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“A

C H A P T E R  1

A M B E R

mber!” A loud knock sounded through the wooden door,

shaking the frame slightly. It was Becca, her best friend and

coworker. “Are you all right?”

But Amber couldn’t speak. She couldn’t move. Pulse racing, hands

clinging to either side of the sink, Amber closed her eyes, exhaled

slowly, and counted back from ten. She could do this. She’d worked

through worse. And come out the other side better for it.

It was the biggest moment of Amber’s life.

But she was definitely not all right.

Five minutes earlier, chest tight, head swimming with anxiety,

Amber had locked herself in the advertising agency’s restroom. Big

Splash, the top advertising agency in Georgia—outside the Atlanta

city limits, where she, Amber Perry, worked.

Big Splash, located on St. Simons Island, had grown into a force of

its own in the advertising world, landing large regional accounts and

setting its sights on the national market. The agency’s CEO, Jordan

Harper, charged each of the firm’s associates with landing three new

contracts before the year’s end.

In the past month, Amber inked two new deals; small, respectable

local businesses who’d thrived on island for decades.
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But now...

Amber ran the back of her hand over her forehead. She gazed at

herself in the mirror. A pair of serious blue-gray eyes stared back.

Amber tilted her head and wrinkled her nose, considering her creamy

complexion and pink cheeks. With a dusting of makeup and an

understated indigo wrap dress, Amber looked professional and

respectable. Like she belonged at the agency.

She could do this.

She was doing it.

Closing in on the three-account goal and impressing her boss,

Jordan. To solidify her place at the ad agency table.

The team from All Star, Inc. would arrive in less than five minutes.

The deal, done right, might change Amber’s career. After working

eighty-hour weeks for the last year, it would be a gift of epic

proportions.

All Star, Inc., a giant in the soft drink industry, was an advertising

agency’s dream. The company boasted an impressive portfolio of soft

drinks and sparkling water products. Since its launch, All Star had

seen unprecedented growth. A fantastic, grassroots social media

following. Amber herself followed the Instagram and Twitter

accounts.

Now, All Star was rolling out a new line, All Star Energy. It

would go head to head with the giants in the industry, Rock Star,

Red Bull, and Monster, but Amber knew there was room for one

more.

And there was an air of mystery around the account. At the helm

of the new division was a soon-to-be-named CEO. A smart phenom

with friends in prominent places.

It was crazy that All Star approached the agency in St. Simons.

Stranger still was that the company’s representative asked specifically

for Amber. Amber, the junior account executive.

Neither made sense.

Amber smoothed her hair for the hundredth time and frowned.

She loved Georgia, the coast, and the beach. Everything except for the

humidity, which made her hair a springy mess. Amber sighed and

LAUREN CLARK

2



pulled it back, forcing it into a loose bun with a ponytail holder she

kept around her wrist.

The banging resumed.

“Amber Perry, don’t make me call the fire station,” Becca’s voice,

usually sweet and concerned, now carried a slight edge. “Your brother

will be on that first truck.”

Despite herself, Amber smiled. Becca rarely used her full name or

threats like calling Quinn, her brother.

“Seriously. Five minutes, Amber,” Becca added. She lowered her

voice to a whisper. “It’s now or never. Is this how you want to play it?”

The words, aimed true, pierced Amber’s chest. The swarm of

hornets in her stomach turned to butterflies. Still bouncing and flap‐
ping, but at least the butterflies weren’t lethal.

She closed her eyes and wished, for the hundredth time that day

Jordan Evans, the agency’s president was here. Jordan, who always

handled everything effortlessly. But Jordan was eight months preg‐
nant with twins, visiting the obstetrician’s office for her weekly

checkup. The babies, most likely, would make an early appearance.

Which meant Jordan being here wasn’t ever an option.

Amber swallowed back her anxiety and straightened her shoul‐
ders. Her eyelashes fluttered open.

“Get it together,” Amber whispered to her reflection. She had

Becca, Molly, and the interns in her corner. They’d all placed faith in

her to lead the charge and win this account.

With a deft movement, Amber switched on the tap, turning the

temperature to icy cold. She bent over, caught the water in both

hands, and splashed it on her face, makeup and all.

As the droplets hit her skin, Amber sucked in a quick breath.

Cheeks and chin dripping, she reached a hand, grasped a towel, and

dabbed at her face. Amber swept back a stray curl as she stood up and

straightened. She glanced at her reflection.

Now, a spark glinted in her eyes. Her cheeks flushed a deeper pink,

as if she’d just sprinted a mile. Her lipstick was long gone, but that

hardly mattered.

It was time.
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“S

C H A P T E R  2

K U R T

o, is it weird to be back?” asked Mike, rolling down the SUV

window, letting in the scent of salt air and the sound of

seagulls calling in the distance.

Kurt grinned at his friend and business colleague. “Nah,” he replied

with a casual shrug. “It’s good.”

And that much was true.

They were cruising across the Torras Causeway to Lanier Island.

In the distance, he saw Georgia’s tallest suspension bridge, high above

the wide stretch of the Brunswick River and the miles of marshland

beneath.

They’d left Atlanta at daybreak, driving along I-75 southeast to

Savannah. From there, he’d pointed the Range Rover south on I-95,

passing St. Catherine’s Island and Sapelo Island. Finally, signs for

their destination appeared.

Today, they headed to St. Simons, one of Georgia’s four pristine

barrier islands nestled along the Atlantic. As they drove closer, a few

beach houses came into view, dotting the coastline. Kurt glimpsed a

few twisted pieces of driftwood in the sand; Spanish Moss hanging

from giant Live Oak trees.

The familiar sights caused Kurt’s breath to catch. His hands tensed
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on the wheel, and his torso tightened as they rode closer. The nerves

he’d shaken off earlier were back. But he wasn’t about to let Mike in

on his genuine feelings. The mixed emotions he carried about coming

home.

He’d deal with it. In his own way. On his own terms.

And this business trip had nothing to do with the past.

At least that’s what Kurt had been telling himself.

He swallowed and turned the wheel. Kurt bore right onto King’s

Way, following it to Pier Village on the south end of St. Simons. The

shopping district came into view, with its rows of brightly painted

signs, boutiques, and seafood restaurants. Families strolled through

the streets, smiling and holding ice cream cones. At the sight of a local

bakery, with rows of croissants and baguettes in the window, Kurt’s

stomach rumbled. That would have to wait.

He glanced at his phone to check the ad agency’s address. Every‐
thing was so different. The place where he’d grown up had changed. It

had grown from a sleepy little cluster of islands on the edge of the

Atlantic into a sleeker, more modern version of itself. From inside the

darkened windows of his SUV, Kurt watched as the shopping district

came into view.

“And, we made it.” Kurt slowed the SUV and eased into a parking

lot, gravel crunching beneath the tires.

