still cream and two sugars?” she asked, holding out a paper cup. 
“Perfect. Thanks.” He took a sip of the warm drink. 
He didn’t know if it was that progress was finally happening or that they’d had the chance to talk, but he felt relaxed, standing next to Kim in the dirt, in a way he hadn’t for years. Their relationship had been punctuated by celestial highs and stunning lows. Somehow, the middle ground had been washed out. Standing next to her, he began to remember nights spent studying next to each other on the couch as they listened to music. She didn’t feel the need to fill silence with constant chatter. He’d grown up so uncomfortable with the quiet, almost deafened by it at times, he’d had a hard time accepting that he didn’t need to fill every moment with noise. She’d taught him what a companionable silence meant. And in the years since she’d left, he’d forgotten that lesson. 
“You seem to be making a lot of progress?” she asked, sipping her coffee. 
“Well I have to get moving. My investors are expecting to see progress and profits.”
“Have you had a lot of feedback from the community?”
“Not much, to be honest. I’ve mostly been in contact with builders.”
“And what have they had to say about your plan?”
He winced. She had no way to know she’d struck a nerve. He knew she didn’t like his idea for developing the land. But he’d won her over when she saw his intentions of creating a community and not just a hipster trailer park as she’d first thought. Unfortunately, most of the local builders thought his idea was problematic. His location was off for a beach shack, they told him. If he wanted to capture this demographic, he had to be closer to the water. Appealing to higher end clientele made no sense to many of the builders who argued those people already had their own residences. And his favorite was being told he’d created a family friendly community that no sane family would ever seek out. 
“Hey, are you here to spy on the project? I thought I’d agreed to let you stop by as a gesture of goodwill.”
“Okay, fine, I’ll back off. Hold this.” She handed him her coffee cup. 
A pink lipstick smudge on the lid had him smiling. He remembered how much she hated make-up. But the dress, the evidence of cosmetics, and if he leaned in just an inch closer, as he did under the guise of shifting his weight, the scent of lavender perfume all meant she’d put in an effort at seeing him. All combined, that felt like a victory for the morning.
She continued rummaging through her bag, seemingly oblivious to his perusal as she wrinkled her brow. Finally, she pulled out a big spiral notebook and opened to a sheet almost filled with her swirly script. 
“Wow, what’s that?”
“I had my first day at work last week. And it kept me busy all weekend.”
“Really?”
“Yep. This land used to be part of a larger plantation. The manor house burned a long time ago and the land was preserved by the government. We think there might be a slave cemetery and possible some old dwellings on your land.”
“Yeah, you mentioned that. But if that’s the case, why didn’t you try to lobby for the land to be saved that way? Why bid for it?”
“We’ve been understaffed and slammed and thought buying the land outright would be the quickest way to protect it.”
Taking another sip of his coffee, the sweet drink suddenly tasted too syrupy in his mouth. Wish I would have known that a few months ago. Although, he understood, no one had been under any obligation to tell him anything. He’d been the interloper. No one wanted to help him succeed on this project.
The buzz of the machinery whirring as trees were flattened and foundations dug suddenly came to a stop. He heard the hooting and hollering before he saw the frantic arm waving of the crew on the first tiny house’s plot. Without any word, he raced toward them. He felt sure he must have an accident or something tragic on his hands. Kim ran alongside. When they reached the plot and approached the group standing shoulder to shoulder, he followed the collective gaze staring down at a guy inspecting the end of his shovel.
“What is it? Is someone hurt?” he shouted and the men parted to let him and Kim through.”
“No,” the builder stepped forward out of the group of workers. “But you might be. We hit bone. There’s nothing else we can do until this gets investigated.”
His mind registered the swift intake of breath at his side. But the words didn’t penetrate his brain for a second. When they did, he wanted to swear or hit something. He’d finally decided to take action. He’d finally gotten everything ready to be the man she deserved and to come back. And now he’d have to leave. 
“Landon?” she whispered. 
He considered her. He wanted to grab her hand and squeeze it to let her know it’d be okay. But he couldn’t. 
“I guess you won,” he murmured back. “Take it from here.”
And without another word, he walked off. He heard instructions being given and murmurs among the gathered group. He kept one foot in front of the other. He hopped in his car and drove until he ended up back in front of that little bar in the Pier Village. He couldn’t go back and face his grandmother. And he couldn’t stand to be near his phone either. He didn’t want a drink. He needed a friend. 
Parking the car, he crossed the sidewalk in a few steps and knocked on the glass of the door. The interior was dark again but a face appeared in the window in less than thirty seconds. 
“You know, we’re still not open for day drinking on the weekdays here,” Phil chuckled as he opened the door wide enough for Landon to enter and then shut it behind him. 
“I’m still not here to drink.”
“Huh. Well, your unloading skills were subpar last time. So how about we just skip the formality this time.”
“Fair enough,” Landon chuckled. “Can I fold napkins or something?
“Not a restaurant. Just a bar. Thanks for the offer, but take a seat, I’m finishing washing up some glasses anyways.”
Landon followed Phil back toward the bar. He sank onto the bar stool and rested his forearms on the countertop. The position was inviting, relaxing, and made him want to rest. He wanted to lay his head in his hand and hunch forward, not caring about posture or anything else. 
“What’s going on this time? Still saying the wrong thing to the woman you were talking about?”
“No, not this time. Well, maybe, I guess,” Landon considered. He had just walked out on her and left her in charge. He wanted to kick himself and get back in the car and drive over to the site. That had been childish, unprofessional and she deserved better. The builders deserved better. He’d lost out on a chance and then screwed up the rest of his options with his behavior. 
“Is the woman in question Kim?”
Landon nodded. His gaze connected with Phil, and he took a sharp breath in. The other man looked hard as stone, unrelenting and unforgiving. The message in his feet shoulder width apart, hands fisted stance couldn’t have been any clearer. Mess with her and I’ll mess with you. 
“I have to warn you that I’m not the impartial listener I was the first time we met. I know Kim. I like Kim. I respect Kim.”
“I do too.”
“She’s been there for me and my wife through the years and she’s become a friend. I saw the way you looked at her on the beach. Don’t screw it up.”
“I screwed it up a long time ago. This is supposed to be my redemption tour,” Landon muttered. 
He stared down at his hands, loosely clasped together. Useless. These hands couldn’t build their future. 
“And how’s that going for you?” Phil prodded, leaning forward slightly. Power still reverberated in the man’s arms, flexed against the bar. But the fire of protection in his eyes had extinguished. 
“First I took the land she wanted and got her fired. Now she’s got a new job and just snatched that land out from under me.”
“Really? How?”
“Bones. She mentioned there might be some kind of cemetery on the land that had been lost over the years?”
“Huh, interesting,” Phil nodded and took a step back. “So let me ask you this. You told me getting her fired wasn’t personal. Can’t the same be said about this? There’s even more of a case that it isn’t personal, Kim didn’t go out and plant a body in the middle of the night.”
“I didn’t say I was here to be logical or rational and have a grown-up conversation.”
“I think we both have too much to do without letting self-pity get in the way.”
Landon mulled that thought over. He had had so much to do. Working nearly non-stop since Kim had been fired and then not sleeping over thinking about her and what he said and a chance for them, he was a wreck. He needed to sleep for a week. 
“So what do I do?” Landon asked.
Phil wiped down the bar, smoothing the cloth over the wood nearly the length of the grain and then back up. The rhythm of the movement was almost like a dance or music. The actions, though work, struck Landon as soothing. He needed something like that to occupy his body and free his mind to relax. 
“I think you need to call your backers and get straight with them. Start looking at other plots for sale. And maybe it’s time you double down on Kim.”
“I don’t know about Kim. If the land is gone, how can I stay?”
“But if she’s here how can you leave?”
Landon froze at the words. He didn’t know how he’d be able to leave. Now that he knew the truth and had to confront some of his own stupidity to do so, he couldn’t back away and back off. But without a property to develop, what kind of job could he get? He doubted Phil paid people to take up seats at the bar and not drink anything. And the idea of living off his family’s money seemed indolent and lazy. Having money had always been a bigger deal to the people around him. 
“Look, Landon, I’ve seen you two together. And I think that was the only meeting in recorded history where my cousin-in-law didn’t end up with a guy’s phone number. Do yourself a favor and take her out, win her over, and figure out your next step. Neither of you is married, so whatever you had must have been worth holding onto for so long.”
“Yeah, I guess I’ll try.” Landon agreed. 
He knew he had to separate his emotions from business. If he wanted to make working for himself successful, he couldn’t be tied into every deal. And with nothing between them now, he had nothing left to lose. Time to make a move or leave.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
Leaning in for a closer peek at the hole in the ground, Kim didn’t see Landon walk away. She felt the loss of heat, her body shivering at the sudden chill. But she hadn’t turned to stop him. She’d figured he might have taken a step back to let her in to observe. Burials on the island were a tricky business. With so much of the perimeter dedicated to either marsh or coast, finding solid ground for the dead only left limited options. After studying old surveys and reading accounts of the plantation’s history, she figured they’d find the cemetery somewhere on Landon’s land. 
She had discussed with Lily the potential for her to be on site observing the construction while also trying to locate where the cabins might have been. They’d agreed she could be on location for months with not much happening. Someone needed to be on hand in case they did discover a fragment of bone or a shard from pottery.
“You’re sure you want to babysit the construction?” Lily had asked. “It would be a big help but would drain your time. You’d have to work longer hours to help with our other projects and responsibilities.”
“I think I can manage,” Kim had assured her. 
Any excuse to be with Landon, despite the divide between them, seemed worth the extra hours. She’d been counting on the project dragging out. Maybe working together could help them figure out their relationship. 
But hitting pay dirt the moment they dug the first foundation was beyond her wildest dreams. The digger had uncovered a large bone, maybe a leg but she had no experience with skeletons. The darkened color gave her hope that it was the right age, but why wouldn’t it have been buried in a casket? She’d have plenty of questions for the experts. 
The land would be saved. She wanted to smile. Victories in saving the open spaces of the island had been numerous in the immediate years after the housing crash. But with construction picking up speed, the SCL often found themselves outmanned and outgunned. Many pieces of property had slipped through to development in the last year, already stressing the at-capacity infrastructure. Finally, they’d won.
Too bad that it had to be at his expense. Kim straightened and took a step back. She’d rejoin him, not that she had anything to say to help. She didn’t see him in the crowd of men and stepped beyond the semi-circle they’d formed. Needles and pinecones crunched under her feet as she walked several yards away. The sudden roar of an engine turning over preceded his convertible speeding past on the gravel road, dirt flying in its wake. 
Kim frowned. She didn’t blame him for wanting to leave. But shouldn’t he have stayed to give the crew he’d hired direction? The foreman approached and stood next to her. She’d seen the man before around town and on different projects. Always on opposite sides of the development issue. She respected that he was probably trying to earn a living for his family. She just wished there could be a way for everyone to co-exist. 
“I think you can wrap up for today. I need to phone this in to my boss.”
“We called the cops. They’ll be here in a few minutes too.”
Kim raised an eyebrow. 
“It’s standard. Anytime you find bones, you have to call the police. This could be a crime scene.”
“Or a cemetery,” Kim countered. 
The man put his hands up as if to say just doing my job and took a step back. 
“Fine. I guess the two of us should stay and the rest of your crew can go.”
He nodded and stepped back into the crowd. The crowd dispersed, gathering their tools and driving the trucks and diggers back to the gravel road. Kim pulled her cell phone out of her pocket and dialed Lily’s number.
“Hello?”
“Hi Lily, it’s Kim at the site. Believe it or not, they found a bone.”
“Wow, already?”
“Yep. The bone wasn’t in a coffin so they called the police to come out and treat this like a crime scene. Do you think you can come by to help oversee this? I don’t want them to disrupt anything.”
“On my way. This is great news. Hang back until I get there and then we can work on getting in touch with the archaeologists to start excavating. I’ll need you to start paperwork on applying to the government to protect the land. And we’ll have to figure out who is going to pay for this excavation and how.”
Kim tried to absorb the information being lobbed at her. But this was totally out of her wheelhouse. Working for the SCL would be part engineering, part project management. She’d have to learn as she went. But she was eager to.
“Hope you don’t have any plans this week,” Lily chuckled on the other end of the line. 
“Nope. I’m all yours.”
“Good. I’ll see you in fifteen minutes.”
Hanging up, Kim strolled back over to the grave. Maybe the box had fallen apart or maybe this was a burial pit instead of a true cemetery? She didn’t know that much about the practices and rites of the nineteenth century. A chill went down her spine thinking that anyone could be thrown into a pit to be forgotten. This person deserved to have their story told, no matter how much others might like to erase the past. Preserving this land and maybe turning it into a national or state park to give people a chance to confront history head on, even the gruesome parts, might be exactly what the island needed. 
The diggers backed up and headed on the gravel road towards Lawrence Road. Only her old truck and the foreman’s remained parked off to one side. The foreman paced a few yards away, with a hand in his hair. He seemed anxious and frustrated. She could only imagine. Landon needed to figure out what he was going to do. He couldn’t just leave them hanging. 
Her phone rang in her hand. She smiled as she answered. Grandma Rose always had impeccable timing.
“Hi Grandma, how’s it going?”
“Great!”
The shout and the ambient noise told Kim she was on speakerphone while Grandma drove. Grandma Rose had been remarkably adept with technology. She’d been game to get a cell phone a few years earlier, at the urging of both Kim and her father. And ever since, she’d been texting, emailing, and face timing with the best of them. Despite her best efforts, Kim hadn’t been able to discourage her from calling while driving. She worried that even on speaker Grandma got too distracted. It also didn’t help that she had a tendency to speak with her hands. Kim cringed, imagining Grandma exclaiming, spinning the wheel and ending up in a ditch.
“Where are you going?”
“Oh just to lunch. We haven’t had a chance to talk. How’s the new job?”
“Good. I think I have a lot to learn, but Lily is giving me room and training me.”
“What do you have to learn?”
“This is much more management than I’m used to. And I think there will be quite a bit of socializing and fundraising now.”
Kim shuddered. She’d managed to avoid the annual black tie gala the SCL threw to fundraise. She had no idea what she’d talk about with the very wealthy benefactors who lived on adjoining Sea Island. And she hated the thought of going alone. Landon would know what to say. Maybe she could take him if she had to start attending. 
“You okay?” Grandma asked. 
“Sorry, lost in thought. I’m actually at the property. They started breaking ground today and Lily wanted me on-site in case they stumbled across anything.”
“Oh, so you’re just standing around today?”
“Actually no. Believe it or not, they found a bone.”
“Already? So what does that mean?”
Kim took in a deep breath. Everything she’d been hoping for and working towards had happened so suddenly, she almost couldn’t believe her luck. She’d never been smiled upon by fate before. She had a hard time believing today could be so drastically different.
“It means we can save the land,” Kim muttered.
“You don’t sound very excited.”
“I don’t?” Kim frowned. “I am I really am. This is the best we could have hoped for. But it’s a little complicated.”
“Do you want to talk about it?”
Not yet. 
“I’ll take your silence as a no.”
“Sorry Grandma. I’m kind of overwhelmed with work right now.”
“That’s okay honey. I wanted to thank you again for watching Scooter for me. I just dropped him off at my neighbors, and I’m thinking about a massage later. He might be an old dog, but he still takes a lot of energy to manage.”
“Really?” Kim didn’t agree with that assessment. 
She’d grown to like the shaggy companion. She’d ended up keeping him through the weekend, only dropping him off yesterday afternoon. 
“Really. I don’t think a pet’s for me.”
“You don’t miss the companionship? Having someone to talk to?”
“No. Honey, I’ve lived alone for so long now I prefer the solitude.”
“Huh.”
“I know I have to keep explaining this, but I’m not lonely. Being alone doesn’t mean I’m pining for company.”
But maybe I am lonely. She hadn’t realized how comforting coming home to Scooter had been until she’d slept in the house without him the night before. She’d been up quite a bit, tossing and turning. She’d never felt anxious or nervous on her own. But without the other warm body, every creak of the old house startled her. 
“I think I miss him.”
“You do? I’m shocked.”
“I don’t know. I guess I didn’t realize I was lonely until… A lot has been changing for me lately.”
“Your life is moving forward, honey. That’s not a bad thing.”
“No, it’s just…”
“What is it, Kim? You’re never vague or ambivalent. What’s wrong honey?”
The love of my life came back, and I don’t know if we can ever get another chance. He’d come to take something from her, and now she’d taken something from him. Just like with the foreman, she wondered why they couldn’t co-exist in harmony. When they’d first met, everything had been so easy. Now she couldn’t seem to make it more than a couple of days without another issuing popping up between them. 
“I think I need to clear my head. I’m waiting on Lily to come and take over the site, so I can get back to the office and start working on the next steps. I might go for a walk or a long lunch or something.”
“What about your art? Have you been keeping up with that?”
“I’m working at the craft fair this weekend. I have full stock. And I’m taking measurements of the women’s restroom at the bar in the Pier Village. Remember my friend Trish?”
“Sure, with that adorable toddler?”
“That’s her. She wanted to hire me to tile the bathroom, but I haven’t had a moment.”
“You should do it. That always helps you clear your head.”
The wail of a siren interrupted the call. Kim followed the progress of the police car through the winding gravel road. She caught glimpses of flashing lights through the trees. The car parked next to her truck and a policeman got out. No sooner had he cleared the road then Lily’s car zoomed down the road past him.
“Is that on my end of the phone or yours?” Grandma Rose asked. 
“Mine. I guess procedure is to call the police to open an investigation when you find remains.”
“That sounds like a lot of paperwork.”
“Yeah, don’t remind me. Okay, Lily just got here, I’d better get going.”
“Okay honey. Make sure you do get back to your art. You sound like you need an outlet.”
Kim nodded. She needed more than that. 
“And when you’re ready to talk about what’s really going on, call me,” Grandma added. 
Kim cringed. She should have known Grandma wouldn’t be put off so easily. 
“I love you, Grandma. Have a nice lunch.”
“I will. I’m thinking of making this a total day of relaxation. If I don’t pick up the phone later, don’t be shocked. I might get my nails done.”
Kim chuckled. “Sounds good, bye.”
Lily approached her, and Kim filled her in quickly on the situation. There wasn’t that much to tell, but she did suddenly feel anxious to get away. And maybe call Landon. What would she say? I’m sorry this worked out exactly my way but you need to make things right by the crew? You shouldn’t have stormed out of here unless you wanted to ruin your reputation? She had never had a desire to be his mother or to take charge of him. And she didn’t want to scold him when she’d stormed out on him before too. 
She focused on Lily, putting her own turmoil aside for the moment. She had a job to do. She began taking notes and as her hand started to cramp, Lily excused her. Kim walked swiftly to her truck. She’d have a long day ahead of her. But first, she needed another coffee. 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
Landon stood before the French doors, soaking in the afternoon sunshine. The warmth on his face and the smell of lemon furniture polish from his grandmother’s meticulous housekeeping almost had him relaxed. Almost. He leaned back against the cream colored sofa. Several chintz swatches slipped under his hands and fluttered to the floor. He watched the fabric samples float and fall like the leaves of the big magnolia in front of the house. He pushed away, scooped up the squares to toss onto the couch, and headed toward the kitchen. He felt just as aimless as the patterned fabric swatches, just as purposeless too. 
After a disastrous dig on Monday, Landon had been called out to the property by the police shortly after leaving Phil’s bar. He’d expected to meet up with the construction crew and Kim. He’d been working out his apology the entire way there. Unfortunately, he met with a surly woman from the Society of Coastal Living and a browbeaten police officer just trying to do his job. Finding a bone meant calling the authorities, filing a report, and as the owner of the land, he had to give a statement. Not that he’d been given much of a chance. The woman fed him his lines. Feeling out of the loop and slightly on edge at the situation he’d walked into, Landon had excused himself and made his way back home. 
His time, resources, and energy had all been for nothing. Without a doubt, he’d lose the land. He’d spent the rest of the week trying to understand his options. He’d called a lawyer who had also been a family friend for advice. Too bad that person had decided to let it slip that Landon had lost the property or at least was in the process of losing it, at a cocktail party. All of his investors had been leaving him messages pulling out their support. 
Landon had tried to reassure them, many of them men he’d known his entire life whose good opinion he valued. But without any other back-up plan, he had nothing to offer. A few said they’d be willing to consider another investment at some point in the future. But all of them except for one wanted their money back. Now. 
Returning phone calls, leaving messages, and sending money back from this account to that one had eaten up his entire week. He’d managed to call the builders and apologize. He went to their office in person to further explain his position that morning. 
“I’m sorry that this fell through. I appreciate all the effort you went through on your side to get a crew together so quickly. I’m sorry to have pull out,” he’d told the foreman Jack. 
Jack waved him off and took a sip from his coffee. Landon did the same. Sitting at a conference table, the wall opposite was covered in pictures both old and new of the island and surrounding area. 
“It happens. We’ve had a fair share of losing projects over the past few years. It’s why I’ve started diversifying our guys.”
“What do you mean?”
“We’ve been working on smaller projects, not just big developments. So the crew has had to learn how to work on a restoration sometimes. It’s not always start from the scratch and build up. We’ve worked on additions, finishing basements, restoring an entire home, the whole thing.”
“Are those pictures some of your projects?” Landon pointed at the gallery wall. 
Jack smiled and nodded, not needing to turn in his chair to understand what Landon meant. 
“Yep. We’ve become one of the bigger firms handling restoration work. A lot of times homeowners don’t know who to call to get something fixed but they might know our name because we built a house in their neighborhood. I can say this has definitely improved our reputation within the community.”
Landon tilted his head and considered that. Hadn’t Kim said something similar to him? That he needed to get the community involved if he wanted to be a success. He’d blown it off assuming that if he built something desirable, the community would follow. But maybe he had it all wrong. If he’d built something the community wanted, that would enhance the area, then it would be a success because they would make it so.
“I hope to get the chance to work with you again in the future.”
Jack studied him and Landon fought the sudden urge to squirm. After a moment’s pause, the other man tilted his head slightly in acknowledgement. He’d be a formidable poker player, Landon decided. “If you do, I hope you’ll consider letting us help you in all aspects of the project.”
“What does that mean?”
Jack shifted in his chair. “Just that we know this area well, and we know what the buyers are looking for here.”
Another jab at the tiny house idea. Landon frowned. He felt rather like he was being kicked when he was down. He still felt the idea had merit for a community comprised of so many snowbirds. The size and expense of a condo with the autonomy of a house, to Landon tiny houses presented the best of both worlds. But his location had been problematic, he could admit that now.
“Thanks for the opportunity, Landon.” Jack reached across the table to shake hands and lifted out of his chair. 
He followed suit, the indication that it was time to go apparent enough. Driving home, he’d been startled to see a familiar number pop up on his dashboard screen. His dad. Landon punched the ignore button. He didn’t want to hear what he had to say. No way could he have anything encouraging or positive to share.
He’d pressed ignore on three more phone calls after spending the rest of the day trying to figure out how he could move forward. He’d been searching to see what other sites might be available but nothing was the size he needed. He wanted his first project to keep him busy for the next several years, as he built up his own reputation and finances.
“Your father has spent the better part of the day hounding me.” The clear to the point voice of his grandmother interrupted his late afternoon reverie. 
“I’m sorry, Grandmother,” Landon replied. 
He opened his eyes and began to turn toward her when she approached. She put an arm around his shoulder and hugged him as they stood side by side. Staring out the French doors past the rarely used deck, he stared at the drooping Spanish moss hanging from the large Live Oak in her backyard. He imagined the twists in the gnarled branches occurred from the memories that haunted the tree. Instead of standing straight in perfectly pressed clothes, he gave off the illusion of having it all. Compared to many, he probably did. But with what he wanted, he should be broken and warped like the tree. Rooted in spot, unable to shake off the moss clinging to him, he finally broke from his grandmother’s embrace and turned to kiss her on each cheek. 
“Do you want a coffee? A tea? Can I get you something?” he asked, taking in the purple circles under her eyes and the deep crease forming between her brows. 
He knew better than to comment that she should rest. Even hinting that she appeared tired would get his ears boxed. Since he’d moved in with her, he’d been so focused on his purposes he hadn’t been taking care of her. She’d been his rock for so long. The idea of her getting older had never been real. 
“Tea would be lovely. Put on the kettle, and I’ll get the service ready. I think I have some cookies too.”
“You do?” His stomach growled at the mention.
“I do. I’ve been hiding them away from you.”
Landon chuckled and walked back to the kitchen. They shared an insatiable sweet tooth and during his childhood summers, a day hadn’t passed without a sugar fix. Age brought more self-control, or so he told himself. He filled the teakettle and set it on the back burner. His cell phone vibrated in his back pocket. He glanced at the screen as he pulled the phone out. Another message from his Dad. 
“You avoiding your father still?” His grandmother walked past him to pull lemon slices from the fridge. 
He watched her set the lemons along with sugar on the silver serving platter next to her beloved Limoges teapot, two cups, two saucers, and two dessert plates. She moved to the tea caddy and pulled out three bags and dropped them into the teapot. The teakettle whistled and Landon pulled it off the burner with an oven mitt and carefully poured the hot water over the bags. The clear liquid instantly turned into a golden amber, and in a few minutes, he knew the color would grow even richer. A sweet, fruity smell released in the air. He was instantly transported to his childhood and spending the afternoons after school with his mother in exactly the same way. 
“Can I carry this for you?” he asked his grandmother as he returned the teakettle to the stove to cool down. 
“Yes.” She preceded him into the dining room and he carefully lifted the precious cargo. 
She took her seat at the head of the table, and he set the service before her. She poured the tea as he settled himself next to her and sure enough a tray of cookies was waiting for him on the table. Grandmother put a teacup and saucer in front of him before handing him a dessert plate. He grabbed three cookies at once and dropped them on the plate. At his grandmother’s raised eyebrow, he put his hands in his lap. 
“You can eat the cookies, but I was hoping first you’d answer that question for me.”
“About my father?”
She offered no other verbal response, instead taking a sip from her teacup. 
Landon fought a sigh or other dramatic affection. She hated that sort of thing. He supposed he did too. Why make more out of something than was already there? Why not deal frankly and honestly and move on? But sometimes he didn’t want to talk about something and he appreciated the opportunity to stall. 
“You already know I haven’t.”
“Don’t ignore your father. Don’t revert to being a teenager.”
“Do I have to?”
“I won’t dignify that with a response. Come on, Landon, you’ve been moping around all week. You have to find another route. You have to take a detour. You can. You’re smart, you’re creative, and you’re resourceful. And you have a support system behind you that wants to help.”
She paused to sip from her tea. He soaked a cookie in his cup and bit into it. The bright burst of lemon was dulled on his tongue by his sour mood. He’d love to believe that he had supporters around him. He needed a group that wanted him to succeed. Days spent watching his investors bail left him feeling alone.
“How do you know that?”
“What do you mean how do I know that? He’s your father. Of course he wants to help.”
“What if he doesn’t? What if he’s calling now that all of his friends have backed out of my project to demand that I come home?”
“Landon, he can’t do that. You’re an adult. You run your own life.”
“What life? My project fell through.”
“Figure it out. You want to stand on your own. Then come up with another plan.”
He took a long sip of his black tea, as dark as his mood. The bitter finish a perfect reflection. What plan? He hated this aimless feeling, so reminiscent of his immediate post-grad life. Focusing on one project at a time had kept him moving forward without needing to examine his motives too closely. But now with everything falling apart, he felt as hopeless as he had when she’d left.
“What plan?” he asked, all fire and fury gone. “I’m out of money, all of my backers are gone, and there aren’t any other stretches of land available.”
“Call you father. Talk to him. You don’t know what he’s going to say.”
“Grandmother, why are you pushing this?”
“Because I know what it’s like to push someone away. And I don’t want that relationship for you. I want you to have learned from my mistakes. I want better for you.”
Landon reached over to grab her hands in his. The wrinkled skin felt like crepe paper under his fingertips. She’d been so hard and strong his whole life. As an adult, he finally began to see her vulnerabilities and how delicate she was. 
“I want better for you,” he said, squeezing her hands. “Call her, Grandmother, and then I’ll call my father.”
“I’ll think about it.” She slipped her hands out of his grasp and reached for her tea cup. 
“Then I will too.” 
Landon took a sip of his now chilly tea. He knew he had to be a man and face his father. If he wanted respect, then he needed to show that he deserved it. He had to take responsibility for his failures not just his achievements. Maybe he could learn something to help propel him forward. Or maybe starting over could help him move forward. Maybe he had to track down Kim and finally take her out to dinner. 

CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
Crouched on the floor of a dimly lit bathroom, Kim squinted reading the tape measure in her hand. She either needed glasses, better lighting, or both. Dropping the tool, it clanked against the ground before the recoil activated and the inches shrunk one by one back into the spool. Kim walked over to the door and pushed it open. In the main bar, she found a heavy chair and pulled it over, the legs scraping against the floor. She cringed and lifted the chair. She didn’t want to ruin Phil’s floors, especially after he’d worked so hard to refinish them. 
She pushed the door open and held it back with the chair. She returned to her post, picking the tape measure up from where she’d dropped it in the corner opposite the door just past the sinks. The worn out bathroom had been scrubbed and repaired when Phil and Trish had taken over the bar. Kim knew because she had been the one doing many of the repairs. She’d stressed at the time that the tired space needed to be refreshed as soon as possible. 
They’d saved enough to cover a contractor tearing the bathroom down to its studs. The contractor would give Kim a blank canvas to lay her tile and then he’d have to do all the dirty work of putting the toilets, sinks, and stalls back together. She’d deferred any payment, happy to be able to help her friends and thrilled to have free rein. 
The space was now flooded with the light from the main room of the bar, helping to amplify what the dim fluorescent light could barely illuminate. Kim studied the eight by eight-square floor tiles that had been continued up the wall. Old and cracking they made her feel like she was in a restroom someone had diy’d in their basement. She shuddered. Scary basements gave her the creeps. And she’d avoided this bathroom every time she’d stopped by. Of course, she’d never actually been as a bar patron. 
She took a step back and let her mind wander. She loved the idea of taking a beach theme to a fun, whimsical place. She pictured mermaids swimming along the wall, maybe combing their hair near the mirrors or applying make-up, and on the floor fish and the roll of the waves jumping. Sighing she bent down to retrieve her tape measure. This would be a lot of work. Maybe time she didn’t have. But she couldn’t let down Trish or go to a simpler vision, now that she had the perfect mosaic determined in her mind. 
“Can we help?” a voice called out. 
Peeking up quickly, Kim nearly hit her head under the sink. Ducking around the porcelain basin, she smiled as she straightened. 
Trish stood before her with her cousin. Kim kept the smile frozen in place, despite the inner panic at seeing this other woman again. She was tall and slim with almond shaped eyes and long straight hair. In the light, her black hair almost seemed blue. Against her tanned skin, the color made the younger woman exotic and exciting. Kim once again felt the very opposite of those things. 
Old and dried up. She gave herself a mental shake. 
“I would love some help. But it requires bending. Maybe your cousin could assist me?”
“Absolutely.” The younger woman stepped forward and extended her hand. “I don’t think we officially met the other day. I’m Shannon but everyone calls me Shazz.”
“Nice to meet you.” Despite herself Kim smiled. Shazz was nice and straight forward. There could be worse options out there for Landon. Or a better one—me. Nope, she gave herself a mental shake. She had to stay on task. She didn’t have time for tangents or letting her mind wander. She had to focus and worrying about setting up her ex or destroying a potential relationship of his had no place in her very tight schedule.
“What is it with your family and nicknames?” Kim teased, dropping the hand. 
“My Mom,” Trish added. “She raised us together like sisters and she loved nicknames.”
“What was hers?” Kim asked, curious.
“Mom,” Trish chuckled. “Her given name was Carol and she never had a nickname. I think that’s why she got hooked on them by the time we came along.”
“So what do you need?” Shazz interrupted. 
“I only have a little bit of time to take measurements today, and then I have to go to the craft fair. I have a booth to work.”
“You do? Still? I thought you were going to get out of it,” Trish prodded. 
Kim shook her head, her hair slipping from the lazy bun she’d pulled it into when she rolled out of bed that morning. She’d agreed to the spot months ago when her job allowed her plenty of time to pursue her other work. After a full week of staying past ten at the SCL office, she had wanted to chuck all her mirrors and frames into the ocean and back out. But she’d made a promise, and she also hated to miss the opportunity for a little extra income. She had plenty of inventory.
“I’ll go down with you, if you want company.”
“Sounds good.” Kim smiled. 
Trish’s company meant increased sales, and someone to chat with during the downtime.
“Oh, before you get started, I almost forgot.” Trish rushed out of the doorway and came back with a steaming mug a few minutes later.
“Seems only fitting that I at least get you a coffee if you’re here at six thirty on a Saturday to do free labor for me.”
“This is all the payment I need.” Kim assured her while she took a sip. 
“Okay. I’ll be just upstairs if you need me.” Trish backed out of the doorway and was gone.
Kim took a deep, long sip. Trish preferred flavored coffee to tea. Kim wasn’t much of a coffee drinker, unless she was at Trish’s. She had a knack for finding unique flavors. This particular cup tasted like a coconut cookie. Kim settled the mug on the shelf above the sink under the mirror, typically reserved for purses while women touched up their make-up. 
“Where do we start?” Shazz asked, her fingers tapping out a rhythm on her legs. 
“I need a lot of measurements. I’d appreciate your help.”
“Sure thing.” She extended a hand out for the tape measure and Kim pulled out the little tongue. 
Shazz backed out of the room and Kim stretched the tape to the wall. She noted the length and then they proceeded a dance around the room. Standing nearly three inches taller, Shazz easily reached up high for Kim. After all the measurements had been taken, Kim and Shazz walked out into the bar room.
“I thought I’d just make a few more notes about my idea and maybe a sketch.”
“Sure, I love it. Mermaids sound great. I can’t wait to help.”
“Oh, you’re going to help? That’s awesome.”
“Are you sure? You sound a little taken aback.”
Kim scrunched up her nose. “I am. Sorry, I’ve never had an assistant before. I don’t know that I’ll be all that great to learn from, but I am glad of the help. This project is going to be a lot of work.”
“I’m just giving you a hard time. It’s fine.”
“Do you have an art background at all? I don’t. But I’m just curious.”