His boss nodded as Kurt eyed the small, modern building

surrounded by pristine landscaping. It hadn’t existed the last time he’d

been on the island.

On either side of the doorway, magenta Bougainville blossoms

dripped from large hanging baskets over the thick, dark green fronds

of several Sego palms. A small sign announced “Big Splash” to any

visitors.

Both men stepped out of the vehicle, stretching stiff limbs. Kurt

watched as Mike pulled on his suit coat and straightened his tie. He’d

suggested casual dress, a golf shirt, or button-up, but Mike tended

toward formality. He was Chicago born and raised, the son of an

emergency room doctor. For Mike, the slow pace of life in the South

was a foreign concept.
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A trip to the Golden Isles hadn’t been in Mike’s business plan. But

with the company’s financial wizards projecting generous profit

margins after the new product launch, Mike had been more than

willing to entertain Kurt’s idea of hiring a new ad agency.

After a long dinner and a few drinks, Kurt laid out his reasoning. A

new product line deserved a new campaign, fresh concepts, and an

advertising campaign aimed at a younger, broader market.

All of it was accurate and verifiable.

Mike had put up little fight. Sure, his boss had good-naturedly

complained, questioned relentlessly, and demanded more details, but

it wasn’t like anything Kurt imagined.

And Mike reserved the right to veto anything. He was CEO.

Despite the mammoth caveat, Kurt felt as if he’d triumphed after

going a few rounds in the ring with a world heavyweight. Perhaps,

Kurt thought later, his boss let him win. Mike might have glimpsed

beneath the surface of the request. There was more at stake. Much

more.

But that was crazy.

Mike didn’t have the time or energy to chase down ‘what ifs.’

Kurt swallowed.

Had his boss pressed harder, Kurt would have admitted there were

many capable agencies in Atlanta, New York, and Los Angeles. He’d

argued for St. Simons and Big Splash because it was personal.

Yes, it was his hometown.

But it was more than nostalgia, memories, and a childhood

connection.

And it was much more than an energy drink campaign.

The visit to St. Simons was complicated and personal.

And Kurt really never believed he’d be back.

Not from the moment he’d mentioned it to his boss.

But suddenly, the scene in front of him, the glimpse of the tree-

lined streets and storefronts brought back a sharp, unexpected ache in

his chest. The pain radiated under his ribcage, settling gently against

Kurt’s heart.
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He recognized it immediately; the longing for when life was

simple and almost everything had made sense.

He’d had that once, here, a long time ago.

But the past was the past.

There was no changing it, now or ever.

As if sensing Kurt’s hesitation, Mike looked up and frowned. “Are

you sure you want to do this?”

Kurt raised his chin, forcing a smile. “Absolutely.”

Mike glanced around them, turning to scan the freshly painted

storefronts and tasteful signage that welcomed visitors year-round.

“You know, Kurt. This place looks like Mayberry,” Mike

commented, shielding his eyes from the sun. “And I mean that in the

best sense.”

Kurt followed his gaze. Bright yellow and pink flowers practically

burst from hanging baskets on every corner. Shop owners propped

doors open, allowing a peek into the merchandise. There was a line

forming at the entrance to a local ice cream shop.

As long as Kurt could remember, St. Simons Island always made him

feel secure. And though he’d been gone a long time, Kurt was certain this

hadn’t changed. It was a place where kids still played outside and rode

bikes. Family values mattered. People were friendly. Neighbors waved.

His face broke into a gigantic smile as he chuckled.

“So true, man. It is Mayberry,” Kurt agreed. “I guess it always has

been.” He smiled as happy memories drifted back into his conscious‐
ness. The thoughts had been there all along, buried deep; he’d kept

them locked safely away until now.

Mike reached for the door handle and pulled, giving Kurt a

pointed stare. “Just remember one thing, especially before we get all

nostalgic.” He pushed open the door. “It’s my call if they don’t get the

contract.”

“I know,” Kurt replied. His jaw tightened. “Well, we’ve come this

far...”

“We’ll talk to them,” Mike replied slowly, scanning Kurt’s face. “But

with business, it’s never that easy, man. Especially when you have ties

SIMPLY IRRESISTIBLE

7



to the area. All the expectations, even if you promise nothing, can

make things complicated.”

“You’re right,” Kurt agreed. “It’s your decision. And I’m okay if we

walk away.” He pondered his next words. “Look, if you decide this is

not what’s best for the company and the new line, I promise to deal

with the fallout myself.”

Mike’s face cleared. Visibly, his body relaxed. He nodded, now

satisfied.

And it was all true, every word Kurt had spoken. More accurate

than the CEO would ever know.

This trip was about closure.

Ending a chapter in his life.

In a few minutes, Kurt would close the book on St. Simons Island

for good.

“Ready, mystery guy?” Mike asked, raising an eyebrow.

Kurt forced a smile. “As I’ll ever be.”
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A

C H A P T E R  3

A M B E R

mber strode out of the ladies’ restroom, head held high.

Every face in the office turned. All twenty of them, from her

boss to the newest associate.

Yes, she’d had a small melt-down. It was too late to apologize for it.

It was nerves and part of life. Heck, everyone got anxious. Even Adele

threw up before a concert now and then. According to Rolling Stone,

she’d vomited on a fan in Brussels. Katy Perry and Beyoncé suffered

from stage fright. And Jennifer Lawrence had to deal with anxiety by

imagining an avatar to project her public self.

Avatar or no avatar, Amber was doing this. If it killed her.

Across the room, Becca picked up a leather-bound notebook.

“Molly?”

A petite redhead looked up from her laptop.

“Can you make Amber a latte with almond milk and bring it to the

boardroom?” Becca pressed her hands together under her chin. “I’ll be

eternally grateful. Please and thank you.”

Molly smiled and disappeared into the kitchen.

“Do I need more coffee?” Amber protested, starting toward the

boardroom. She didn’t want to admit she was already trembling.
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“I have a feeling you might,” Becca mumbled, rounding the corner

of her desk. “I should have told her to make two.”

She caught up with Amber, matching her step for step. “Don’t

scare me like that again,” Becca chided, shooting her a worried look.

Ducking into her office, Amber grabbed her bottle of water, a

binder. She tucked a pen behind her ear.

“Did you know that the actress Emma Watson suffers from occa‐
sional stage fright?” Amber called over her shoulder. “Harry Styles,

too,” she added, reentering the hallway. “He gets sick before going on

stage to perform.”

Becca pursed her lips and shook her head. “Well, you’re safe. I can

confirm we are not meeting with Harry Styles. Or Emma Watson.” She

winked. “Now, get it together, and let’s do this.”

As they stepped inside the boardroom, Amber released a breath.

The client was late. A blessing, under the circumstances.

The boardroom, flooded with natural sunlight, exuded positivity,

with its clean lines and modern feel. The space held a dozen people

comfortably, with space to spare, but still maintained an intimate feel.