“No, not really. I’m sure Trish has told you some of my history. I’ve been a little bit of a Jill of all trades. I guess I’ve worked mostly in entertainment and bartending. Always bartending.”
“I know Trish is hoping you’ll stay here for a little bit.”
Shazz nodded but didn’t say anything. She stared past Kim. Kim knew when not to push someone. She turned her focus back to her notebook and quickly sketched out the design she’d had in her mind’s eye. The mermaids danced among the waves and colorful fish glided along the floor. She spun the page around to Shazz for her inspection.
“What do you think? Does this have your approval?”
“Absolutely. When do we get started?”
Kim chuckled. She liked her enthusiasm. Trish had told her that Shazz had never held down a job for long. But maybe St. Simons, the bar, and being close to her cousin would change things. St. Simons had given Kim a new purpose, maybe the same could happen to Shazz. Just not one involving Landon. 
“I’d better go and get Trish. It was nice talking with you today, Shazz. After the contractors demolish the bathroom and fix all the cement board underneath, we’ll be able to start work. I promise I’ll take you with me to go pick out the tiles. We’re going to need a lot.”
“Sounds good. If you want, I’ll go get Trish. I’m babysitting Charlie anyway.”
“Great, tell her I’m in the car.”
Kim watched Shazz glide across the floor toward the back door leading to the staircase upstairs. She could easily picture Shazz as a cruise ship entertainer. She’d probably make a great showgirl too. Once again, Kim felt tarnished by comparison. She pushed her chair back and let herself out through the front door to her old truck. The bed had been loaded with her goods for the craft fair. She still had a few hours before she could get home and take a hot shower and turn off her phone and climb into bed. Too bad she couldn’t fast-forward the day. 
Kim hopped in her truck and unlocked the passenger door. Within a few minutes she heard the rattle of the bar’s front door shaking its frame. Dressed in a thick shawl resembling a quilt more than a coat, Trish hustled toward him. Kim chuckled. The morning was cool, not cold. But California bred Trish refused to listen to reason on the subject. The wrench of the rusty old door preceded Trish launching herself up into the cabin. Kim chuckled. 
“Be honest, Kim. It’s freezing out. You can admit the truth to me.”
Kim fought an eye roll. “So Shazz is helping me with the bathroom?”
“Oh sorry, forgot to mention that,” Trish said, wincing. 
“It’s okay. We had a nice chat and she seems eager for the work. I just hope I can keep her on task. Tiling isn’t very exciting. Creating a mosaic involves a lot of math and tedium.”
“Wow you sure know how to sell what you do,” Trish deadpanned. 
Kim chuckled. Sales had never been her strong suit. She preferred to be behind the scenes figuring out the mechanics. Landon’s the showboat for both of us. It’s why we work… She shook her head. No need getting distracted by him.
“Hey, just being honest,” Kim replied. “But how’s it going with her?”
“So far so good. I’m just…”
“What is it?”
“I think she’s kind of lost. She hasn’t found her niche or what she wants to be when she grows up.”
“Kind of a little late for that, isn’t it? I think at some point you just have to be a grown up and pay the bills, end of story.”
“I know and I agree. You’re so very practical and I was a lawyer. Shazz has always been a free spirit. But I think there’s room for more free spirits here. A lot of the locals have kind of found their niche.”
Kim nodded. She knew she had.
“So how are you doing? You got a job and I haven’t been able to reach you.”
“Sorry about that. I saw your missed calls. I’m doing well. I’ve been so busy this week has completely flown by.”
“I guess doing what you love has that ability.”
“Sure. There has been a learning curve to this role. But I think I’m getting it. I’m just exhausted.”
“And your exhaustion doesn’t have anything to do with that cute guy I saw you with at the beach?”
Kim’s mouth went slack. She’d been waiting for Trish to bring up Landon. She’d expected that was what those phone calls had been about this week but had too much to do to return them. Trish had timed her topic right. After discussing her new job and Trish’s cousin, they’d exhausted every other topic they could bring up. 
“You’re not answering so I guess I’m going to assume it does have to do with that guy.”
Kim shut her mouth and then opened it but the words didn’t come out. Thoughts didn’t even form in her mind. Her body tensed up and she sat in silence. 
“Come on, Kim. Relax, tell me what’s going on with him? I’ve never seen him before but I guess Phil has. Apparently he’s stopped by the bar a couple times to chat with Phil. But he never drinks.”
“Really?” Kim asked. She remembered Landon having the occasional drink with her but their time together didn’t revolve around partying or alcohol or anything else. They’d spent those months lost in each other. It’s how she ended up pregnant. 
“So what’s going on with him?”
“Don’t take this news in any other direction than just listening and processing it, okay?”
“What does that mean?”
“Don’t run off and make speculations or assumptions or try to do anything on your own or enlist Phil’s help.”
Trish crossed over her heart with her fingers and then did the zip her lips move for good measure. 
“He’s the guy. The one from college.”
“And he’s here?”
“Yep, he came to develop land.”
“Oh no way. He came to find you.”
“I don’t know Trish. I don’t think exactly… I hoped… But it’s complicated now,” she rambled, gripping the steering wheel tight. 
She didn’t want her all too perceptive friend reading her like an open book. Especially the sad, lonely, pathetic page where the story had been bookmarked. 
“What’s complicated? On the beach, he only had eyes for you. After you left, he spent a good five minutes staring longingly in your direction. And then he excused himself and left. Shazz was a little put out he didn’t try to talk or flirt with her.”
“He didn’t?” Kim’s stomach fluttered, hope renewed. 
“No, not at all. So, come on, don’t complicate it. Make a move. Maybe he’s waiting for you to take charge.”
She put her face in her hands. No, there was absolutely no way she could do that. The SCL and by extension her had taken his plot out from under him. Nope. If she wanted to see him again, she had to hope he’d make the move. Might be a good time to start bargaining with a higher power.
“Oh shoot, look at the time. Kim, we’d better get going if you want help setting up your booth. They open in twenty minutes.”
Kim sat up straight. “Okay, done.” 
She started the engine, carefully backed out of the parking spot, and the big old truck rolled down the street. Sometimes her truck sputtered, sometimes it took a few minutes to warm up, but it always rallied. Maybe she could do that too. Maybe…
“But we’re not done talking about this. I might have to stay and help you sell today, just to keep an eye out in case something exciting happens. You’re not likely to call.”
Kim groaned but didn’t reply. Trish was right. She probably wouldn’t alert her to anything. If only Trish could be right about something exciting happening today too.

CHAPTER TWENTY
 
Saturday morning found Landon doing more of the same, avoiding his father’s phone calls and drawing a blank on his next move. He’d finished the last of the phone calls to his ex-investors late Friday evening. He’d spent too much time that night staring blankly at his laptop screen. The eerie glow in the darkened guest room strained his eyes as he zoomed in and out on Google maps, searching for any stretch of available land. 
Finally he’d shut the computer and laid down for a fitful night’s sleep at one in the morning. He was up seven hours later and drove into the Pier Village. He parked his car in the lot near the pier and wandered along the mostly empty shops. After finding a coffee shop and ordering the largest drink they had, he noticed a pick-up in the traffic. He followed the commotion over to a little park. Nestled between huge live oaks on a cobbled ground, Landon found himself at a craft fair. 
He’d never been to a craft fair before and curious, began to wander through the set-up. Tables and booths laden with art from photographs and prints to decorative platters and plates caught his eye. He seemed to have arrived just as the vendors were finishing their set-up. The twang of ukuleles tuning up caught his ear and had him turning around. A group of performers, the Golden Isles Strummers according to the banner in front of them, was warming up. Landon stood before them, hands clasped behind his back, and smiled as the opening bars of “You Are My Sunshine” sounded. The setting couldn’t have been more perfect for the music. 
Taking a step back, Landon surveyed the rest of the set-up. He’d only reached the halfway point of the giant serpentine form the tables had formed. He scanned the remaining tables and his eyes caught on Kim. Her eyes were half-closed and her head thrown back as she laughed at something her companion must have said. He drained his coffee, dropped it in the nearest trashcan, and then crossed toward her, determination in every step.
If he’d settled on one thing last night, it had been Kim. She had no blame in losing the land. He would get another chance with her. After the dust had settled on all of the information they’d shared between them, one thing remained for him. He was crazy about her. No one else could ever compare to her in his eyes. She’d supported him, encouraged him, and drove him to be better. He needed her in his life…forever. 
The bright colors on her table caught his eye and had him smiling. The mosaics, mostly abstract arrangements of colors in like groups, showed an expert hand. Kim stopped laughing abruptly when he approached. 
“Landon? Hi,” she greeted.
“Good morning,” he said, grinning at the soft blush that crept up her cheeks from under the polo collar she wore. 
Dressed in a soft pink shirt, he thought her hair only shone more golden, her skin even more pearlescent and perfect than he remembered. She’d despaired to him over her inability to tan in the sun, but he’d always loved her porcelain skin. She resembled a beautiful, delicate doll. Someone to be cherished. 
“Nice to see you again, Trish,” he said, extending a hand out for a shake to her companion.
“Likewise.” She shook his hand. “Surprised to see you here for a craft fair. I wouldn’t have pegged you for a connoisseur of handicraft,” Trish teased. 
Landon smiled. He liked her spirit, and he could only imagine what a good foil she must be to Phil. He’d liked that Phil seemed to have an answer for everything and maybe she did too. They might be a fun couple for a double date. Ask Kim out first. 
“Did you make these?” Landon pointed at the various picture frames and mirrors set on the table. 
“I did,” Kim said, grinning. 
“I’m impressed. If I had a house, I’d have to buy you out.”
“She’ll do special orders,” Trish piped up. 
Landon glanced down to hide his slight grin as Kim elbowed Trish. He got the distinct impression that they must have been talking about him. That had to be a good sign. Or at least he would take it as one. He needed something to start going his way. 
“When did you get started?” Landon asked. 
“A couple years ago out of necessity. My house was a falling apart foreclosure that ate up all my savings. I didn’t have money to hire out all the necessary renovations, so I taught myself some DIY to get things functional.”
“And tiling is definitely her forte,” Trish added. “She’s working on a big project for me at the bar.”
“Really? I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. She is the best at puzzles. But what’s the project?”
“She’s doing a mosaic in the women’s restroom for me,” Trish beamed. 
Landon grinned back. He’d remembered well how Kim tried to downplay any of her successes or achievements. He understood Trish’s role at the craft fair. Help sell the art and the artist. He’d already bought the package. 
“Maybe I’ll have to get special permission to view it when you’ve finished.”
“Well don’t hold your breath,” Kim replied, finally meeting his gaze. “It could be a while.”
“I’m in no rush.” I’m not going anywhere. 
Kim licked her lips and for a moment they stared at each other and the world fell away. The distant strumming of the ukuleles enhanced the moment. He put a hand to his chest and covered his heart. A flicker in her eyes, maybe a quick blink, told him she remembered the move. I love you. 
“So,” Trish cleared her throat. “Are you searching for anything in particular today?”
“Nope,” he dragged his eyes away. “Actually, Kim do you think I could drag you away for a minute?”
Kim turned in her chair to Trish who waved her off. 
“I’m fine here. Maybe I’ll get everything sold before you come back.”
“To whom? That man asleep over there on the bench?” Kim was incredulous, tilting her head to indicate the lone customer sitting on the benches close to the public parking lot.
“Hey, I’m a great saleswoman. And I have motivation. I’m pregnant, and I’m already hungry and exhausted. The sooner I sell all of your inventory the sooner I can go home to eat a pizza on my couch.”
Kim shook her head but pushed back her chair. Landon rounded the table and fell into step beside her. She led him down the cobbles toward the sidewalk. They passed a large building and continued on to the winding path through the ocean-front park. The dramatic contrast of the green grass with the rocky shore and Atlantic Ocean was captivating. Kim indicated that they’d walk down to the pier. They passed a few fishermen already set up on either side of the dock with their lines cast and eager sea birds waiting for the catch of the day. Continuing on to the very end of the pier, the sea breeze picked up and whipped Kim’s hair back. She grabbed it in a makeshift ponytail, securing it with her hand. He thought he’d like to wrap the thick strands around his palm. 
“Landon, I wanted to say again that I’m…”
“Kim, forget it. Please,” he waved off her concern. “I’m happy that it worked out. I shouldn’t have stormed off. Unfortunately, I think I had more tied up in that project than I realized.”
Like building our future. 
“I am sorry though.”
“Okay, so make it up to me.”
“How?” He watched her swallow. 
“Come to dinner with me. Tonight. No excuses. You’ve won. There’s no more conflict of interest.”
“Tonight?” She scrunched up her nose and crossed her arms, dropping her hair down her back.
He wouldn’t let her push this off anymore. “Yes, tonight.”
“I’m a little tired after this week, to be honest.” 
She rubbed her upper arms and studied her feet. He wouldn’t be put off. His plan to win her back had hit a few bumps, and he hadn’t been prepared for them. But now his path became clear. 
“I get it. So why don’t we go out early. I’ll pick you up at five.”
The wind picked up and half her hair flew over her face, her eyes hidden from view. Without thinking, he brushed the strands off her forehead and behind her ears. His fingers collided with hers as she attempted to do the same. A current like an electric shock zinged through him but he couldn’t let go. He rested his fingers behind her ear, on her neck, under the guise of helping. He watched the flutter at the base of her neck as she gulped, just as affected by the deceptively casual touch.
“Okay, I think I can do that,” she murmured. She cleared her throat and took a step back, away from the charge in the air between them. “But I guess I really do need to get back to the craft fair to sell everything quickly, so I can have enough time to get ready.”
“I’d say you were ready now,” he grinned. 
She rolled her eyes and chuckled. He knew her laugh was self-deprecating. She didn’t see herself the way he saw her. She saw flaws. He saw strengths. Maybe one day he’d convince her to see herself through his eyes. He’d never deserve her. But he wanted to try. He wanted to earn a real laugh from her, and he wanted to see her with a perma-smile plastered across her face. He wanted to spend every day with her. 
One thing at a time. Take her to dinner. And then somehow figure out what’s next for my career.
“Let me walk you back.” Landon inclined his head back the way they’d come. 
He took in the scene one last time. The glorious sunshine made the water sparkle almost as brilliantly as her gray green eyes. He’d figure this out. He wouldn’t give himself another choice.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
Her truck rumbled down the road, alerting everyone on the block to her imminent arrival home. The sky still held daylight in the mid-afternoon, a light blue reflecting back on to the ground. But as far as Kim was concerned, it should have been the middle of the night. Exhaustion didn’t even begin to describe the depths of her tiredness. 
Trish had done a spectacular job of sales for her and true to her word, had sold everything. Kim never felt great about setting up a booth at the craft fair but her friend’s support and encouragement kept forcing her to face her inability to sell to strangers. 
Kim glanced quickly at her wallet on the passenger seat. Trish had helped her make a tidy little profit. She was more than happy to help her friend out with the bathroom project in exchange for her continued help at the craft fair. 
She had just enough time take a power nap before having to get ready for her date. Date. Even thinking the word made her stomach turn over. The flutters and anticipation she’d forgotten about in the years since they’d parted had returned. She tried to replay their conversation on the pier that morning. Did he want to go on a date or had he asked out of obligation? She cringed thinking back on her outfit. Her oldest jeans and softest polo and the wind had thrown her hair all over. She’d dressed for comfort that morning with only a hint of tinted moisturizer for color. She hadn’t been able to find her lip-gloss that morning and her dry lips had driven her to distraction. But he asked her out and her heart had leapt into her throat. 
“Oh, no.”
Kim pulled her truck in front of her house. She couldn’t pull it into her driveway. Not with her grandmother’s car blocking her spot. She cut the engine and plastered a smile on her face. So much for that nap. Wrenching the heavy door open, Kim jumped down to the ground and slammed the door shut behind her. 
“Hi Grandma, what are you doing here?” Kim called out to her front porch as she crossed the yard and made her way up the path. 
“I thought I’d stop by and see you. Actually, I was thinking we might go out for a celebratory drink tonight. I wanted to come by earlier in the week, but if I know Lily she will have kept you on task every night.”
Kim chuckled and embraced her grandma. The little woman fit perfectly under Kim’s chin when they hugged. Taking a step to the side, she slid her keys into the lock, turned until she heard the click, and then shoved the door hard with her shoulder. 
“Oooh, that looks painful,” Grandma Rose replied as Kim held the door open for her to pass. 
“Not very. Just annoying. Come on into the kitchen. I made sun tea and still have some in the fridge.”
Kim shut the door and led the way. Pulling out two tall glasses, she filled them from the pitcher in the fridge. Her secret ingredient, stirring in dry mix lemonade, made the tea the perfect combination of not too sweet and not too strong. She handed a glass to her grandma who’d seated herself at the kitchen counter. 
“Where were you today?” Grandma took a sip.
“I had the craft fair today. And this morning I took measurements for the project over at my friend Trish’s bar.”
“The one in the Pier Village right?”
Kim nodded. “That’s the one. She and her husband own it and they live upstairs with their son.”
“This is the friend that used to be the neighbor right?”
“Yep that’s her.”
“Sounds like a big project. I’ve been to that bar a few times after tap rehearsal.”
Kim felt her mouth go slack, and her grandma shot her a don’t-judge-me-look. She shut her mouth and bit her tongue. She’d be the first to admit her grandmother’s life had always been more exciting than hers. 
“I’m excited for the challenge. But it will take up a lot of my time when we get started. Trish’s cousin is going to help me.”
“Still seems like a lot of work to do for free.”
Kim shrugged. “Trust me, I’m not doing anything for free. Trish helped me at the craft fair today and sold everything I brought. I wouldn’t be able to sell water to a thirsty man in the desert.”
She took a drink of her sun tea, the tang of the lemonade quenching her thirst. A surreptitious glance at the clock showed her that she only had an hour and a half before Landon came. She didn’t want to rush her grandma out, but she would need to get ready. And having the conversation with her grandma that she was both dating again and dating the man who’d knocked her up years ago wouldn’t be easy. She took another drink and frowned, staring down at the glass she held. 
“Everything alright? You’re quiet tonight. Do you want to get ready? Maybe shower? I’m happy to wait.”
“Sorry, Grandma, I’m going to have to take a rain check tonight.”
“Really? Why?”
Spill it. 
“Because I’m going on a date.”
Her grandma’s mouth fell open. If she’d been holding her glass when Kim had shared her news, probably Kim would have had to sweep up the shards of broken glass and mop the sticky drink off the tile floor. 
“You are?” Grandma finally recollected herself. 
Kim reached across and grabbed the glass from her grandmother’s hands. She had to be upfront and honest. About all of it. But now that she’d had a glimpse of spending precious getting ready time cleaning up a mess, she removed the element of danger, the tea. 
“And because we’ve always been honest with each other I’ll tell you that it’s—”
“The guy,” Grandma supplied. 
Her eyes were soft, almost sad. Grandma reached across and grabbed her hands. She traced the backs with her wrinkled fingers. They had identical hands. It was a strange thing to notice but odder still that everyone had commented on the fact for as long as Kim could remember. Staring down at her grandma’s hands holding hers, she saw the years of experience hers didn’t have. Sharing with grandma was the right decision she decided. A weight lifted off her. 
“Yes. With the guy that got me pregnant. But how did you know?”
“After all the years of you never dating anyone else, I figured you must have met the one already and weren’t prepared to settle for second best.”
“It’s a little more complicated than that, Grandma.”
“How?”
I can’t think around him. I just act. He makes me forget reason and ration and reality.
Kim shrugged. “What do I have to offer a man? I can’t have children. I’ve already entered menopause, actually scratch that. I’ve been on a hormone patch for a decade.”
“Life is about more than children and estrogen, honey.”
“I don’t want to tie him down. I never have. I never told you this but… We’d been engaged and I disappeared so he wouldn’t feel obligated to be with me.”
“But he comes back into your life ten years later and he’s taking you out to dinner and he’s not moved on either? Honey, it sounds like the man is already tied down to you.”
Her hopes had been squashed time and again. When she sent back the ring with her address, she’d stayed alert for months waiting for him. For all she knew, he probably threw the ring away without even opening the package.
“I think his finding me was more coincidence than determination,” she murmured.
“Maybe you should ask him,” Grandma prodded, gently poking her in the ribs.
“It’s all a mess now anyway. He came here to develop the land on Lawrence Road and now that’s done. It seems like someone has to win and the other lose. I hate that. Why can’t we both win?”
“Why can’t you?” Grandma Rose parroted back. 
Long hours at the SCL office working on the project had been followed by late nights in bed worrying over Landon. She wanted to come up with a plan, with a solution for him. She wanted him to succeed and go after his dream. He’d finally decided to strike out on his own like he’d talked about all those years ago. Maybe she could help.
“Grandma, tell me the truth. What do you think about this? Am I a fool to get involved with this man again?”
“When I picked you up at the hospital and brought you back here to recover, yes I would have thought you were a fool. But we’ve both changed since then. I’ve watched you blossom and grow into one of the strongest women I’ve ever known. You’ve kept yourself closed off to love. I’m happy that you’re taking a chance again. 
“I might have silently vowed to smash his car up if I ever found out who ruined your life. But I promise I’m reformed now.” Her grandma made a cross-my-heart gesture and Kim smiled. The slight, very lady-like woman would no doubt have raised terror at the time. She was glad she’d changed her mind. 
“Come on, enough talk, let me help you pick out a dress and shoes, and then I’ll get going so you can get ready. What time is he coming?”
“Five. He knows I’ve had a long week.”
“We really don’t have much time. Let’s get to work. I know you’ll dress a little too conservatively without my guidance.”
Kim chuckled but didn’t deny it. She had no need for dressy clothes other than the few cocktail dresses Grandma had purchased for her over the years. Kim had kept them all, with the tags still on, in the back of her closet figuring she’d never need them. Maybe it was a good thing her Grandma had tried to keep her youthful or she wouldn’t have anything to wear. 
* * * * *
Kim rubbed her hands together and then crossed her arms. A chill had picked up in the evening air. Landon shrugged out of his jacket and draped the lightweight wool suit jacket over her shoulders. His fingers brushed against her upper arms and neck as he positioned the coat over her spaghetti strap, purple chiffon cocktail dress. 
She’d forgotten how even the simplest touch could set her skin on fire. She caught herself gulping and locking her knees with each accidental brush of his fingers on her bare skin to keep from launching herself into his arms. This time she had to keep her resolve not to give in to the passion simmering between them. This time she wanted to act with her head and not with other parts of her body. 
When Grandma had first pulled out the dress, Kim had scrunched up her nose at the choice. Of the six dresses she’d never worn, this had been her least favorite. Hanging up at the end of her closet the cocktail dressed resembled the sort of shapeless bridesmaid dress an insecure woman might pick for her friends. The dress had made Kim consider that Grandma Rose had been shopping for herself and dropping things off for Kim.
She hadn’t argued, and after she slid the dress over her head, she’d been caught off-guard. The light, flowy fabric smoothed over her figure, only clinging to the most flattering positions before flaring out slightly to stop a few inches above her knee. The sweetheart neckline showed off her strong shoulders but the gauzy material made her feel ultra feminine and pretty. She hadn’t felt pretty in a long time. 
“Thanks Landon,” Kim said, peering up at him from under her lashes.
He gave her a nod and then took a step back. She slid her arms into the jacket and lowered her nose to breath in the rich, musky scent of his cologne. 
“Should we walk off our dinner?” Landon asked.
“Yes please. I need to after that decadent dessert.” Kim nearly moaned remembering the chocolate cake they’d shared.
They stood on the sidewalk in the Pier Village across the street from Phil’s bar. Chatter and laughter caught on the wind and surrounded them. The relaxed atmosphere put Kim at ease. Although, after a wonderful dinner spent reliving some of their more hilarious moments in college and briefly filling in the details since, Kim was already relaxed. Landon reached for her hand and she slid her fingers into his without hesitation. His warm palm sent heat up through her arm straight to her heart. She couldn’t stop thinking about how very right strolling around St. Simons with Landon felt. 
At the end of the street, they reached Neptune Park. She loved spending afternoons in the height of summer at the park. The sound of joy and laughter and children filled the entire park with the dual playgrounds, mini-golf, and pool all occupying the space. If she closed her eyes, she imagined the shouts and splashes of kids enjoying the pool. In the twilight of autumn, the quickly darkening sky over the ocean told her she didn’t have much longer. She wished the date didn’t ever have to end. But she knew she needed to get a few things off her chest.
“Landon, thank you for this evening.”
“Thank you for agreeing.”
“I hope you’ll stay on the island.”
Landon brought their hands up to his mouth. His hot breath on the back of her hand an intimate caress just before he kissed her knuckles. Her knees nearly gave out. She just managed to keep moving on the path toward the lighthouse.
“Do you mean that?” he asked.
“Of course I do. I think you coming here has been good for me. You’ve made me confront a lot of things that I put off.”
“Like what?”
He stopped walking and stood before her, his hands clasped behind his back. In her favorite pair of heels, the only ones she could actually walk in, they were eye level with one another. The directness of his stare was unnerving. Now or never.
“It took me a long time not to be mad,” she began and bit her lip, unsure if this was the direction she wanted to steer the conversation.
“At me?”
“No, not you. I can say that now. But at the time you were a helpful scapegoat.”
“I want you to know I regretted those words the minute I said them.”
“I regret…” She trailed off. 
She’d been going about the business of living without actually feeling anything. She’d built a safe shelter for herself where she never had to push hard at her job or be forced to be vulnerable and open up. She’d kept herself protected. Landon’s arrival had started to shake the ground underneath her until the earth cracked in two. Now she realized how much she had lost out on and how much she wanted. 
“What?” he asked. 
“How I treated you. I shouldn’t have disappeared. I just couldn’t…” burden you with me. 
She left those words unsaid. She hadn’t trusted him enough to give him the choice. She’d felt so sure he’d stick by her if she told him the truth and he’d miss out on his own future that she’d made a choice for him. But her seemingly selfless act had been selfish. She hadn’t wanted to watch him walk away if he did decide he didn’t want to be with her. She ran before letting him make his decision; too afraid that he would choose what she offered, a clean break.
“What do you think you’ll do now?”
“I don’t know.” He shook his head and looked down, breaking the connection. “I’ve been struggling with finding another property to purchase here that will meet my needs.”
“Maybe you should adapt to the community and not the other way around.”
“You know you’re not the first person who’s said that to me.”
Kim bit her lip. She didn’t want to put him on the spot or force the issue. 
“But even if I could, my investors have all pulled out. Well, except one and I can’t seem to track the person down.”
“I hope you do figure this out. And I have kind of been playing around with an idea, but I don’t know if you’ll like it.”
“I’m open to any suggestions at the moment,” Landon held his hands out palm up to prove his point. 
“Have you ever thought about rehabbing buildings?”
“Like house flipping?” He winced, almost recoiling.
Sure, her idea was not on the scale of his grand plan. But it had merit. And he could stay. If he wanted. 
“Well, sort of. I mean like taking a building and gutting it and rebuilding it. We have a lot of old business properties on the island. Some of them are located in or near residential areas. What if you transformed those into condominiums?”
“Like someone living inside of an old taco place? I don’t know about that.”
“No, no, no. There is a building that is gorgeous that was a showcase for interior design. It’s Italianate in style, has a courtyard, and a parking lot. You could turn that into high end living, and I think there would be a market for it.”
“I’d have to see what you’re talking about. I like your enthusiasm. But I can’t picture quite what you’re saying.”
“Okay, so maybe if you’re free we could drive around the island tomorrow? I could show you some of the buildings I’m talking about.”
Landon closed the gap between them. “I like the idea of seeing you tomorrow a lot.”
Kim swallowed. His hot breath on her face had her stunned silent with anticipation. She turned her head at just the last moment, desperate for a breath of cool, night air and not yet ready to let their relationship progress back to any type of physical intimacy. She already knew they were compatible. And the fact that every nerve ending on her body felt like it had been set on fire was enough to tell her head to take a step back and slow down. This time, if there was a this time, she’d take things in a different path. She wanted forever, not just right now. And if pushing him back was how she accomplished that, then she’d just have to do it. 
“I don’t think I’m ready for that,” Kim whispered, his ear near her mouth as he stepped forward. “Not right now.”
“Fair enough,” Landon, ever the gentleman, took a step back and offered her his arm, not his hand. 
A pang of disappointment slid to the bottom of her stomach. Dragging in a shuddering breath, Kim accepted his arm. And led her back the way we came. Walking into the wind she thought she heard him mutter, “I can wait.” But she tried hard to believe she’d been hearing things. Getting her hopes up again might destroy her.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
A knock sounded on the door as Kim stood next to her kitchen sink, finishing the last of her morning tea. The familiar rat a tat tat rhythm had her grinning and her heart skipping. She wanted to race to her door to greet him. Instead, she fought her instincts to let decorum win. Leaving the mug in the sink, she padded across her tile floor to the front door. She unlocked the deadbolt and opened the door wide. 
In jeans and a grey V-neck sweater, Landon couldn’t have looked any better. His hair had been perfectly styled. He was always pulled together in an effortless way, his clothes pressed and neat and fitting him like even off the rack items had been tailored to his body. By comparison, Kim felt like a mess, even in her favorite sweater dress and ankle boots. Her thick hair was high-maintenance, requiring her to blow-dry and straighten daily to fight the errant tendrils and waves amplified by the high humidity. She couldn’t seem to keep an outfit spotless, if someone was going to spill their coffee they’d end up tripping and covering her. And no matter how many times she attempted to learn to iron, she couldn’t figure out how to press her clothes as well as the dry cleaner she inevitably dropped her work clothes at. 
“Ready to go?” Landon asked. 
“Sorry, lost in thought,” Kim bent to grab her purse off the ground. 
She stepped over the threshold and nearly collided with Landon. He took a step back and she shut the door and locked it. 
“Was your front door unlocked?”
“Yep,” she replied and walked down the path to his convertible, parked in front of her house. 
“And you leave your purse next to it?”
Kim frowned. This was beginning to sound like a scold. He held open the door and she got in. Leaning back in the leather seat, she melted into the sun-warmed car. The autumn chill meant she could finally pull out her sweaters, but still didn’t need a jacket or tights under her dress.
“Are you ignoring my question?” Landon asked as he slid behind the wheel. 
Opening her eyes and sitting up, Kim fastened her seat belt and assessed him from the corner of her eye. 
“Landon, I do not typically leave my door unlocked or leave my purse by the door. To be honest, I dropped it there last night after I got home. I promise you I understand basic security measures.”
His furrowed brow didn’t look convinced but he started the engine and focused on the road anyway as he pulled onto the street and drove toward the Bloody Marsh. 
“But what I am trying to stress to you, is that this is a community. Neighbors know and care about one another here.”
“What you call caring might also be called gossiping.”
“I disagree. Drive down Frederica Road. We’re heading north toward Sea Island Road.”
He nodded. But his words stung her. Something seemed off about him. He’d been relaxed and easy-going at dinner the night before. Had she somehow thrown him off by not kissing him? He had to know what a slippery slope that would be. 
“Thank you for dinner last night. I had a wonderful time.”
Landon reached over to her with his right hand and grabbed her left. He brought her hand up to drop a quick kiss on her knuckles. When their hands returned to the armrest between them, he didn’t let go and she made no move to unlace their fingers. Every time he held her hand, her body shuddered in anticipation. She didn’t know she’d had so many nerve endings until he’d come back. Maybe with luck, she’d always have the heart skipping, knees shaking reaction to being near him. With any luck.
“I had a nice time too,” he added. 
“Landon, at the risk of upsetting the balance between us, can I be honest for a second?”
“Ohhkay,” he drew out the word. She felt his fingers momentarily tighten their grip on hers before easing back. 
“I wanted to kiss you last night. It’s just…”
“What is it?”
“I think we both know what would happen. I wouldn’t want to stop and I hope you wouldn’t either.”
“Of course I wouldn’t stop.”
“We know that that part works between us. I feel like I can’t let myself fall back into that this time.”
From the corner of her eye, she watched his eyes squint in consideration. She hated having this conversation. Dinner and walking had been lovely. But with their history, expectation of more had to be a given. Kim wanted this time to be different. She didn’t want a relationship with Landon to end. She’d decided on a long game and she wouldn’t rush, no matter how much her body begged her. 
He brought her hand back up for another kiss. 
“I like that you said this time,” he replied. 
A shiver coursed through her as he said the words over her knuckles, his hot breath raising all the hairs on her arm. Like a vow had been made. She could only hope. They passed through a traffic light and Kim decided to take note of her surroundings. She was supposed to be the navigator, after all. 
“Oh this is it! This is it!” She dropped his hand and sat up straight, pointing to the Spanish style building on their left. 
“Park on the side street and we can walk by,” she directed. 
Landon did as she bid, turning on the next street and parking the car. In her excitement, Kim unbuckled her seat belt and had her door open before he’d even turned the key. She slid out of the convertible, eager to share an idea that had transformed into a fully developed plan. Thanks, in no small part, to plenty of house design shows on television and a grandma who passed the building every day and commented to her what a unique space it was. 
“Whoa, slow down,” Landon called out as she rounded the car. 
He reached out and caught her by the elbow, stopping her before she could cross the street. Landon intertwined their fingers and drew her closer. Kim took in a shuddering breath, standing so close to him, she didn’t know if she could trust herself to hold back. She would give herself no other choice. 
“Kim, I’m not going to lie. I want you. And you know it.” He gazed at her intently. 
She wanted to hide from his direct stare. His eyes dark with desire, as dark as the filling that had spilled out of the chocolate lava cake they’d shared. She fought off a shudder and kept her focus on his. 
“But I understand what you’re saying. And I respect it. I don’t know what my plans are, if I’ll be able to stay here or if I’ll be heading back up to Savannah. I’d like a chance with you again.”
Kim opened her mouth to reply but no words came out. She cleared her throat. 
“Then let’s see if we can’t figure out a way for you to stay.”
He nodded and let her lead him across the street. They strolled down the sidewalk, keeping to a snail’s pace. Kim wanted to appear casual and not arouse anyone’s suspicions. Poking around an empty building would definitely earn them a visit from the police, if they were too obvious. Too bad Kim struggled to breathe let alone pretend everything was normal at the moment. The electricity in Landon’s grip made walking slow and acting natural difficult. Her pounding heart thundered in her ears. Breathe. 