Amber checked that everything was in place. She loaded the

massive television monitor with the morning’s pitch. An iPad at each

seat, notebooks with the new All Star Energy logo. Stacks of coolers

in the All Star Energy flavors.

The agency’s front door chime sounded and Amber’s heart

stopped. She raised her eyes to Becca’s.

Sounds of happy greetings echoed from the agency’s lobby into the

boardroom. Becca raised an expectant eyebrow and rubbed her hands

together. She was just as nervous as Amber, but her best friend

thrived on adrenaline. Becca flashed her winning smile, bolstering

Amber’s confidence.

“You’ve got this,” Becca whispered.

Amber grinned back. In less than a minute, everything she’d

dreamed about would be happening. Amber ran through the pitch, the

numbers, the competition. She’d spent a few sleepless nights on the

proposal, but it was worth it. The campaign was rock solid. Now, all

she had to do was convince the mystery client of the same thing.
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With a deep breath, she positioned herself by the door. Not too

close, which would seem overly eager. Not too far, which would

appear aloof.

Amber grabbed her water bottle, drinking down the chilled liquid

in gulps as footsteps, definitely male, sounded down the hallway.

There was a murmur, then a joke or quip. A deep laugh followed.

Amber shivered with anticipation.

Molly entered the room first, flushed pink. She handed Amber the

latte, eyes dancing with a “you will not believe this” expression. She

giggled, shot a knowing glance at Becca, then stepped aside to allow

everyone else to enter the boardroom.

With a ready, bright smile, Amber smoothed her jacket, keeping

her eyes on the doorway. She focused on her breath and leaned

over to straighten the pens and notebooks laid out across the

table.

Then, from the corner of her eye, Amber glimpsed a well-polished

leather shoe. She lifted her gaze to take in the lines of an expensive

Italian suit, well-filled out by muscle and brawn. Then she saw a

familiar jawline.

Her breath caught. It was All Star, Inc.’s CEO, Mike Clairmont.

Here, in person. Though known for being very involved with the

company’s day-to-day operations, she was still surprised he’d made

the trip.

It was the second guest, the mystery man, who caused her heart to

contract, setting off a rollercoaster of emotions. The scent of sandal‐
wood and fresh air. The light shadow of stubble. The flash of green

eyes, the color of pine trees in winter.

Amber stopped, mid-gesture, and blinked at the man. A small gasp

escaped her lips.

Even Becca was momentarily speechless.

“Meet Kurt Stevens,” Molly announced, beaming. “He’ll be the one

heading up the energy drink division of All Star. Mystery solved!” She

paused, scanning the room. “So, Kurt mentioned he used to live here.

In the Golden Isles.” She grinned straight at Amber and Becca. “Small

world, right?”
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Amber ducked her head and forced her arms to move. Don’t panic.
Don’t panic. Keep breathing.

“Right. So small,” Becca replied, voice rising an octave. “We’re so

glad you’re here today.” She took a few steps back toward Amber.

“Why doesn’t everyone get settled?”

Becca tapped her fingertips on the table. “And as you do that, I’ll

ask Amber to double-check the presentation.”

Obediently, Amber walked stiffly to the head of the table. She
would get through this.

“Help yourself to water or coffee,” added Becca, extra brightly.

“We’ll get started in a moment.”

Hands shaking, Amber surveyed the connections and plugs. Her

vision swam and blurred. With one hand on the table, Amber braced

herself. She’d stay there a second or two, long enough for her legs to

stop wobbling.

The shock was almost too much.

After five years without a word, Kurt Stevens was here. In the

room, in the flesh. Right in front of her. Every part of her body

contracted, her skin prickled, and her toes tingled. That darn, sexy

look. Those deep, lovely eyes.

Her first love.

The one guy, no matter how hard she tried to forget him, still

haunted her dreams.

She’d broken it off. As much as she regretted it, staying together

would have been a mistake. They were just kids.

Amber sucked in a deep breath, keeping her eyes drilled on the

table. Okay. You can do this. Glance up casually in five seconds. Surely, it’d

be safe by then. Amber would just put on her professional face, main‐
tain a reasonable distance, and try not to throw up.

She’d been in worse situations, hadn’t she?

Then Kurt started walking.

Directly toward Amber.

Her pulse galloped, sending her heart rate skyrocketing. Her

throat closed. Her skin chilled, then flashed hot. A trickle of perspira‐
tion snaked down the small of her back. Her knees buckled.
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The room, perfectly organized just seconds earlier, swam and

tilted, as if Amber had jumped off the high dive into a churning wave

pool.

Kurt was now standing six inches away.

In the fuzzy last moments, before her world went black, Kurt

spoke, his beautiful lips curling into that amazing smile.

“Hello, Amber.”
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A

C H A P T E R  4

K U R T

s much as Kurt savored the anticipation of walking into

Amber’s perfect little world and blowing it apart, he wasn’t

prepared for the boomerang effect.

To be fair, Mike warned him. And his boss didn’t even know the

first page of the story.

It’s never that easy, man.
Kurt agreed in theory, holding tight to his pride.

The distance, being removed from time and place, made it seem

easy.

He was immune and could remain unfazed as it all unfolded,

moment by moment.

Like a movie clip stuck on a continual loop, Kurt played the scene

in his mind in the weeks prior. He’d breeze into town and hold the

meeting. He’d be charming, and it would devastate Amber. It would be

short, sweet, and would prove to everyone he’d made it.

Mission accomplished, Kurt would leave St. Simons Island forever.

And for the first few minutes of reality, his much-expected

encounter with his ex-girlfriend and her colleagues had played out

exactly as planned.

Kurt walked into the agency; head held high. His appearance, as
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expected, sparked and burned through the staff like wildfire. The

broad smiles, pink cheeks, and titters from every desk were proof

enough.

It was impossible to ignore the reaction. Kurt basked in the

momentary flutter of attention. It fed his ego, boosted his confidence,

and solidified his decision to come back to Golden Isles this one last

time.

But try as he might to block it out, Mike’s words of caution poked

at his subconscious. It’s never that easy, man.
Kurt wasn’t ready for the earthquake that rocked his world when

he finally glimpsed Amber.

If it was possible, Amber had become more beautiful in his

absence. Her inky hair, glossy and thick, hung past her shoulders. Her

gray-blue eyes, wide with shock, were exactly as he remembered. Her

suit jacket, a touch of traditional, hugged her figure and maintained

her good girl look. She balanced it all with a short skirt and stacked

heels, which showed off enough leg to weaken the strongest man.

While Amber and her best friend Becca, her partner in crime for as

long as Kurt could remember, both stood speechless in front of them;

the delicious feeling of triumph didn’t materialize. In the seconds that

followed, Kurt fought hard to maintain a touch of swagger; the devil

may care attitude on which he’d built his reputation.