“What is this place?” Landon asked as they reached the center. 
The two-story building was built around an interior courtyard. Two halves met in the middle at a gated entrance leading to the tiled courtyard. Entrances to the building were located off the courtyard in the center. Beautiful tile work on the exterior, as well as the columns and tiled-roof, had caught Kim’s eye the first time she’d driven by. The building had occupied her imagination ever since.
“This used to house various interior designers and vendors. But after the housing collapse stopped new construction here and budgets for updating dried up, the various businesses gave up their leases.”
“Have you been inside?”
“No, never. But just glimpsing it from the street, this is a huge property. The building itself is so unique. I see a desirable condominium development.”
“It definitely is interesting. But to do that, to sub-divide these former offices and turn them into homes, you’d have to essentially leave the shell and rip everything else out.”
“You don’t know that for sure.”
“I’m pretty convinced that they don’t have kitchens in any of those units.”
“No,” Kim agreed. “But the plumbing might already be there. Don’t you think there have to be a ton of restrooms throughout the whole space.”
“I don’t know,” Landon murmured. 
“Come on, let’s walk all the way around so you can get a sense of the scale. This building is huge.”
Landon didn’t reply. She gently tugged his hand and they’d veered off the sidewalk. Picking up their pace, Kim stared up at the structure and only saw the flaws in her plan. There wasn’t much of a view. The courtyard had always caught Kim’s eye and she’d forgotten about the gas station next door. But maybe a landscape architect could come up with a better plan. The building did sit just off a major road, but from the second floor probably had unobstructed views to the golf course on the other side. 
They crossed the final corner and returned to the front of the building. Kim stopped and waited for him to speak. With a hand in his hair, staring up at the building, it didn’t seem like he had anything to say. She remembered how he could brood. Kim hated dealing with a problem if she didn’t have the time or the means to implement a solution. She suddenly remembered how Landon could get in a mood and tread water instead of attempting to swim to shore. He could talk or think over a problem for hours, almost content to never solve it. 
“Okay, come on, penny for your thoughts.” She dropped his hand and crossed her arms. 
“I’m thinking there’s a lot to consider here. It’s an interesting idea. But we don’t know any specifics.”
“Is this something you might consider?”
“I’d consider going to lunch.”
Kim wanted to sigh and roll her eyes. She didn’t. Instead, she nodded and smiled. He hadn’t given her a solid no this won’t work. Neither had he agreed to this plan. He’d given her hope. And she wanted to go out to lunch with him. She wanted to spend time with him. As much as they had. She wouldn’t waste another second.
“Then let’s go to lunch,” Kim agreed. 
Landon reached for her hand and she gave it gladly. She’d give him everything she had and more. After she knew he was in this for the long term too. Maybe this time, she wouldn’t get her heart broken.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
St. Simons must be the perfect location for driving a convertible, Landon had decided. With its bright blue skies, warm weather, and the low speed limit on most of the roads, he couldn’t imagine wasting any sunshine trapped inside a sedan. The short distance between the building they’d visited and the Red Fern Village meant he didn’t have enough time to think over everything. 
He didn’t grab her hand this time. He kept his grip tight on the steering wheel to keep from tapping his fingers or otherwise fidgeting. But he wanted to fidget. He needed to pace or go for a run or otherwise exhaust the pent-up energy from the ideas swirling in his head. 
Dinner the night before had been pleasant and easy. Exactly how he’d remembered the time they shared together. His confidence had slowly built up and the stroll through the park encouraged him to make a move. When she’d pulled back at the end of the date, he’d been caught off guard. He’d gone home and stayed up late worrying about what that meant. 
This morning, however, restored his hope. They’d only been together for a short time. Compared with how long they’d been apart, he should have moved on and forgotten about her long ago. Something wouldn’t let him. Some instinct made him cherish those memories and keep them private. He’d never shared with anyone how much she meant. How important she was. And he’d tried to erase her influence from his life by giving up on the dream they’d hatched together.
But here they were, back again, and from the ashes of his project, she offered him an idea. A tempting one. A solution that could solve all of his problems. If only life were that simple. 
Landon parked the car and rushed to beat Kim to opening up her door. She made it hard to be a gentleman. He had to keep trying. He pulled the door open, her hand on the handle inside. When she stood, he placed a hand on her lower back and guided her to the restaurant to eat outside. His hand burned where it touched her, the warmth making his palm itch to run his hand up her body to find a cool spot. He knew the heat would only grow if he did so. But he liked what she said, so he’d take things slow. He wanted forever.
“I hope I never take eating outside for granted,” Kim announced as he helped push her chair in and take the seat opposite. 
“What do you mean?” he asked.
“Just that the longer someone lives here the more they complain about a slight breeze in sixty degree weather being too chilly. I tried to eat outside at a café once in November, and they hustled me back indoors.”
Landon chuckled, a deep belly laugh that made him put a hand to his side. He could picture Kim fighting with someone over something so ridiculous. He’d admit he was probably as guilty as the acclimated locals. Growing up in the south, he took good weather for granted. He’d never had a chance to visit where she grew up in Wisconsin. But from the stories she’d shared, he could only imagine the bone-freezing cold.
The waitress came by and took their orders. He had no plans to get back to and wanted to enjoy a lazy Sunday. Kim had protested that she wanted to catch up on a few projects. Maybe he’d convince her to take a day off from her responsibilities. 
The waitress dropped off two Arnold Palmer’s in a flash and disappeared. The restaurant had a nice crowd for an early Sunday afternoon. 
“Okay, so tell me honestly, what did you think?” She leaned forward on her elbows, her eyes sparkling with excitement.
He loved watching her eyes glow as brilliantly as polished jade. In his experience, that meant good things. Unfortunately, he couldn’t share her unbridled enthusiasm. He didn’t love all the uncertainties of her plan. After his well-thought out development had fallen apart, hesitation crept into his decisions. 
“It’s a unique idea.” He took a sip of his drink. 
His shoulders tensed and he reached up to massage the back of his neck. He couldn’t shake feeling like a failure. He knew she was hoping to encourage him and help him on another path. He couldn’t quite figure out how to make that happen. He wanted to be as excited as she was. The waitress saved him from a response with the quickest lunch delivery he’d ever seen.
“They move fast here. It’s my go to spot for lunch,” Kim replied. 
She speared a few pieces of lettuce from her salad and popped the fork in her mouth. Occupied by eating, he followed her lead. He knew what she wanted him to do. She wanted him to start small and build something on his own. That had been the plan in college. He’d been in a rush to do more. When he saw her picture in the newspaper clipping, he’d been eager to prove himself. To show up as a man who had everything figured out. In truth, he hadn’t figured out anything. Their time apart had almost been stasis for him. If his family didn’t own a company and keep him gainfully employed, he didn’t know where he would have ended up. 
He’d been directionless. Seeing her had renewed his purpose in making his own name without his father’s help. He’d been eager to do that on a grand scale. Build a development on his own and make a splash on his first project. She wanted him to scale back. He got it. But he couldn’t shake feeling like a failure. 
He hadn’t swooped in and swept her off her feet like he’d wanted. He hadn’t come back to her and their child and had the joyous reunion. He’d been thoroughly caught off-guard by the truth and even more so by the hiccups in his professional plan. He was no longer in charge of his destiny, and now she proposed something different. She’d always talked about a partnership between them. But would she respect a man who just followed along with her ideas without having any of his own? The project she proposed, while enticing, seemed to be entirely hers without any room for his input and expertise.
And besides, even small projects needed capital and all of his had dried up. He doubted any of his father’s friends would be interested in funding something on a modest scale. Could he find a way to make this work for both of them? He needed another opinion, a more experienced pair of eyes. He needed to talk to father. 
He finished the last bite of his sandwich, shocked at how fast he’d eaten. He hadn’t been hungry when they sat down. He devoured a half-pound burger in no time flat.
“Is the building in foreclosure?” he asked and then took a sip of his drink to wash down the rest of his last bite. “Do you know the specifics? What if the owner wants to hold on and lease the property again?”
Kim wiped her mouth with a napkin, dabbing delicately at the corners before her tongue darted out to remove the last smudge of dressing on her lips. He fisted his hand in the napkin in his lap. He needed to focus and stop letting his gaze drift. If he didn’t, he’d have her back at her little cottage in minutes, and then this plan to play for keeps would be destroyed. 
“It’s been empty for five years,” she replied. “I’m sure the owner is ready to move on.”
“But things are picking up.”
“So you don’t want to do this?”
He didn’t know. He wanted to stay. He wanted to see her smile. But he couldn’t commit with so many unknowns. There were that many if not more when he proposed. He’d grown up since then. He couldn’t just leap without knowing where he’d land.”
“I don’t have any money, Kim. My investors are gone.”
“We’ll find you more. There are locals who would support you. You could build your company with local investors, people who are tied into your success.”
“That doesn’t sound so appealing. I’d have a lot of people in my business.”
Landon shuddered. He could imagine older people like his grandmother demanding constant access to the construction site. He pictured incessant emails and phone calls and meetings micromanaging every aspect. He didn’t want to worry about people without any experience in the field nagging him over miniscule, unimportant details.
“Yes, you would,” she agreed, nodding her head. “But they’d also be your best chance for success. They’d spread the word far and wide about your development. They’d tell their friends.”
“I’m not convinced.”
“Okay. Why not approach your family?”
He shook his head rapidly from side to side. “No.”
“Why not?”
“Because I would end up working for my dad. This project would become an off-shot of his company, and I’d never get off the ground. My one shot to start my own business would be snatched away from me.”
She furrowed her brow and crossed her arms, leaning away. 
“Look, Kim. He wasn’t interested in my first idea. It was too small of a project for him. He wouldn’t be interested in investing in something even smaller. And even if he did, I’d only end up as a project manager.”
“But maybe managing the building rehab could get you time to find the capital to buy up another property on your own.”
“I have to get out from under my father’s company.” His voice rose and he clenched his hand into a fist.
The constant hum of other conversations melted away. From the corner of his eye, he caught a few heads swiveling in their direction. Clearing his throat, he rolled his neck from side to side. He needed to stay calm. He needed her calm too. 
“Kim, please, don’t get upset about this.”
“I’m sorry, Landon, but I am. I just feel like you’re shooting down every idea I have. Do you want to stay? If you’re so sure you can’t do this on your own, why not get your father’s help?”
“I do want to stay.” He reached across the table to take her hands in his. 
She narrowed her eyes so he offered her his hands, palms up. Rolling her eyes, he knew she’d relented even before she uncrossed her arms. She put her hands in his and he stroked her palms in reassurance. He wasn’t about to give up on them again. He just couldn’t figure out a way forward sitting at lunch. 
“My father doesn’t understand why I want to do this on my own.”
“Right now, neither do I,” she admitted. 
“Come on, let’s get going. I know you want me to make a solid commitment right now. I can’t. I need some more time.”
“Okay, fine, let’s go.” She pulled her hands from his and pushed back from her chair. 
Landon signaled the waitress for the check, paid in cash, and hustled to catch up with her. His frustrations had spilled onto her and dampened her enthusiasm. He hated that but he couldn’t get her hopes up. He wanted to know everything before he committed this time.
* * * * *
Pushing open the front door of his grandmother’s home, laughter floated past him. The merry sound, a deep chuckle as thick and rich as chocolate, had him taking a step back to glance at the number on the door. He hadn’t walked into the wrong house. He’d just stepped into something new. Crossing the threshold again, he quietly shut the door and slipped from his shoes. He avoided the plank in the hardwood floor near the staircase that creaked and continued on down the hall and into the living room. 
Her back greeted him as she sat on the tufted white couch facing the French doors. He watched her head tilt toward the couch and heard the foreign sound again. Over the years, he’d never heard her laugh. He recalled one incident when he was about twelve and had been stuck in a tree he’d attempted to climb in Neptune Park. She’d let out a single guffaw, staring up at him in the tree. Then she’d recovered herself and fetched a ladder to rescue him. He gave up tree climbing after that and had never heard even a chuckle from her. Until now. 
As he approached, he felt too conspicuous. Whoever she was talking to, he was glad if they made her happy. He didn’t want to spy on her or eavesdrop. Landon veered into the kitchen, bypassing the living room entirely, and pulled a Coca-Cola out of the fridge. He popped the tab lid and took a sip. The first fizz tickled his nose and nearly made him sneeze. 
He rubbed a hand over his nose and took a seat at her kitchen table. Coca-Cola reminded him of his father. Landon Beau III prided himself on eschewing coffee and tea. He was only able to do so because of the massive refrigerator stocked with bottles of Coca-Cola in his office. As a child, he loved spending Saturdays at father’s work. Drinking Coca-Cola and finishing up his homework while father reviewed documents and made phone calls. They’d leave at lunch and grab a burger together before heading out for a game of catch at the field near their house. 
I wonder if he still goes out for burgers on Saturdays. I do. 
They hadn’t resumed the practice after college. Being an employee was very different from being a son. Landon had no desire to head back into the office on the weekend, especially not with his boss. Living back at home, even if their home was enormous, didn’t make him seek out his father anymore either. He still hadn’t returned his father’s phone calls and father had finally stopped calling. 
“Penny for your thoughts?” his grandmother’s voice interrupted him as he took another sip. 
“Who were you on the phone with?” Landon asked. “I heard you laughing when I came in and still see the smile on your face. Do I need to meet this man and threaten him to treat you right?”
His grandmother waved off his concern and chuckled. She grabbed the pitcher of sweet tea from the fridge and poured herself a glass. Landon got to his feet to pull a chair out her at the table, opposite him.
“I was actually on the phone with your mother.”
“Really?” Landon was glad he hadn’t taken another sip after he’d returned to his seat. He might have snorted it accidentally. 
“Yes. I thought a lot about our talk. And I realized something. You were right.”
“Sorry, could you say that a little louder? I want to remember this moment.”
“Oh you stop,” Grandmother said, waving him off for his impertinence. The smile in her eyes told him she wasn’t all that sad to be wrong. At least something had gone right with his move. “I also realized something else.”
“What was that?”
“How could I ask you to make up with your father if I wasn’t ready to do the same?”
Landon didn’t reply. He’d been thinking about the man too, he couldn’t pretend he hadn’t been. Dropping Kim off at her house, he’d been puzzling over her suggestion that he ask his father to take on the development and presumably other local projects so he could stay here. Sitting across from his grandmother now, he understood why he couldn’t.
“What am I supposed to say to him?”
His grandmother reached across the table and took his hands in hers before he could pull back or try to cover his face. 
“He is your father. He loves you Landon. He only wants the best for you.”
“I was so sure this would be a success. And now he knows it isn’t. He knows I lost all my backers. Well, almost all, I’m still tracking down the last one. But he knew that before I even told him. I can’t imagine these phone calls have been about anything more than asking when I’m coming back.”
“Isn’t that a fair question?”
He sipped from his Coca Cola, the tart sweetness cutting through the bitter taste in his mouth. He’d come to the slow realization that he had to see his father. He didn’t want to have a strained relationship like his mother and grandmother. He valued the man’s opinions and wanted his advice about the new venture Kim had dangled before him. But more than anything, he wanted the man’s respect.
“Grandmother, I need to stay here. I have to make my own life. I need to be here.”
“Why?”
“Because I owe myself another chance. I owe her the life she deserves. And I want to be here for that. I don’t want to go back to Savannah and crawl back to the company. Because of course, he’ll take me back. He’s never expected that much out of me anyway.”
“Who is this woman? Do I know her?”
Landon squirmed and pulled his hands from hers. He took a final long sip from his soda, the bubbles slowly popping as the syrup slid down his throat. 
“So I do know her.”
“Grandmother, I’ll be more than happy to introduce you. But I need to get everything sorted out. I need to figure out my next steps, where I’m going, and what I’ll be doing when I get there.”
“I think to move forward you have to confront your past.”
He shivered. She had no idea how prophetic those words were for him. She couldn’t be talking about him and Kim. She didn’t know the specifics. But he understood her general point.
“If you want to show him you can do this on your own, whatever your next plan is, then accept your failure, man up, and tell him. Talk to him.”
“You’re right. Let’s drive up and see them. I want to talk to him in person. And you can finally see our house. We’ll leave in the morning, but let’s surprise them. I don’t want him to deliver a prepared speech.”
“Okay, I’d better pack.”
Without another word, his grandmother set off toward the staircase and her master bedroom. He wanted to shout after her that they’d only be gone for a day, and they’d come back tomorrow night. But he decided against it. She liked to be prepared. He appreciated that. He felt the same way. Try as he might, he couldn’t figure out how to prepare himself for the coming confrontation. He’d rather be taking Kim out to dinner. But the curt nod she’d given him as she leapt from his car that afternoon hadn’t been encouraging. 
He needed to come up with a plan. Time was officially running out.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
Kim nudged the large spool of brown craft paper with her foot, letting the paper unroll as it traveled the length of her living room until bouncing against the wall opposite. Pulling the roll of painter’s tape out of her back jeans pocket, she ripped the paper off the roll and secured it to the floor. She considered the blank canvas in front of her. She could let her mind imagine and create anything she wanted. She had no limitations for this project. All she had to do was come up with a design and implement a plan.
Too bad she couldn’t figure out a plan for Landon.