The twinge in Kurt’s chest rang true. He shouldn’t have come

back.

What was he thinking?
Amber swayed.

Her lovely face paled. Amber crumpled to the floor.

Kurt watched it all unfold in slow motion. In the back of his mind,

he heard Becca cry out. Mike cursed. Around the room, hands flew to

faces. The office staff, so animated and happy moments before, froze

in place.

Without thinking, Kurt’s reflexes sprang into action. He lunged,

arms outstretched, catching her before her limp body hit the floor,

barely missing the table’s sharp edge. Kurt cradled Amber’s head.

Easing her to the floor, Kurt ran his eyes across her cheeks, lips, her
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soft neck. She was breathing. A light scent, a familiar, intoxicating mix

of warm cinnamon and sugar, wafted from her body.

For a moment, it was just like the long, leisurely nights they’d

spent on the patio in his loft apartment, staring up at the stars, limbs

intertwined.

“Put her down, Kurt,” a female voice insisted.

The voice, soft but urgent, seemed to come from far away. But

when a hand touched his shoulder, Kurt jerked back to reality. His

head twisted, finding Becca dead-center in his field of vision.

Amber’s best friend stood over him, hands on her hips. “Let me in

here, Kurt.” It wasn’t a question or a request. Becca meant business

and it wasn’t worth arguing. Not under the circumstances and not

with a crowd.

Setting his jaw, Kurt stood up slowly and stepped away from the

tight circle of agency employees.

He watched as Becca, face awash with worry, knelt on the floor

next to Amber. She called over her shoulder. “Could someone get me

a cold cloth and a glass of water, please?”

Molly scuttled out of the room.

Kurt’s neck grew hot. He felt Mike’s eyes boring into him, and

although he didn’t want to agree, he met his best friend’s inquiring

gaze. He could already hear the post-meeting drill. What the heck, Kurt?
What happened to attack, conquer, and retreat? Want to let me in on the big
secret?

But Mike wasn’t that kind of guy. He didn’t have to say a word.

And he wasn’t the kind to rub it in. The lesson was unspoken.

Never pull this crap again.

It’s never that easy, man.
Kurt hung back from the group; he could barely see through all the

female arms and legs. The chatter rose to a fever pitch, words somer‐
saulting end over end. Call 9-1-1. Call her doctor. What is going on? She’ll
be okay. No, don’t call 9-1-1. Maybe she’s okay?

Amber’s eyes fluttered.

“I think she’s waking up,” Becca said, in a low but confident

voice.
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As Molly returned with a wet hand towel and handed it to Becca,

the room quieted. Slowly, everyone but Becca and Kurt backed away.

Though Kurt tried to remain objective and calm, deep down, his

stomach was a mess. What if something was wrong? What if he’d caused
it?? He’d never forgive himself if Amber didn’t wake up.

Becca, now cradling Amber’s head in her lap, dabbed the cold cloth

on her forehead, then her cheeks. Kurt thought he overheard whisper‐
ing. Were Amber’s lips moving? He leaned in closer. She was murmuring

something.

Her eyelashes fluttered again, but this time, Amber opened her

eyes wide. For a moment, her reaction was pure bewilderment. She

glanced around and lifted her head, keeping one hand clutched on

Becca’s sleeve.

“What-what happened?” Amber whispered, barely loud enough for

Kurt to hear it.

A surge of excitement poured through Kurt’s veins. He grinned,

rubbed his hands together, and almost reached over to slap Mike on

the back.

“Another episode,” Becca murmured.

“Oh no,” Amber moaned, lifting a hand to her face. She covered

her eyes. “Tell me I didn’t.”

“You did,” Becca replied with a wry smile.

With a groan, Amber pressed her free hand to the ground, rolled

on her side, and sat up.

Hair mussed, jacket wrinkled, and one shoe kicked off, Amber

should have looked every bit a complete, awful mess. But the strangest

thing was that Amber wasn’t a mess. At that moment, Kurt thought he

glimpsed a hint of fragility. But just as quickly, it was gone.

Pushing herself to her feet, Amber swayed slightly, then straight‐
ened. She produced a wan, apologetic smile.

Kurt held his breath, his eyes never leaving Amber’s face. He eased

closer.

“I’m good,” she apologized. Her mouth tightened as her next words

spilled out in a rush. “Really. No worries here. I think I forgot to eat.

It’s my fault.”
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Becca made a soft shushing noise, shook her head, and held out an

arm to Amber. With stiff, halting steps, Becca led Amber toward a seat

at the head of the table.

The words were barely in Kurt’s range.

“You need to see a doctor. This is twice in one day.”

Kurt raised an eyebrow and frowned. Molly was biting her lip,

arms crossed tight against her chest. Mike was pacing, staring out the

window.

Was something wrong? Did she need a doctor?
From behind Becca’s shoulder, Amber protested. “I’m fine.”

Kurt watched as she pushed her best friend’s arms away gently, her

face forming a pretty pout. He hid a slight smile.

Typical Amber. Fall down, get back up. And stubborn until the

bitter end. If something was wrong, she wouldn’t tell the entire office.

And there was no way she’d admit it in front of him.

“I’m fine. I promise. Let’s stop all the fuss, okay?” Amber smiled

widely, smoothed her dress, and reached for a pen. She gestured for

everyone to take their seats.

Becca took the position to Amber’s right. Kurt followed Mike and

Becca to the chairs closer to the screen. They all turned, expectantly,

toward the front of the room as an intern lowered the lights.

Kurt slid a brief glance in Amber’s direction. The screen behind

her flickered to life.

“Gentlemen.” Amber looked straight at Kurt, holding his gaze with

a determined smile. “All ready? Sorry to keep you waiting.”
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mber’s nerves fluttered as Kurt took a seat directly in her line

of vision. It was the first chance she’d seen him, head to toe.

In the business suit, custom made to fit his broad, athletic frame, he

looked terrific. With his expensive shirt, polished leather shoes, and

dive watch, he looked every bit the powerful, drop-dead gorgeous

corporate executive women swooned over in books and movies.

In fact, as she thought about it, the room seemed uncomfortably

warm. Humid. Practically steaming.

Amber resisted the urge to fan herself with the closest notebook.

She exhaled and gathered her thoughts. Keep it together. Think about the
campaign. Kurt, being here, changes nothing. Deliver what you promised.

She made a show of checking her notes one last time. She’d

memorized all the stats, numbers, and figures.

But even in the dim light, fighting to keep her mind focused, Kurt

Stevens was impossible to ignore. Amber stole another glance. At the

exact moment, as if he understood exactly what she was thinking and

doing, Kurt looked up, catching her watching him. A slight smile

tugged at his lips.

She flushed slightly and dropped her eyes to her laptop. He’s just
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back here for this meeting. He’s leaving again. Don’t think about the past.
Prove that you’ve done just fine without him.

Amber wrenched her eyes away. With a deft movement, she picked

up the clicker from the table, grateful to hang on to something.

“Good morning!” said Amber, lifting her chin and flashing her best

winning smile. “We’re so excited you joined us this morning to talk

about the future of All Star, Inc.’s new product line.” She paused and

clicked to the first slide. “We have some exciting ideas to share with

you.”

A beauty shot of the new product appeared on the screen. Usually,

in Amber’s experience, at this moment, clients perked up, ready to

listen to the pitch she and the team had worked so hard to create.

But Kurt didn’t react. Nothing. Not a frown or a smile. And Mike,

darn him, was typing. Amber exhaled softly. She could do this. This

campaign was rock solid. It was time to dive in and hope for the best.

“American consumption of traditional soda has flatlined as savvy

consumers look for healthy alternatives.” Amber clicked the first slide

to display a slick graph. “But demand has spiked for energy drinks,

which creates an ideal opportunity for your company’s growth.”

Amber noticed Kurt ease back in his seat. He smoothed his tie and

crossed his arms tightly across his broad chest. Jaw set, his face

remained an unreadable mask.

Then, a flash of recognition hit her. Warmth spread across

Amber’s chest. She almost laughed out loud. This was Kurt’s business

stance. His game face he assumed when he was ready to negotiate a

contract or strike a deal.

They’d joked about the pose years earlier. Kurt had even practiced

it in front of her when he began thinking about opening his own

business.

Amber continued, feeling a surge of energy rush through her body.

“By sourcing from organic companies, and using responsibly grown

coffee beans, no added sugar, and natural fruit flavors, you’re already

a step ahead of the competition.”

She clicked again. “This is especially true in your target group and
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potentially largest growth area, Millennials, who often seek alterna‐
tives to sugary, carbonated drinks.”

Kurt leaned forward, elbows now on his knees, hands clasped

together. “What about Gen Z? Don’t we want to sell to them?”

Amber exhaled in relief. Finally. Kurt was engaging.

“Gen Z makes up sixty-five million people , coming in behind

Millennials, which make up eighty-million. All potential buyers of All

Star Energy. The smart move is to make Gen Z our second-tier target

group, which we’ll handle a bit differently.”

Her heart clenched.

Mike was frowning. “Meaning what?” His voice was deep and

resounded across the boardroom. Everyone sat up straighter.

Amber nodded. “Meaning, we recommend using both traditional

and digital methods, which ensures you target and reach your biggest

potential customers.”

“So,” Mike sat up, placed an elbow on the table, and rubbed at the

stubble on his chin. “You can do all that?”

Amber nodded. “Definitely.”

Kurt glanced at Mike with a raised eyebrow. The CEO only

lowered his gaze back to his laptop. Within seconds, he began pecking

at the keyboard again.

Amber’s heart pounded. She looked at Becca. She was losing them.

Amber had to break her strategy down. Quickly.

“Can you get the lights?” Amber glanced at Molly, who jumped up

to oblige. “Let’s step away from the formal presentation and just talk,

okay?”

As the room brightened, Amber thought quickly.

Mike was pressing her hard and that was okay. But Kurt knew
Amber; he’d planned this surprise well in advance.

The idea made Amber’s stomach twist. She had a sudden,

desperate thought.

This meeting, the campaign, this presentation; it was all a game.

Roll the dice, move three spaces, lose a turn. And despite the odds,

Amber had finally caught on.
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Amber hoped she was wrong.

But, if it was a fight Kurt wanted, she’d go down swinging.
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mber Perry still impressed him. She maintained her cool. She

seemed to know her stuff. And Kurt couldn’t help himself

from letting his eyes wander over her body. Curves in all the right

places but still buttoned up and professional. Hair hanging loose and

tousled around her shoulders. Had he forgotten the exact shade of

Amber’s eyes? A deep sapphire. That was it.

Kurt struggled to focus.

Since day one in the business world, he’d learned valuable lessons.

Among them, don’t mix romance and business. Wait. Kurt narrowed

his eyes. How had his brain gone there?

“Um, Kurt?” Amber asked. “Does that sound all right?”

Startled, he blinked rapidly. Mike shot him a worried look.

Everyone else stared, waiting for some kind of response.

“Yes. I see. Go on.” Kurt coughed and waved his hand for emphasis.

His skin grew hot. “Please continue.”

Amber smiled. “All right. Think about it this way. We use adver‐
tising to change people’s behavior.” She paused. “For example, which

energy drink they buy when they stop at a gas station. We all have

favorites, right?”

Nods all around the table.
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“So, to change a person’s behavior, or buying decisions in this case,

shift their preferences and beliefs. In short, convince customers your

energy drink is better.”

“Ours is better,” Kurt cracked a cocky smile and glanced at Mike.

Amber gestured around the room. “We think you’re right. But

we have to cast a wider net.” She reached for her iPad, swiping

through a few screens. “Becca, can you bring up All Star Energy’s

goals?”

Amber walked to the side of the enormous screen as the slides

appeared. “Here’s what you identified as your company’s top objec‐
tives, including one billion dollars in sales in the first year. That

means going head to head with Rockstar, who easily pulls in that

number annually.” She clicked another slide. “Four billion in two years

puts you in striking distance of Monster and Red Bull. To hit these

numbers, you must step up your advertising game.”

“So, what are you suggesting?” asked Mike. He steepled his fingers

and scanned the screen.

Amber almost cheered. The man was finally paying attention.

“Proof that customers are choosing the drink over the competi‐
tion,” explained Amber. “Product testing and examining metrics

would work well. We’d measure websites, social media account traffic,

SEO rankings, and click-through rates in digital campaigns, which

tells us how we’ve shifted beliefs and attention.”

“This means a long campaign, right?” said Mike. His expression

was heavily skeptical.

“True.” Amber exchanged a look with Becca before returning her

gaze to Mike and Kurt. “If you want the huge win, it’s a marathon, not

a sprint.”

Kurt swiveled in his chair to confer with Mike.

Before he could lean closer and speak, Mike’s phone erupted with

an ear-piercing ring tone. With a ready hand, his boss grabbed the

device, silenced the alert, and scanned the screen.

With a fluid, practiced movement, Mike gripped his phone, closed

the laptop, and pushed away from the boardroom table.

“I think we’ve heard enough,” he announced, getting to his feet.
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“We appreciate your time and will get back to you with a decision in

the next few days.” He paused. “Kurt, I’ll be outside.”

Becca shot up, reaching immediately to shake Mike’s hand. “Thank

you. If you have any further questions-”

“If you’ll excuse me,” Mike cut her off. “I have to take this call.” He

offered a curt nod to Amber.

Kurt placed both hands on the table, brain spinning. “Wait. Mike?”

he called after him, pushing back from the table.

The agency door slammed.

His boss was gone.

For a long moment, no one moved.