She shook off the thought. Kneeling, she pulled the pencil from behind her ear and began sketching the images she’d seen in her mind’s eye at Phil and Trish’s bar yesterday morning. Her fingers created swirls and loops. She let herself focus on the task at hand and that alone. Immersing herself in her project, she felt transported into the water alongside the mermaids. Flowing hair and necklaces concealed their modesty as the mermaids swam in the water, brushed their locks, or sat on rocks to touch up their make-up with clamshell compacts. 
She reached the end of the paper all too soon and with it came crashing back to dry land. And reality. She couldn’t stop herself from feeling emotionally invested in this project. Didn’t Landon realize he held their future in his hands? Why didn’t he try to fight harder? 
A knock on the door spun her around, and in a few steps, she’d crossed over to open the door and greet her unexpected guest. 
“Grandma, hi. This is a nice surprise.” She hugged the woman the moment their eyes connected.
“Hi honey. I was over at the beach with some friends and thought I’d stop in and see how you are.”
“That was sweet. Come on in.” Kim took a step back out of her grandma’s arms and let her pass first. 
“Wow what’s that?”
Kim smiled as she shut the front door behind her. Her grandma examined the craft paper. The older woman had slipped out of her sandals. She slowly walked from one end to the other. 
“I know I haven’t done much figurative before. This is just an outline, to get an idea. I don’t know if I’ll be able to put everything in but—”
Her grandma shushed her and cut her babbling short. 
“This is wonderful. It’s so large. What is it going to be?”
“This is only part of the project. Remember the bathroom at the bar? This was my idea.”
“Honey, this is spectacular. I bet you’ll start getting more commissions after this.”
“I don’t know.” Kim shifted her feet from side to side and pushed back her hair.
She felt large and awkward suddenly. Like no matter where she stood, she’d be on display. Exposed. The word made Kim pull the neck of her t-shirt up higher. Her art had been a late discovery. Born out of necessity, the hobby had become her passion but she never intended to make her projects public. Hearing praise for her work made her feel vulnerable. 
“I think it’ll be a fun project at least,” Kim replied. “Can I get you a tea? Do you want sun tea after going to the beach?”
“That would be lovely.”
Grandma didn’t protest her change of subject but she hung back in the living room for a few minutes. Kim poured two tall glasses with the last of her sun tea. Grabbing her stash of lemon cookies, she arranged several on a plate and then set the kitchen table. Grandma Rose wandered in and took a seat at the table and Kim served her. She remembered how faithfully and patiently Grandma Rose had taken care of her that summer. With plenty of other grandchildren to worry about, Grandma had always made time for Kim. Taking her home to St. Simons to help her heal and to let her cry, never asking any questions, just offering her unconditional love and support. Her love had been a balm on the wounds of her heart. Kim was grateful for any opportunity to return the favor. 
“Can I ask how the date went last night?”
“Oh, I almost forgot about that. So much has happened. Last night seems a long time ago.”
“What’s happened?”
Kim took in a shuddering breath and laid her hands flat on the table. She had nothing to hide. But plenty of confusing emotions and conflicting thoughts to sort through. Grandma was a good listener. 
“Dinner was lovely and afterwards we strolled through Neptune Park under the stars.”
“Ooh and did you kiss him?”
Kim shook her head. “No. I… Maybe this sounds silly. I know that that part works. We’re…umm…good together. I mean I was ready to marry him at one point.”
Grandma nodded along and Kim cringed. Discussing bedroom activities with family was the most embarrassing topic she could think of. Grandma didn’t recoil in horror or wink or nudge her in a knowing manner. 
Kim cleared her throat. “I don’t want to put everything on the line again. I want to take things slow.”
“Completely understandable. Good for you. But I want to circle back.”
Leaning forward, Grandma scanned her face. Kim wanted to flinch or hunch her back or somehow make herself smaller. But she knew she’d never be able to escape the caring scrutiny of her closest family.
“What do you mean you were ready to marry him?” she finally asked, her voice soft and reassuring, like she was trying to calm a scared dog.
“He proposed when we found out I was pregnant.”
“And you accepted? Why didn’t you tell me before?” Shock colored her voice but not judgment. 
Kim rolled her shoulders and her neck, forcing herself to relax. She had to start being honest to herself and to Grandma Rose.
“Because… Grandma you are the most confident woman I know. You’ve never second-guessed any decision you made. You knew Grandpa was the one for you and you never doubted that. I knew he was right for me, but when I went through everything at the hospital, I didn’t want to hold him back. But then he came back. And I started thinking about your words that maybe he was tied down to me. This morning he picked me up and we went on a drive. I had an idea. You know the old decorator building we’re always talking about on Frederica Road?”
“Of course. It’s beautiful.”
“Don’t you think it would make a cool condo building?”
“Hmm,” Grandma said, resting her chin in her palm in consideration. “I don’t know. That’s an interesting idea. The biggest problem I see is the location. It’s right off the main road. That’s got to be loud.”
Kim hunched forward. She didn’t want to hear more negatives against the idea. She wanted more optimism. She wanted him to stay. And if this idea wasn’t going to work then what idea would? 
“What about that building that was built for office space but never filled a few miles up? It’s still off Frederica, but it’s back from the street about the same distance as a single family home would be. And they have parking.”
“Oh, I forgot about that one. Thanks, I’ll add it to the list.”
“What list? Why did you drive to search for property with him?”
“Because I want him to stay.”
“And this is your solution?”
The question, asked so softly, had her eyes burning with unshed tears. Her future didn’t come down to his choice, only he would be affected. But she yearned to be a part of his life, forever. 
“He came here to develop a big piece of property,” she replied after a halting breath. “That fell through, and now I’m saving that land. But we have plenty of other buildings throughout the island that are sitting vacant. Wouldn’t it be cool to utilize those? To create something useful out of buildings that are deserted rather than mar the remaining stretches of virgin land?”
“I hadn’t thought of it that way, but I like that.”
“His investors pulled out but I think he could find local backers.”
“Definitely. Islanders want to protect the land and the integrity of the community. I think with some work these could be promising ideas.”
“Too bad he doesn’t think so. He shot down every idea I had today. It’s so frustrating, I feel like he isn’t pushing hard enough for this. Like he’s content to let everything fall apart, and he’ll just go back to Savannah.”
Grandma didn’t reply. Kim stuffed a cookie in her mouth and ate it in two bites. She drained her sun tea to wash down the crumbs and got up from her spot at the table to place her glass in the sink. Movement in the backyard caught her attention and she watched a bird fly past. Free. Untethered. She’d never been like that. Maybe life would be easier for her if she was, if she moved past Landon and stopped caring. 
A gentle touch on her elbow snapped her head to the left. Grandma smiled at her, a soft expression that reflected in eyes deep with pity. 
“Honey, who is this man? What’s his name?”
“I think you and his grandmother know each other.”
“We do?” 
Kim nodded slowly. “He’s Marie Smith-Thomson’s grandson.”
“Let me talk to Marie. Don’t worry, I won’t say specifics. I’ll call her tomorrow and invite her to lunch. You may join us if you want to. But I want to talk to her about this grandson of hers and get to the bottom of his intentions.”
Kim’s mouth gaped open, and she couldn’t find her voice. Her grandma gave her a quick peck on the cheek and was out before Kim could process her words. She heard the front door open and shut, but by the time she reached it, Grandma Rose had disappeared. For better or worse, whatever was coming, Kim knew Grandma Rose would make something happen. Either she’d be making plans for a future with Landon or one without him for good. 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
At his grandmother’s insistence, he’d put the top up on the convertible. When they’d driven out of St. Simons, the sun shone brightly overhead. As they neared Savannah, however, the skies had darkened to a murky blue gray. Living near the water his entire life, he’d long ago grown accustomed to how swiftly a bright blue sky darkened with an oncoming storm and vice versa. This change was slower, a more gradual descent into darkness which promised a longer lasting shower. By the time Landon took the exit off the highway and drove through the outskirts of town, the stone on the grand buildings stood in stark contrast to the nearly pitch black sky. 
“Fitting,” he muttered. 
“Don’t mumble dear,” his grandmother corrected from the passenger seat. 
He turned into the drive of his family home, a large structure that had always reminded him of the Medici fortress in Florence. The home took up nearly an entire city block. Behind the towering stone perimeter was a courtyard where he’d learned to ride a bike amidst the fountains and benches. He stopped the convertible at the end of the small alley, directly in front of the detached garage doors. 
She patted her hair. The short, pageboy cut seemed to be exactly the same as always. If her hair dared to move out of position, he’d be shocked. 
“You look wonderful,” he assured her.
Tilting her head back, she raised an eyebrow as if to dare him to suggest she was nervous. 
“Are you ready?” she asked, crossing her arms and staring at him direct. 
“No, but I need to see him anyway.”
“Did you call to see if they’d be home?”
“It’s eleven on a Monday. Mother doesn’t have any meetings on Mondays. And father is probably in his study. He doesn’t go into the office until after lunch on Monday. Neither of them enjoy the beginning of the week.”
She gave him a curt nod and grabbed the small gift bag at her feet. He held his tongue. She didn’t need to bring a hostess gift to visit her own daughter. But he knew arguing with her would be pointless. She hated showing up empty-handed. He hopped out of the car and walked around the car to hold open the door for her and offer her his hand. The bucket seats were a little difficult for her to get out of, not that she’d admit it. He probably wouldn’t either. 
He shut the door behind her and led her to a small door built into the stonewall near the garage. He pulled his keys out to unlock the wooden door. In the month since he’d been gone, they hadn’t changed the locks. The old hinges groaned as he pushed the door open. Offering a hand to his grandmother, he helped her cross over the threshold. The slate tiles in the courtyard were notorious for being slippery with the tiniest bit of rain. Closing the door, he helped his grandmother walk through the courtyard past the main fountain and around the benches, picking their way past potted plants. At the kitchen door, his grandmother pulled him to a stop. 
“Shouldn’t we have walked to the front door and rung the bell?” she asked, her hand clutching his sleeve tightly. 
He hoped his smile was reassuring. He’d never seen her out of her element. She controlled every situation with an iron fist. She was never unprepared or surprised. But now he glimpsed her vulnerability and her nerves. 
“This is fine. I’m not ringing my own doorbell.”
The doorknob twisted in his grip, and he crossed the threshold into the kitchen. To his surprise, his mother sat just inside the door, drinking her coffee at the kitchen table with a magazine in front of her. Her mouth gaped open when he walked in, but the minute she saw his companion, her eyes widened and her face turned white. She glanced past him and slowly stood. 
His mother had always been the loveliest woman in the world. While his grandmother exuded strength, his mother was sweetness. Her shoulder length brown hair fell in soft natural waves, the opposite of her mother’s sleek style. And while his grandmother stood tall with perfectly erect posture at his eye level, the top of his mother’s head barely reached his shoulder. 
She rounded the table and approached the pair. The closer she came the easier it was to see the gleam of tears forming in her eyes. At his side, his grandmother had frozen in her place. For the first time in his life, he worried she’d crumple to the ground. She continued to clutch onto his sleeve, and he put his other hand under her elbow to steady her. When his mother approached, Landon delicately extricated his grandmother. In one step, she closed the gap between them and hugged her daughter. 
“I’m so glad you’re here,” his mother said through a hiccup after pulling away. 
“I’m sorry I haven’t just done this before,” his grandmother admitted. 
His mother shook her head to dismiss the apology. “I’ve let pride keep me away from you too.”
Grandmother put an arm around her waist and hugged her to her side. “Let’s just start from here. It took me seeing how ridiculous your son is being with his father to realize what I had done and what I was missing out on.”
“I love you, Mama,” she replied. 
They embraced again and Landon swiped at his nose. The scene was touching. He was glad he had spurred them to reconcile. He was proud of his grandmother for admitting she was wrong and for putting her pride aside to make the first move. He didn’t think his meeting with father would be so smooth. 
“Is he upstairs?” Landon cleared his throat. 
His mother nodded. She didn’t need any further information or explanation. She broke from her mother to give him a quick hug and kiss on the cheek. Landon returned her embrace before stalking out of the room. The kitchen opened into a family room, the most casual space in the entire home and the space where he’d spent most of his life. Exiting the family room, he came to the long hallway, spanning the entire u-shaped home. His steps echoed off the paneled corridor. The sconces spaced evenly cast light onto the floor until the corridor opened up to the foyer at the middle of the building. Natural light flooded the space with large windows on the second story illuminating the grand staircase. He knew the tap tap tap of his shoes against the staircase gave away his presence. He couldn’t stop now. At the top of the stairs, Landon knocked on the first door, his father’s study. 
“Come in,” the deep voice of Landon Beau III boomed. 
Twisting the knob, Landon entered the room. His father sat at the opposite corner of the room, lounging in his wingback chair behind a large partner’s desk. In his experience, his father had never needed or had a partner. He was the boss. 
“Landon.” His father dropped the papers he’d been holding to the desk and stood in place. 
Landon shut the door behind him and crossed the room. He took one of the seats opposite, and after a moment, his father sat down. 
“Surprised?” he quirked an eyebrow at the older version of himself seated across from him. 
Their resemblance had been uncanny from the beginning. Landon hoped he’d age as well with only a few strands of grey at the temples coloring his hair. His father retained his fit physique even though Landon had never seen the man exercise beyond golf. 
“Wouldn’t a phone call have been easier?” The older man challenged, sitting back in his chair, resuming his seniority in their relationship.
“Not necessarily. Either way I have to tell you that I lost all of my investors. Or at least all that I can track down. But you already know that.”
“I do.”
“If you’re trying to figure out when I’ll be back to work—”
His father raised a hand to cut him off. Landon clamped his lips.
“You’ve never had to prove anything to me.”
“Father, look I know you don’t expect much from me,” he began again. 
“No stop, let me say my peace,” his father interrupted again. “Do you know what an easy child you were? Your mother and I never had to push you to succeed. You pushed yourself. You challenged yourself.”
“That’s not the way it’s looked to me.”
“What do you mean?”
His father leaned forward. The unwavering eye contact should have been intimidating. Landon knew that stare had worn down many a lesser man. But he had nothing to hide and no reason to squirm. No matter how this meeting ended, Landon would walk away on his own path, back to her. 
“When I came home the week before graduation to tell you about my plans, you shot them down.”
“Landon, I didn’t know—”
“Stop, my turn,” he held up a hand to stall his father. He’d never dared to defy the man before. But this conversation was too important for interruptions. “I came home to tell you I was engaged and going to start my own company. But you demanded I move home, and you dismissed my engagement out of hand.”
“Put yourself in our shoes. You were twenty-three, you come home to tell us you were engaged to someone we’d never met before, and you wanted to move away to be with this woman. Everything you said that weekend was so out of character, of course we dismissed it. You’d always been the model son, and suddenly you wanted to strike out on your own? We’d always talked about you becoming part of the company, and then you didn’t want any part of it.”
“She was pregnant.”
“What?”
“She was pregnant. She ended up losing the baby and disappearing on me. She’d inspired me to make something for myself instead of just follow in your footsteps.”
“Can I ask what is so wrong about following in my footsteps?”
“Nothing,” Landon muttered. 
“I took over my father’s company. And you know what? I took that as an opportunity to build the company into something he never could have imagined. We’ve handled nearly every major project in Savannah and Hilton Head for the last three decades. That was me. I made my own name, even though I shared it with him. And I share it with you.”
“You’ve never expected more from me than to just assume the ownership when you pass it down to me.”
“That’s not true. That’s been your interpretation, but that’s not the way it’s been at all. You are creative. You see the world differently from me. I know you think I thought your tiny house development idea was crazy. That’s why I invested under a false name.”
Landon sat upright. His father was the investor he couldn’t locate.
“I didn’t know that by not pushing you I was going to push you away. Yes, I do want you to take over my company one day. But if you don’t want to, then I’ll figure out something else.”
“You invested in me?”
His father nodded. 
“Why?”
“Because I think you have vision and I believe in you. So tell me what’s the plan.”
“I don’t know. I lost the land.”
“Let’s go somewhere else. Let’s find another beach community. There are plenty of spots on the coast to make this happen.”
“No, it has to be St. Simons.”
“Why?”
“Because she’s there.”
“Is this woman the reason you never dated anyone when you moved home? Your mother kept pushing to try to set you up with someone. I told her to back off.”
“Thanks, I appreciate that. I met someone and fell for her hard, and there’s never been anyone else. I saw her in a picture Grandmother sent from one of her tap recitals. And that was when I knew I had to step up make a move.”
“So now what?”
“She has some ideas that are pretty interesting actually. But it would be developing several smaller properties instead of one large development.”
“That could be interesting. Do you need investors?”
Landon smiled and reached his hand across the desk. His father took it in his and shook. Being on the same page for the first time since childhood, peering across the table and seeing pride and respect in his father’s eyes, the day had gone better than he could have hoped. Now he had to get back and get to work. The next planning committee meeting was in less than a week and he had a lot to plan.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
Taking a step back, Kim studied the wall. Phil and Trish had managed to find a contractor to demolish the bathroom and leave her with a blank palette in record time. Now it was up to Kim to get to work. She’d only have one week and the two weekends that bookended it to transform the bathroom while Phil completed a few other upgrades around the closed bar. 