Finally, Amber stood and broke the silence, murmuring to the ad

agency staff. One by one, they stood and left the room. Becca followed

with a backward glance. She eased the door softly shut, leaving the

two of them alone.

Kurt frowned. Why had she closed the door? The meeting was

over. There was nothing left for anyone to say except for goodbye.

Kurt reached for his leather binder and cell.

“Don’t go,” said Amber.

Wrinkling his brow, Kurt looked up at Amber. He wasn’t at all sure

he’d heard her correctly. Was Amber Perry asking him to stay?
Kurt shook his head. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Could you repeat that?”

Amber smiled. “Don’t go,” she echoed, crossing her arms. She

gazed at him steadily.

As he registered the request, words he never thought he’d hear

again in this lifetime, Kurt fought the urge to grin. He wrestled with

the expectation he should automatically follow Mike. Then, he grap‐
pled with staying, even for sixty more seconds.

He couldn’t help himself. Amber was magnetic. From the moment

he’d stepped into the boardroom, from the moment they’d touched

again, the connection was back, sudden and intense. As if he’d never

left.

“We have five more minutes. At least allow me that.” Her voice, this

time, had an edge.

Inside, though, every nerve of his body was on edge. Kurt couldn’t
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help himself. As much as he hated to admit it, he wanted Amber to

fight for the campaign.

Amber walked around the table, taking her time.

For a wild moment, his heart took over. Kurt couldn’t help

himself. His mind transported back to a time when the rest of the

universe could melt away, as long as the two of them were together.

For just a moment, Kurt almost believed they were back there.

If Amber lifted her hand, she could caress his face.

Kurt could almost feel her fingertips tracing his cheek, trailing

across his jaw, and finding his lips. Amber could lean in for a long

kiss. Press her hand to his chest.

Kurt felt his breath quicken. His pulse pounded.

He had to leave. Mike was waiting.

Amber tilted her head. Her lips parted into a smile. “Kurt Stevens,

I’ve got an offer you can’t refuse.”
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n offer I can’t refuse?” Kurt wrinkled his forehead, intrigued.

His eyes sparkled, just for a second. “How are you going to

do that?”

Amber smiled, hoping she appeared confident, relaxed, and know‐
ing. Inside, her brain cells were firing with possibilities. Her idea, only

half-formed, could work.

If she thought fast, if Kurt bought in, Amber could pull it off. She

needed to rally a small army by the morning. She’d owe favors for the

rest of her life; if she even lived through it.

This moment was her only chance. She needed a minor miracle.

Otherwise, Kurt Stevens was walking out the door, her future career

under one arm.

She’d always been a cockeyed optimist. A long time ago, Kurt once

said that he loved that about her. Here was an unlikely chance to test

that theory.

Amber tilted her head, maintaining a steady gaze. “As I remember,

Kurt, you’re a betting man.”

He shook his head. “This is crazy.”

“You like crazy.”
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Kurt smiled. “I’m listening.” He glanced up at the boardroom clock.

“You’ve got five minutes.”

Amber grinned.

“Tomorrow, I’ll prove our agency is up to this,” explained Amber,

putting both hands on her hips. “You’re cordially invited to a product

launch, with all the bells and whistles.”

Kurt considered this. “And if I like it? If I’m impressed?”

“We land the campaign contract. For two years,” said Amber. She

held her breath.

It was a big ask.

But the stakes had to be high. Amber was playing to win. And

win big.

Kurt had to know she meant business.

The room fell silent. For a few seconds, neither Amber nor Kurt

moved.

“And if I’m not impressed?” Kurt raised an eyebrow.

Amber paused; she could tell he loved this. The challenge was

exactly what he needed. “If I don’t think the agency can pull it off?”

added Kurt.

Amber stepped closer. “If we don’t deliver, you head back to

Atlanta.” Her voice didn’t shake. Her eyes didn’t waver. “No questions

asked. Don’t look back. You’ll be free to hire another agency.”

A muscle in Kurt’s jaw twitched.

She ran her eyes across his face. “And everyone here can move on

with their lives and get back to business as usual.”

Kurt shook his head and hid a smile. He swiveled his chair, then

turned to stare out the window.

Amber fought to stay silent.

The wait was agonizing.

Finally, Kurt grabbed his leather portfolio, tucked it under one

arm, stood up, and walked toward the door.

Holding her breath, Amber fought to maintain a smooth

demeanor. Give nothing away. Stay calm.

Kurt placed one hand on the doorknob and turned. The door

opened, the edge brushing against the thick carpeting.
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Amber closed her eyes. It was over. She’d open them when the

door closed behind him. When she could sink into the chair.

“Amber?”

Her eyes flew open. She blinked, focusing on the figure. Kurt. He

was still standing in the doorway.

“Still feeling okay?” This time, he grinned. “You’ll need your energy

to pull this off.”

Amber’s chin shot up. Her eyes widened. She shook her head and

let out a light laugh to break the tension. She should have known.

This was Kurt’s style, and she’d walked right into it. He loved the

chase, and he’d played her. Right here.

“I’ll send over dinner,” Kurt added with a wink. “You’ll need your

energy to create this minor miracle.”

“So, we have a deal?” asked Amber.

Kurt nodded.

Amber glanced at her watch, calculating the hours. “Let’s say meet

back here at eight o’clock tomorrow morning.” That gave her team

exactly twenty-two hours to make this happen.

She couldn’t imagine Molly’s reaction, who was probably ready to

lose her mind. Not to mention Jordan and Becca.

But Amber had to concentrate on Kurt.

“Sound like a plan?”

“Absolutely,” Kurt replied, hiding a slight smile. “Bring it on.”
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re you insane?”

Mike’s words sliced through the air.

It wasn’t a terrible reaction, after he’d spilled his guts about the

deal. Well, not all the details. He didn’t mention the two-year

contract he’s promised if Big Splash wowed his boss. He’d deal with

Mike if he was impressed enough to consider saying yes to a

contract.

Mike uncrossed his arms, then glanced down at his watch. They

were still two steps outside the advertising agency.

“Can we get in the truck, Mike?” Kurt flashed an annoyed look at

his boss. “Give me at least a minute to explain.”

Mike pressed his lips into a line, grabbed the SUV’s door, and

pulled it open. He slid into the passenger’s seat.

Kurt set his jaw. He realized that lingering behind, not following

Mike out of the building right away, was a mistake. His emotion got

the best of him after he’d tried so hard to keep it in check. He’d

allowed Amber to play him.

They’d had a plan. Kurt had blown it to pieces. And Mike hated to

be out of the loop.

Opening the truck door, Kurt eased into the driver’s side, yanked
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the door closed, and gripped the steering wheel. As he realized the

gravity of his decisions, Kurt’s temple throbbed.