Sketches had covered her living room floor and every spare scrap of paper she could find. In the six days since she’d last seen Landon, she’d been swamped at work filing reports, applying for grants, and contracting archaeologists to start uncovering the rest of the site. She had to move fast. The planning committee meeting on Tuesday was their earliest opportunity to begin the process of rezoning the land before applying to the government for protection as a state historic site. 
With another meeting not scheduled for several months, it would be Landon’s best shot to get the building off Frederica rezoned too. But then he’d have needed to contact the owner about purchasing it, and he’d have to have plans drawn up to show the committee. She longed to call him and find out if he’d thought anymore about the project. She wished he’d stop by and talk. He seemed to have disappeared. She didn’t feel like she could complain or demand an explanation. She’d done the same. 
“Wow, you drew that fast,” Shazz commented as she slid out of her shoes outside the open door and walked inside.
“Oh yeah, I’ve been drawing these figures all week.” To help keep my mind occupied when I’m not at work. 
“I love the mermaid in between the mirrors touching up her lip-gloss.”
Kim smiled. “She’s my favorite too.”
“What are we doing for the floor?”
Considering the ground under her feet, she refused to let the size of this project overwhelm her. She knew she wanted to focus on the details of the mermaids and scatter fish and seaweed along the floor. She wouldn’t have time to entirely mosaic the ground, which gave her a pang of regret. She’d always loved pictures of mosaic floors from Roman ruins. 
“I think mostly we will use regular square tiles but we’ll cut out sections to add sea life in diagonal rows to give the floor some interest. I’m just about ready to go to the store if you are. I need to pick the floor tile, so I can understand how to fit everything together.”
“Hold it right there,” a firm voice demanded. 
Kim snapped to attention and clasped her hands behind her back. She’d heard that commanding voice a few times before. But never directed at her. Standing in the doorway, intimidating as ever in pressed chinos and a matching sweater set, stood Marie Smith-Thomson. Kim gulped. 
“Hi honey, can you come talk to us for a minute,” her grandma’s voice added. 
Grandma Rose peeked around the edge of the doorway, blocking Marie. 
“Ooh, this is lovely,” Grandma Rose added and stepped into the room. 
Kim fought off a cringe when she realized Grandma hadn’t taken off her shoes. She’d wanted to keep the floor pristine until she’d had a chance to sketch across it. She gave that up when Grandma walked further into the room to study her work. 
“I can’t wait until this is finished,” she continued. 
“You want have long to wait. I have to get everything done by next weekend so they can put the toilets and sinks back in.”
“Come on outside and chat with us,” her grandma said, grabbing her lightly by the elbow and attempting to steer her outside. 
“I don’t know if I have time ladies. Shazz and I are on our way to the store.”
“Make time. I need five minutes.” Marie Smith-Thomson held her chin up and spun on her heel to glide out of the doorway. Her steps echoing in the empty bar. 
“Grandma, why did you call her?” Kim whispered. 
“Honey, trust me. I know what I’m doing.”
“I’ll just be a few minutes, Shazz,” Kim apologized. 
“Take your time. I’m going to run upstairs and get my purse,” the younger woman replied before skipping from the room. 
Shazz didn’t know either her grandma or Marie Smith-Thomson, but she must have sensed the lecture on its way because she moved out of the bathroom like a rabbit. Kim heard the door to the back stairs open and shut before she’d even made it to the bar. 
Marie sat at a table, with her legs crossed and her posture perfect. She appeared like the queen of the space, dignified and determined even in the dim glow of the fluorescent lights. Kim fought to keep her nerves under control as she pulled out a chair and joined the table. Grandma sat in between them like a referee. 
“I’d always liked you, Kim, but now I’m not so sure,” Marie said.
Kim gulped, fisted her hands in her lap, and crossed her legs at the ankles. She wasn’t prepared for a fight. But she’d defend herself if it came to that. 
“I didn’t know any of the history between you and my grandson until very recently. Not until your grandmother called to tell me.”
Kim wanted to glare at her grandma. When she’d agreed to let grandma talk to Miss Marie, she’d never imagined her confidant would divulge everything. Why had she gone to Marie with the most sensitive information?
“I don’t know why any of this matters now,” Kim began, grasping onto her wrists to keep from emphasizing her point with her hands. Her words were spoken calmly, evenly, but inside her nerves had electrified her skin. She wanted to get up and pace about the room. She kept still. “He’s leaving, right?” 
Marie pursed her lips but didn’t add anything. 
“I only found out about this, Marie,” her grandma interjected. “They’ve both been hurt by each other, real bad. I didn’t call you and tell you so you’d blame Kim. She’s been through enough. Kim, Marie and I had a long talk on the phone and we’ve come to one conclusion.”
“You need to fight for him,” Marie interjected. 
“Me? I’ve been trying to. I came up with a plan for him. He dismissed it. He’s not fighting for us. He’s just given up.”
“Honey,” Grandma reached over to grab one of her hands and pull it out of her lap and onto the table. “At some point in every relationship, the woman has to take charge and stop her man from self-destructing. This is that moment for you and Landon.”
“And you agree with her?” Kim shot Marie a questioning glance. 
Marie tilted her head back and gave an almost imperceptible nod of approval. 
“Kim, I think your idea is great and so does Marie.”
“But Landon doesn’t, so what’s the point?”
“Making a man think your idea is his idea is the key ingredient to a successful relationship.”
“I haven’t even seen him in a week. What am I supposed to do? Track him down? Get him talking and make him agree to this idea? And even then, the next meeting to have the land rezoned is in three days. There is no way to get everything resolved and worked out before then.”
“No, but you can try.”
“How?”
“Why don’t you start the conversation,” Marie interjected. “Start asking questions. You don’t have to submit a full proposal to do that. And maybe you can drum up interest in the project. He still needs investors, right?”
Kim pulled her hand out of her grandma’s and leaned back in the chair. These two wanted her to do the impossible. Add on the project at the bar and all the work she still had to finish up for her own proposal for her job and she wouldn’t be able to sleep. 
Fight for him.
Oh she wanted to fight for him. She wanted to so badly. Fear of being rejected held her back. She’d run off the first time over the same fear. Maybe now was the time for action. Maybe now was the time to hold her ground. Maybe they could come out stronger on the other side if she did. 
“Okay, I get it. He needs a lot. He needs capital, and I can’t help with that. At least not on such short notice. But I’ll be at the meeting on Tuesday night anyway. I guess I can try to write up a proposal about re-zoning or at least try to start the conversation and ask questions. I can see if anyone thinks the idea is interesting and maybe that can get the ball rolling. But I don’t have time to do any more. I’ll see what I can learn at the meeting, and then I’ll stop by the house to talk with him.”
“That’s a start,” Marie nodded her head. 
Kim pushed her chair back from the table and the other ladies followed suit. Grandma gave her a big hug, and then the pair were out the front door. Kim never understood how the two of them had become friends. If Marie Smith-Thomson ever smiled, that’d be a surprise. Grandma Rose never stopped grinning. But Kim knew they had developed a friendship that extended past dance to include once a month lunches together. She guessed the theme of October’s lunch was figure out their grandkids’ futures. 
After the front door shut behind them, Shazz raced back into the room. 
“Are they gone? Wow that was scary.”
Kim chuckled. “You get used to it. If you end up moving here, you’ll be working and living with your family. Expect to have them involved and invested in every decision you make.”
“Trish is far less intimidating then them. But at least I have a few answers.”
“Answers? To what?”
“Why you’ve been so distant and a tad grouchy this morning.”
“I have? I’m sorry. I’m distracted.”
“It’s okay. I get it. But it sounds like we’d better get going. You’re going to have even more on your plate.”
“Don’t remind me,” Kim groaned. 
She retrieved her shoes and purse from near the bathroom door and sat down to tie the laces again. She didn’t know if Landon would appreciate the gesture of her trying to help with a new plan or if he’d be angry at her for interfering. He’d seemed so distant and distracted after she’d shared her plan, and then he hadn’t tried to call. She could have called but she’d been too worried about what she might hear if she did. She didn’t want him to go back to Savannah or onto the next project somewhere else. She wanted him to stay. Maybe her only choice was to figure out his next move for him.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
The streetlights a few hundred yards away cast an eerie glow in the quickly darkening sky of twilight. Landon watched the sky as the blue over the sea darkened to the color of ink. Too bad the meeting hadn’t been earlier. Then he could have spent sunset watching the sky set on fire with her at his side. Soon. He walked back to the doors of the building off the park and strained to listen to the noises just inside. Sneaking into planning committee meetings seemed to have become his forte. A month ago, he’d been in the same position. 
He blew out a sigh and stepped away from the door. Making a figure eight on the walkway, he needed a few more minutes. A breeze circled him, bringing the intoxicating scent of bbq to his nose and a stray leaf, still green, rolling past his shoes. His stomach growled. No time. Maybe they could go out and celebrate. But first, he had to lay everything out. 
Now or never. 
In a few steps, Landon crossed to the doors and opened them, sliding along the back wall. Several rows had again been set up facing two folding tables full of planning committee members. He recognized a couple faces at the front of the room from seeing them around town. Scanning the seated crowd, he couldn’t immediately find her. 
He stuffed his hands into his pockets. If anyone could have gotten her to the right place at the right time, his grandmother could. And she’d enlisted Kim’s grandma too. They’d both been giddy with the plan when he’d discussed it with them on Friday. What if they failed…
Shaking off the thought, he focused on Fred Green seated at the center of the group, the one holding the gavel. 
“Our first order of business is the proposal by the Society of Coastal Living. They are seeking state protection as a park and are beginning archaeology work. All of the information has been included in the packets delivered to the committee last week. Per the application, they are seeking to have the land rezoned before they apply to help speed up the process. A representative is here with us tonight in case any members have any questions. Are there any questions?”
Yeah, where is she? Landon held his tongue and the planning council demurred. 
“I move to accept this application and grant the request. Am I seconded?”
A lady further down the table half rose from her chair. “Seconded.”
“All in favor?”
The table broke into a unanimous “aye.”
Mr. Green brought down his gavel. “Unanimously approved. Now onto the next property up for discussion. An application has been made to rezone the old decorator’s retail space on Frederica Road for residential use. I understand someone here would like to speak on this project.”
Kim stood up in the front row and surveyed the crowd. He crouched down behind the last row of chairs. His view of her was unobstructed, but she hadn’t indicated she’d seen him. He needed to hear what she would say. 
“Hello everyone and planning committee thank you for this opportunity. I submitted an incomplete application because I don’t have all the facts. I wanted the chance to speak with you.”
Kim cleared her throat and moved to the center of the room to continue addressing the crowd. 
“As you know a planned development that had been approved by this committee ended up falling through. That land is now in the process of being protected by the SCL. But the man who wanted to develop that property has a real vision and drive. I think with support from the community, he could help us re-envision this island.” 
She paused. Keep going. He’d never needed to hear anyone speak before. He’d never been at anyone else’s mercy. Until he’d met her. 
“We’ve all driven past the buildings on our island that are vacant while a corporation comes in and builds some monstrosity next door or across the street. I can’t help but feel like resources are being wasted. This property in particular is an interesting case. Its set near residences and the building itself is lovely. Wouldn’t changing the use of the building from commercial to residential present an opportunity to create some of the condo space we know people are looking for without having to build some modern monstrosity elsewhere and mar the landscape?”
Landon swallowed. He couldn’t have dreamt that she’d fight for him so eloquently. Any doubts had erased. He slowly rose to his full height. From across the room, he watched Kim’s eyes widen. She took a step back slightly and he approached. He kept his gaze focused on her, never wavering, never leaving her face. Never again. 
“Thank you,” he whispered into Kim’s ear as he grabbed her hands and gave them a squeeze. Turning to face the crowd himself, he felt her pull away. With a hand on her waist, he pulled her against him. That was where she belonged, now and always. 
“I have submitted a full application with this proposal to the planning committee,” he told the crowd. “I have investors for this project, but I want to stress that I have come to appreciate the spirit of this community. My hope is that this development will retain the integrity of the island and that together we can find other opportunities among the buildings already established.”
Mr. Green swung his gavel. Landon and Kim turned toward the table. He scanned the smiling faces. She was right. When his first proposal had been approved, he’d sensed the undercurrent of resentment. He’d won a bid fair and square, but the committee hadn’t wanted him to win. Now they did. 
He’d have to get ready for a lifetime of Kim being right. He couldn’t wait. 
“Mr. Beau, we have reviewed your proposal and noted the quick sale of the building to you. We are happy to offer you a preliminary approval, pending the close on the building.”
Kim hugged him tight. “We did it,” she whispered in her ear. 
“I’m not quite done yet.” Landon pulled away to kneel at her feet. In the middle of the planning meeting, surrounded by neighbors he hadn’t met yet. No place could have been more perfect. 
Reaching for the gold chain around his neck with one hand, he held both of hers in the other. He pulled the chain out from under his sweater, revealing the engagement ring at the end. 
“I think you forgot something a while ago.”
“Landon,” she replied, her voice slightly breathless as she pulled her hands out of his grip. She shook her head slowly and sadly. “You don’t have to do this. You have no obligation to me.”
“You don’t get it. I didn’t propose because of the baby. I proposed because I love you. The baby just sped up the timeline.”
With a yank, he snapped the chain off his neck and slid the ring off the broken gold. He let the links fall to the floor. He didn’t need them anymore. Grabbing her hands in his again, he slid the ring back into place. 
“Kimberly Meyers, I’ve been in love with you from the moment I met you. I can’t be happy without you by my side. You are my past, my present, and my future. You are my inspiration. Will you please do me the honor of becoming my wife?”
She nodded, tears streaming down her face and he stood to kiss her while the crowd around them whooped and clapped. The room slipped away as he focused on the beautiful woman in his arms. Finally, his life could begin. Just about ten years late. He’d take it. 
The gavel pounded against the table and Kim tore her lips away. He liked her blushing furiously as she turned to be reprimanded. He kept his grip tight on her waist and half turned to face the committee as well. He wasn’t letting go. Not ever. 
“We have one final rezoning request to address, and then we will dismiss for the evening after one of shortest and most exciting meeting we’ve ever had.”
Chuckles sounded throughout the room. Kim blushed even more and he couldn’t wipe the smirk off his face. He was exactly right where he belonged, when he belonged. 
“The other proposal is another property off Frederica. And again, Mr. Beau has submitted this application.”
Kim turned to stare at him in awe. He liked surprising her he decided. He liked the way the gray green eyes turned almost blue. He’d never seen that color before. Maybe we have more surprises ahead.
“You think you’ll have time to help?” He whispered, leaning close to speak directly into her ear. 
He watched her eyelashes flutter and a shiver course through her body, as his hand pressed into her lower back. She complied with his silent request, leaning up on tiptoes to wrap her arms around his neck and press herself into him. Sweet torture, he could get used to every day for the rest of his life. 
Her lips opened and her tongue darted out, licking over the bottom. He lowered his head, eager to sample the remains of her lip-gloss. A finger against his lips stilled him and the quirk of her half-smile nearly had him groaning. She was enjoying the tease just as much as he was. He’d take the challenge and see who caved first to desire. 
“I think I can make some time for you,” she murmured. 
Her finger slipped away and he took her lips. 

EPILOGUE
 
The smell of citrus cleaner filled the room as Kim made a final pass along the floor of the top unit. She lowered the mop back into the bucket and held onto the handle to keep from spilling the water. Finishing up on the very last section of hardwood floor in the building off Frederica, she couldn’t stop grinning as she worked.
“You know, Mrs. Beau, you really don’t need to be cleaning,” his deep voice boomed across the empty room from the doorway.
“I know,” she glanced up to see her handsome husband, still dressed in his freshly pressed suit at seven thirty in the evening. “But I appreciate a little sweat equity,” she winked at him, giving her words double meaning.
Landon cleared his throat and his eyes flashed. He’d caught her meaning. “And now you’ve cleaned yourself into a corner.”
Slipping out of her loafers, she slid over the wet floor in her socks, carrying her shoes in one hand and mop and bucket in the other. “Problem solved,” she lowered her tools to the ground outside the door. 
He grabbed her by the waist, the touch reverberating through her body like echolocation. Married now for over a year and a half, they’d never been apart for longer than a workday, until she left the SCL to join LB Holdings full-time to help Landon develop rundown properties. Despite their near constant interaction, every touch and glance affected her as deeply as their earliest moments together. 
“Are you happy, Mrs. Beau? You did it,” he murmured in her ear, trailing kisses from her earlobe down her neck. 
“Me? I’d say we. And yes, I’m thrilled,” her breath caught. “Look at this building. It’s exquisite.”
“Just like the woman who worked so hard to design it,” he murmured as he moved down her arm. She shivered when he reached her elbow. “This building is your success. Your entirely sold success.”
“Time to go then.” Her voice sounded far off as her knees wobbled and she swayed into him.  
He tore his lips away from her and stood straight, pulling her against him. “What’s the saying? If we lived here, we’d be home already?”
“Well, we still technically own this unit. It’s ours until midnight.” She entwined her arms behind his neck and stared deep into his stormy eyes. She darted her tongue across her lower lip in anticipation. 
“That’s a long time. A lot can happen.” His mouth turned into a wolfish grin, rewarding her for her saucy words. 
She’d learned a lot about Landon since their quickie wedding. Like he couldn’t stand a dirty bathroom sink even though he was probably the one who left the vanity a mess. Like the only vacation he could take and truly relax and unwind from work was a cruise. And that he loved her more than anything else. His love gave her the confidence to believe in herself. Together, she thought they shined far brighter than on their own. 