“You can’t make promises, Kurt. Or deals. You’re not CEO of the

All Star Energy division yet,” Mike groaned, running a hand down his

face. He glared over at Kurt. “I didn’t think giving them a chance to

win the account was part of the idea.” He glared at Kurt. “And now we

have to suffer through some small-town event?”

“I screwed up,” said Kurt, his face reddening.

Mike rolled his eyes. Kurt knew his boss would not give up that

easily. “You know, I gave you the benefit of the doubt on this one.

Because I trusted you. The plan was to hear them out and leave, Kurt.”

He heaved a sigh. “But, it’s clear that this trip isn’t completely about

the business.”

Kurt stiffened, ready to defend himself. His mind whirled with

excuses, but all of them fell flat. It was no use trying to dress up the

error and make it look like an excellent plan gone wrong.

Mike held up a hand. His voice lowered. “Look, you’re human. You

want to prove you made it. To every person on this island and maybe

a few people, in particular.” He grinned, gesturing at the ad agency

building, then down the street. “Give me some credit. I know a bit

about coming from nowhere and having nothing.”

“You’re right,” Kurt muttered. He stared at the dashboard, trying to

think of a solution. A semi-graceful way out of this mess that didn’t

end with him losing his job. The career he’d built and his friendship

with Mike.

“Clearly,” Mike said. He frowned and stared into the distance.

Finally, he turned, eyeing Kurt. “And there’s some history here, right?

With Amber?”

Kurt clenched his jaw. He really, really didn’t want to talk about it.

“It was a long time ago. We were kids,” Kurt murmured. “Amber

knows her stuff, Mike. She’s smart. Amber trained at SCAD.”

“I can see that,” agreed Mike. His tone was sharp, but not entirely

cold.

Kurt waited for a beat.

“When I met her, she’d just lost her parents. They were killed in a
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head-on collision.” He paused. “It was just Amber and her kid brother

after that.”

Mike rubbed at the back of his neck. “That’s awful. It really is. I

hate it for Amber.” He turned his head to face Kurt. “But we aren’t in

the business of keeping small-time advertising agencies employed

because one of the junior associates has a rotten family history.”

“That’s harsh,” Kurt spouted, then pulled back. This wasn’t his

boss’s fault. It was entirely on him.

“It’s the truth,” Mike replied with a shrug. “Face it. And you’re

emotionally involved; past girlfriend or not.”

Kurt nodded, but shifted uncomfortably. He took a breath and let

his mind clear. Examining the situation objectively, did Kurt believe

Amber’s agency had talent enough to launch All Star Energy?

“Take all of that out of the equation. Forget everything I just told

you,” Mike sliced his hand through the air. “Based on the presentation.

The research. The pitch. It was good.”

A flicker of interest crossed Mike’s face. Was it a hint of agree‐
ment? Some tiny shred of acknowledgment?

“What I did was wrong. And I realize I have to rebuild your trust.”

Kurt swallowed hard. “It may have even jeopardized my position with

the company.”

Mike didn’t reply. But he was listening. And it was more than what

Kurt deserved or expected. He continued quickly.

“I realize I’m defending Amber and Big Splash.” Kurt paused. “To

be honest, it didn’t start out this way. I truly thought I could show up,

sit through the presentation, and leave. Now, I don’t know anymore.”

Kurt rubbed his temples. “I think they deserve a chance. We’ve here.

We drove all this way—”

“Fine,” Mike cut in.

“Fine?”

Kurt cranked the engine before Mike changed his mind.

“You win. Uncle. I give.” Mike glanced down at his phone, then

jerked a thumb at the road. “But can we please get out of here?”

Kurt pulled out of the parking lot, kicking up pebbles. As they

clinked against the wheel wells, his eyes lifted to the rearview mirror.
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The ad agency building grew smaller. He could just imagine the chaos

inside. What everyone was thinking? Scrambling to create something

out of nothing.

Kurt kept driving. Mike had every right to be angry. He’d gone off

script and left his boss hanging.

“I know we talked about kicking back, taking in a few sights.

Maybe checking out Pier Village,” Mike said, breaking the silence. He

shrugged off his jacket and tossed it in the back seat. “I’m calling it an

early night. I’ve got calls to make. Some things I need to do.”

Kurt’s shoulders tensed, but he wasn’t about to argue. He’s already

pushed his limits. Nothing he could say or do tonight would change

that.

“Sure,” Kurt replied, keeping his eyes on the road. They rumbled

along Demere Road, heading northeast. It was a two-mile drive; less

than eight minutes.

Mike rolled up his sleeves, then pulled out his phone. He scrolled

through a few pages. He glanced up at Kurt. “I’m sure you can find

some things to occupy your time.”

“Absolutely,” Kurt said as he watched the McKinnon St. Simons

Island Airport appear on the left. It was a full-service facility,

complete with overnight hangars for pilots, con-site hotels, and car

rental services.

Mike rolled down the window to whistle, long and low, at the

sleek jet taxiing on the runway. “Cessna Citation CJ4; cruising speed

of 519 miles per hour.” He grinned. “That’s what we should have

done.”

“Get on that pilot’s license, boss,” replied Kurt, smiling.

Mike always talked about owning his own plane. And this new

product line could bring him that much closer to owning his own

fleet of airplanes. At close to nine million dollars each, insurance, gas,

maintenance, and a full-time pilot, they needed a record-breaking

year to even think about it.

Kurt navigated to the Hilton on Terminal Way.

“Sorry to change the subject, but for the last time, are you sure you

want to stay here? I mean, this is great, but there are so many beach‐
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side options. The King and Prince, the Ocean Inn or the Inn by the

Lighthouse.”

“No, I like the Hilton. I find the sound of jet engines soothing,” said

Mike with a low laugh. He waved his hand out the window as the

SUV rolled to a stop. “All of this beach air, the smell of saltwater, the

chirping birds. It’s way too relaxing.”

Kurt sighed. “You, my friend, are crazy.” But it was Mike. He liked

routine. He liked the Hilton. And that was that.

“And that’s why you love me.” Mike opened the truck door and put

one boot on the ground. The gravel crunched beneath him as he

stepped out.

“Pick you up in the morning?”

“I’ll Uber. Surely, this island has Uber?”

Kurt nodded. His chest twinged. Then, words rolled off his tongue

before he could stop them.

“I think they might have something here,” said Kurt. “We should

consider using them.”

Even as he said the words, Kurt couldn’t believe he was speaking

them. He was defending Amber. Going back on the original plan. His

own plan.

Mike narrowed his eyes. “I told you I’d entertain this idea of yours.

And I’ll do my best to be on my best behavior during their kick-off

event,” he added. “But, I’m thinking Hughes Media. They’re solid.”

All Star had relied on the agency for years. They were solid,

respected, and had the gravitas Mike liked. It worked and it was safe.

But, to Kurt, it was the same pitch every time.

This new product line deserved more.