Reluctantly she pulled her lips away from his. “We really should get going. This is your parents’ unit, I don’t think I’d be able to look them in the eyes again if I stripped naked in their new living room.”
“Not like you had any trouble with that in their house last Christmas,” he murmured. 
“Shh.” She swatted at his chest and he caught her hands easily in one of his. “You promised you wouldn’t ever bring that up.” 
“Not like it won’t happen again.”
She pursed her lips. He was right. She refused to waste a single moment with him. Finding each other after a decade apart was a gift she wouldn’t take for granted. He began his slow assault on her senses again, tracing her spine until she shivered and pressed even closer against him.
Blending into his family had been seamless, much to her surprise. All her qualms about his society life in Savannah had been unwarranted. Some things they hadn’t figured out yet. Like how they might start a family one day. But she intended to take her time enjoying each step along the way to finding the answers. Finally she’d fit her puzzle back together, and she had no intention of losing any pieces again. 
He pressed a kiss under her earlobe on her neck. Dragging in a shaky breath, she knew she had to stop him. Or they really wouldn’t be leaving for dinner on time. 
“But Grandma Rose and your grandmother are on their way.”
His face dropped. She couldn’t have doused the romance faster by pouring a bucket of ice over his head.
“And the mood is officially spoiled. What are we doing again?”
“I think Grandma Rose said it’s a double date plus blind date.”
He took a step back and ran a hand through his hair. “And why did we agree to this?”
She chuckled. “We didn’t. That’s the thing about our grandmothers. They don’t ask; they tell.”
Resting a hand on his shoulder, she slid back into her loafers. Dressed down in jeans and a chambray shirt, she definitely clashed with his suit and tie. But she never felt better. She didn’t know what the night had in store for them besides laughter. And after a decade apart spent with too little fun, she’d come to value the easy moments that much more. She could always use another smile and a new friend. And witnessing Landon’s grandmother set up hers on a blind date, she knew they’d have plenty in store that night. 
“Come on,” he grabbed her hand and raised her fingers to his lips. He dropped a quick kiss on her knuckles. “The faster we order, the faster we can get home. And celebrate.”
“I like the sound of that,” she quirked an eyebrow. 
Leaving the bucket and mop outside the unit, she raced to keep pace with him as he jogged down the stairs. They exited through the courtyard and toward the parking at the back of the building. Passing by the beautiful new Spanish style fountain, her handiwork evident at its base, she was struck again by the depth of her feelings for the building. She froze in place and slipped her hand out of his grasp. She rubbed her upper arms as she slowly scanned the restored building from ground level to top.
“You were right,” she called out to him. “This building was a massive project. We probably shouldn’t have gotten involved.”
“Really? Here I was thinking you were right. This is a unique space on the island. And our fast sales for top dollar only reinforced your great idea.”
“So this one is a draw?”
He reached her in two steps and stood by her side, draping an arm around her shoulders. “I think all are projects will be a draw. I think we’ll both win each time we work together. We’re a great team. I’ve been saying that since college. Come on, let’s go before we catch these couples in the middle of…”
He shuddered and she laughed. Dinner with their grandmothers and their beaus could be awkward, for any number of reasons. But she wouldn’t miss it, especially not with her beau by her side. 
THE END
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Surface Currents (Golden Shores Book 3)
Chapter One
 
Looking the other way had never been Shannon Tweed’s motto. Maybe if she had spent a little less time trying to calm tense situations and help, she’d have helped herself to a life. Old habits died hard. Especially when the brisk ocean wind whistled through a supposedly deserted alleyway and the faintest hint of a whimper echoed out from behind a restaurant sized dumpster. 
She threw her last, overloaded garbage bag into the container, letting the plastic lid crash back against the metal rim and settle into place. Ignoring the smell of food and animal waste emanating from the hulking green dumpster, she crouched down until her knees rested on the rough gravel. Trish had advised against wearing a skirt, and once again her cousin had proved to be annoyingly correct. Ducking her head under the dumpster, a pair of brown eyes instantly met hers and she nearly swore. 
Great. A dog. What was she supposed to do with a dog? She probably could have left a cat in the alley to fend for itself. Not man’s best friend. No she couldn’t walk away from a dog.
As the thoughts formed, she slowly extended her hand, palm facing up. Tentatively, the dog sniffed her palm, its wet nose tickling against her skin. Wet nose had to be a good sign, right? She knew nothing about dogs. Other than she’d begged her aunt to get her one but had been constantly denied. Dogs required constant care and companionship, and was Shannon willing to commit to that? No, even as a nine-year-old, lonely girl, she knew she’d be gone the first chance that she’d get. 
“Come here, sugar,” she cooed, letting the local colloquium invade her speech. 
She’d only been on St. Simons Island for three months, but already she appreciated the new turns of phrase she’d picked up. 
Step by step, or maybe paw by paw, Shannon drew her hand back and the pup followed. At the end of the dumpster, a brown pile of matted fur appeared, a bright pink tongue darting out. Hungry. That she could solve. She pulled a package of shortbread cookies out of her cardigan sweater pocket. The dog sat still but for its tail beating rapidly against the metal dumpster in anticipation. 
“I planned to save this, but I can get more.” 
Ripping the package, the cookies popped out of the wrapper and the dog caught the sugary discs in midair, like she’d thrown a tennis ball on the beach.
“Wow, I don’t know if I should be impressed or more worried. How hungry are you?”
The snack seemed to embolden the little dog who began to sniff the ground around Shannon and then Shannon’s pocket, looking for more food. When the pup moved to her left side, however, a rumble in her pocket startled the dog who made a break for the safety of the dumpster again. She shushed and extended her hand palm side up again and pressed the phone to her ear. Of course, the one time she actually had the cell phone Trish and Phil had given her on her person it caused more trouble then it was worth. 
She really couldn’t get used to being constantly connected. 
“Hello? This is Shannon.”
“Shannon, dear, this is Marie,” came the lofty tones of the leader of local island tap group, the St. Simons Senioritas. 
Marie Smith-Thomson, former Rockette and general Grande dame, was an intimidating figure to say the least. When she’d found out Shannon worked in the entertainment industry as a cruise ship performer, she’d wasted no time in recruiting her to choreograph and sometimes fill in as substitute for the group. Recruiting didn’t seem like a strong enough word. She’d been too scared to cross the lady to do anything other than readily agree. 
“Yes, Miss Marie,” she cleared her throat and wiggled her fingers, luring the dog to come back out of its hiding spot. “Hello ma’am, how can I help you today?” 
Adapting quickly to the local manners had been a skill born out of necessity that served her well. 
“We really need to find time to go over the routine for the New Year’s Eve show. I know your cousin needs you and it’s almost Christmas, but that’s the point, it’s almost Christmas. We’re running out of time, and I’m not thrilled with our routine. I think we need to tighten up the middle. What’s the point of dancing to Cole Porter if we can’t carry on the man’s legacy?”
The dog licked the tips of Shannon’s wiggling fingers. Emboldened by the dog’s action she moved closer and smacked her forehead into the dumpster. Grunting, she rubbed a hand to her forehead and rocked back to sit on the ground. At the noise and the sudden loss of her hand, the dog approached and hopped into her lap. 
“Dear, there is no need to revert to caveman responses.”
“Oh sorry Miss Marie. I was… I just hit…” she cleared her throat and rested a hand on the little dog cradled in the soft gray felt of her favorite skirt. “Miss Marie, I’m out behind the bar and I just found a dog. I have no idea what to do. I would love to chat with you about the performance, but the sun is starting to set, and I have to figure out where to take this little guy.”
“That I can help with. If you hurry, you should be able to reach the animal shelter over in Brunswick before they close. I volunteer my time there.”
“Really? You do?” Shannon coughed, realizing she’d spoken before thinking. Miss Marie’s charitable nature wasn’t surprising. Only the fact that the woman found more time to help yet another worthy cause. Shannon felt rather lazy in comparison to the woman over fifty years her senior. 
“I mean thank you, Miss Marie. Let me run this little guy over there, and I’ll give you a call tomorrow about rehearsal time. I don’t think we’re at risk of ruining Cole Porter’s reputation with our routine, but we could always use more practice.”
“I’ll look forward to your call.”
Dropping her phone into her sweater pocket, Shannon scooped the dog into her arms and set off to the street on the end of the alley. Stiff and trembling in her arms, carrying this dog reminded her of trying to juggle too many hangers when she packed up her wardrobe and got off the last cruise. She stroked the dog with her free hand and bundled the pup closer to her body. The unseasonable weather had continued right up through the week of Christmas on the Georgia coast. After a few years spent mostly in the Caribbean, even weather in the lower seventies could make her shiver and shudder. 
She reached her car and got both of them inside without incident. The dog happily sniffed and circled in the passenger seat until it sighed and settled down. A dog used to riding in cars? How had something so small and obviously house-trained ended up behind a bar a few days before Santa showed up?
Turning over the engine, she backed the little SUV out of the spot and pulled onto the road. Loud snores sounded and Shannon turned on her Carpenter’s Christmas album. She needed a little more Christmas spirit. Letting her mind drift to the negatives of humanity came all too easy. She didn’t want to spoil the holiday by being dragged back into a foul mood. Especially not during the first holiday spent with her family in years. Although her absence for all the preceding years had been of her own choosing. 
She dialed her cousin’s number from memory as the car soared over the Torras Causeway. On the map, Jekyll Island, St. Simons Island, and Brunswick all neatly butted up against each other. In reality, getting from point a to point b took a little more navigation then expected and she wouldn’t be back in time to open the bar or grab dinner. 
“Hello?”
“Hi Trish. It’s me. So…umm…something came up and I can’t open tonight.”
“You can’t open? Huh? Wait? I hear static. Am I on speakerphone? Are you in the car?”
“I am but don’t freak out. I’m not driving away. Well, I am driving away, but it’s not what you think.” Shannon’s words tumbled over one another. 
The tiny dog had jumped over the console to nestle on her lap. Her car swerved at the shock of the weight on her legs. Glancing around wildly, her racing heart slowed down once she confirmed hers was the only car on the road.
“What do I think?” Her cousin’s voice interrupted her thoughts.
“That I’m running away.”
Running away. She sniggered. If only leaving one place behind for the next adventure was as easy as she hoped her life seemed. In reality, moving from one job to the next was the only life she knew. Childhood instability, even for a brief blip of her growing up, had left deep impressions.
“So what are you doing?” Trish cleared her throat.
“I found a dog in the alley when I took out the trash, and Miss Marie says there is a shelter I can take it to.”
“Couldn’t we have taken the dog?”
“No, no,” she shook her head adamantly, even though Trish couldn’t see. Trish had the biggest, kindest heart of anyone she’d ever known. Scratch that, Trish tied her mother, Aunt Elena, a woman who should be sainted. Shannon loved her hope and goodness and kindness. Part of her always wanted to protect her cousin. She wanted Trish to continue to live in a bubble where good things happened to good people and you could attain anything through hard work. Because maybe one day Shannon wouldn’t be so jaded and she’d join her there.
“No Trish. I’m sorry. This dog is sweet but…a mess. I can’t take a chance that something might happen to you or Charlie. Phil would never forgive me, and we have a deal.”
“Oh stop that. Phil and you have no deal, he loves you just as much as I do. Are you sure though?”
“I am. Please tell him I’ll be back as soon as I can, but this might be a while.”
“It’s fine. No rush, just be safe. I’m sure he can handle the bar by himself for a bit. Call me when you’re on your way back, okay?”
“Got it. Bye.”
The pinks and purples of sunset filled the car, set off in stark contrast to the darkened trees before her. She followed the winding road of the mainland until she caught sight of a tiny wooden sign. Humane Society. Must be the place. She turned off the road and pulled into the parking lot. Cutting the engine, she glanced down at the sleeping bundle next to her. Maybe that was the dog’s first night’s rest in a long time and she was about to hand Caramel over to strangers? 
Ugh. Don’t name the dog. It’s not your dog. If it’s a she, she could go by Cara for short. Nope. Stop. 
Scooping up the bundle into her arms, this time she rested the dog against her heart. Caramel was the present she’d asked Santa for all those years ago. Only now, she couldn’t accept the gift. Timing was everything and hers had always been off. Slowly stepping out of the car, she kicked the door shut behind her and walked into the shelter. 
Her eyes adjusted to the dim, fluorescent bulbs flickering off the concrete floor and her nose started twitching immediately. Cats. She’d always had an allergy to cats. The sound of far off barking and a door swinging shut was quickly accompanied by shuffling feet coming down the hall. The bundle in her arms woke up and raised its head. 
“We’re closing up,” a deep baritone with a delicious gentlemanly Southern twinge boomed. His accent was faint, but present.
Shannon cleared her throat. The man stared down at his feet. Deliberately? Was he avoiding eye contact with her? She couldn’t tell. Wearing a baseball cap, flannel shirt, light colored jeans, and work boots he could have been a country boy. No man typically avoided eye contact with her.
“I know, I’m so sorry. I just found this little dog and I was hoping that—”
“Nope, sorry. I don’t do any of the…” he reached her and raised his head and his hand to cut her off. Then his words cut out and she caught herself catching flies with a slack jaw. 
If he looked like some good ole boy from a distance, up close he was pure male model caliber. A strong jaw with the hint of stubble begged her to run her fingers along the edge. Piercing blue eyes, deep and wide set, stared straight and true into hers. Like he could see into her soul. She’d always been undone by eye contact, either squirming to get away from the scrutiny or desperate for notice. Under his gaze, something inside her unclenched and she relaxed. When he dropped his eyes to the bundle on her chest, she felt the loss physically. Like someone had been hugging her and then abruptly stepped away. She’d experienced that a few times. 
“Is this the dog?”
“Yeah, sorry. Hi. I’m Shaz—Shannon. I’m Shannon. Marie Smith-Thomson told me to stop by. I found this dog in an alley.”
“Little thing like this? Looks to be in rough shape.”
“I wouldn’t know. I just found it. I didn’t even bother looking if it’s a boy or girl.”
He chuckled, a deep, low rumble that sounded as rich as the chocolate cake she’d had on her last birthday. Lucky number twenty-six. Maybe next year she wouldn’t be alone to celebrate. She bit the inside of her cheek. She had to get the ridiculous thoughts to stop slipping into her every moment. Besides, finding someone to spend the night with wasn’t the problem, wanting to stick around for a good one was. 
“I don’t actually work here. I’m just a volunteer. I promised the staff I’d lock up so they could get home to their families. Kind of a skeleton crew here for the next couple weeks.”
“Really? Oh shoot. Well… I don’t know what to do then.”
“I could take her, at least for the night. I’m a trainer and I have a few other dogs. She might like it okay for the night.”
His words rushed out in a low mumble. The unwavering clarity in his eyes told her his sincerity. Tall, calm, and handsome. He’s exactly what I’m looking for. 
She wasn’t looking for anyone. She’d be gone in a few months. With any luck. She gave herself a little shake and Caramel shifted in her arms. 
“You wouldn’t mind?” She cleared her throat.
“No, not at all.”
“Maybe Santa will put you at the top of the nice list this year.”
“I don’t think there’s any need for that.” He stared down at his feet. 
Had she embarrassed him? Standing somewhere over six feet, the man exuded machismo and power. Could a little teasing about the jolly ole elf have rattled him? Interesting. Shannon untangled Caramel from her chest and handed the dog to him. Strong, rough hands brushed against her wrists sending a spark through her. The calendar might have said December but she felt as electrified as the fourth of July. 
“Thank you. I appreciate you helping me out like this.”
“No thanks needed. Glad to see someone else who can’t turn their back on someone in need.”
Shannon forced her lips to stretch into a smile. The contortions of her face felt more like a grimace than any expression of happiness or pleasure. No, turning her back on someone in need had never been her style. Others had found it easy enough to do to her, though. 
“Be sure to tell Miss Marie I said hello.”
“I will. I have a phone call scheduled with her tomorrow. I’ll let her know how helpful you are.” Her words babbled, falling one on top of the other. “I don’t know your name.”
“It’s Joe. Joe Butterfield.”
“Joe Butterfield. Nice to meet you,” she rocked back on her heels. With the dog securely in his arms, she smoothed down her sweater and skirt, her hands playing with the brass details on the waist. She hadn’t been at a loss with a man in a long time. She also hadn’t purposefully tried to talk or flirt with one either. 
“I guess I’ll go. Thank you,” she bobbed her head and turned to stalk out of the building without a second thought. 
She didn’t stop until she reached her car, backed out of the spot, and zoomed back down the road toward the island. Caramel would be safe with Joe. Would she be able to stop thinking about him?
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Staying in one place has never been Shannon Tweed’s style. She agreed to move in with her cousin, Trish, to help her through a difficult second pregnancy and still has another five months before she can put St. Simons Island in her rearview. She has plenty of time to have a little fun. Unfortunately, she might have stumbled onto Mr. Right instead of Mr. Right Now. Finding a little slice of seclusion on the beautiful Georgia coast was exactly the balm Joe Butterfield needed to heal his aching soul. He’s not the kind of guy to take for himself. Then he meets a woman who has him questioning what to do with the rest of his life. If only he’ll trust his heart enough to make the choice.
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