“We use Hughes for everything,” Kurt argued. “I think we need

fresh eyes on this one. A fresh look. Something different.”

Mike shook his head. “I don’t know. The clock is ticking. We need

to get back to Atlanta. And this agency. Big Wave?”

“Big Splash,” Kurt corrected.

“Sorry, yes,” Mike muttered. “The agency folks have less than 24

hours to blow me away.”

“Fair enough.” Mike inhaled deeply. It was more than fair. And
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arguing further would not work. Admittedly, Mike was tired and

needed sleep. He’d see more clearly in the morning.

Kurt jingled his key ring. “Well, I’m now officially starving. And I

have a delivery to make.”

“Oh, really?” Mike turned his head back to Kurt, his lips curving at

the edges. His boss’s usual teasing tone returned. One thing he loved

was to give Kurt a hard time. And it didn’t happen nearly enough for

Mike’s liking. “A delivery? Or a date?”

“Haha. Not a date,” retorted Kurt dryly, meeting Mike’s now-very-

interested gaze. He hoped his face projected indifference, though deep

down, it wasn’t at all the truth. “ I’m just being the good guy. I offered

to bring the whole office pizza. They’ll be pulling an all-nighter.”

Mike winked, reached out, and slapped Kurt on the back. “Well,

my friend, that is their decision. And, for once, this is all you. Have

fun with that.”
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ow are we looking on traditional media coverage?”

Amber tucked a stray hair behind her ear. She had given

up trying to keep her hair styled a few hours ago and put it up in a

high ponytail. The jacket had come off, as had her heels, sitting in a

pile near her empty briefcase in the corner.

Becca glanced up from behind her double monitors. “All good

from this side. The press releases went out about an hour ago.” She

squeezed her eyes shut and lifted both hands over her head to stretch.

Heaving a sigh, she rubbed her forehead.

Blinking to refocus on the screen, she leaned in to check her

spreadsheet. “We’ve heard from two television stations, radio, and

the newspaper will send a reporter and a photographer,” she

nodded.

“How about social media?” Amber stood up, balancing on her toes

to get Molly’s attention.

She offered a thumbs up. “Have a Twitter feed going. I’m posting

on every hour with updates on Instagram and Snapchat. Our Face‐
book event page is up and is getting some traffic. So far, we have a few

hundred likes,” she added. Molly checked her phone. “Make that five

hundred likes.”
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“Excellent,” Amber clapped her hands together, turning to her

boss. “Go home, Jordan. I really think we have it from here.”

Jordan walked to the center of the room, giving a last check of the

glass boards, where Amber had written checklists and reminders for

every member of the staff. Jordan surveyed the boards critically,

looking for any last-minute challenges or surprises.

“What are we doing about a slogan? A theme?” Jordan paused,

glancing from Becca to Amber. “I know you’ve had a list going.”

“For now, we’ve been calling it the ‘Mystery Event’.” Amber made

quotation signs with her fingers. “It’s been enough—so far—to pique

everyone’s interest, especially midweek. But we have to land on some‐
thing solid.”

“And we will,” Becca added, rushing to Amber’s defense. “some‐
thing great.”

“You know we work best under pressure,” Amber added. “We

won’t let you down.”

“Are we all set with the venue?” Jordan asked.

“I’ll be heading over there soon,” Becca replied. “I’ll make sure the

tables and linens are delivered and set up.”

Jordan’s face relaxed. “I know you will. We all have a lot riding on

this campaign event.” She pressed one hand to her back. “Just promise

you’ll call me by midnight if you don’t land on something fantastic,

okay?”

“We will,” Amber promised. Guilt coursed through her system. She

should have settled on a theme and a slogan. She’d been through

dozens. None of them were perfect. And Amber wanted perfect.

Becca exchanged a worried look with Amber. “We will. But you’re

supposed to be resting, remember?”

Jordan laughed lightly. She had begun the agency from nothing,

working around the clock until she’d landed a few large accounts that

kept the company in the black. In the last year, they’d gained national

attention when they’d landed a major car manufacturer, an

international jewelry corporation, and a huge pet store chain.

“I know, I know,” Jordan winced, picked up her tote bag, and slung

the straps over her shoulder. “Don’t remind me.”
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“Someone has to keep you in line,” piped up Becca. “There’s this

rumor going around that you don’t listen very well.” She cleared her

throat dramatically. “Something about a mind of your own?”

“Haha,” Jordan tried her best to look hurt but began laughing. “You

know, sitting still has never been my strong suit.”

Amber knew this better than anyone. She’d idolized Jordan. She

had been a distance runner in high school, medaling in state competi‐
tions, and scouted by colleges all over the nation during her junior

and senior years. There’d been talk of the Olympics until a knee

injury sidelined her temporarily. A subsequent surgery took her out

of competitive sports entirely.

“Go home, put your feet up, and let that husband of yours wait on

you.” Becca winked. “It won’t be long before you’ve got two little ones

keeping you up all night.”

Jordan nodded. “Well, at least we’ll be fed well.” She paused and

frowned. “Speaking of eating...”

“Oh, we’ve got it covered,” Amber blurted, feeling heat rush to her

cheeks. “Kurt Stevens is bringing over dinner. I mentioned Bella

Pizza.” She checked her watch.

“Always a good choice,” Jordan replied with a broad smile. Her

husband owned Bella Pizza, St. Simons’ popular hangout for food,

drink. In the summers, the pizzeria featured live entertainment on the

open-air porch.

“I think everyone’s looking forward to it.” Becca emphasized the

last few words, causing Amber to turn and raise an eyebrow.

Becca winked slyly.

Amber narrowed her eyes at her best friend, trying not to break a

smile at the subtle teasing.

“Perfect.” Jordan’s heels clicked as she walked toward the exit.

“Then I’ll see you in the morning, ladies.” She gave Amber and Becca a

wave over the shoulder before disappearing into the lobby. A few

moments later, the front door whooshed open and clicked shut.
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lone on the sidewalk, Kurt shrugged off his suit coat and

gazed down the busy street. It was alive with couples,

walking hand-in-hand, sitting at small cafe tables.

It was Mayberry, only beachside. A perfect sunset framed the

scene, painting the sky in purple and pink.

Stuffing his hands in his pockets, he ran through his conversation

with Mike. What was he doing here? Was this about proving himself?

Kurt walked toward the ocean. The smell of saltwater scented the

air. He inhaled deeply. Being close to the sea always brought him

peace. It cleared his mind. Even the sound of the waves crashing

against the shore was a comfort.

That was it. He’d head down to the beach, just a few blocks away.

There, Kurt would kick his shoes off and feel the sand under his feet.

Then, he’d pick up food for the ad agency, drop it off, and get some

sleep.

Kurt edged around a group of people, many his same age, a year or

two out of college. They were laughing at a joke. But he didn’t feel like

talking. He needed to put distance between himself and the rest of the

world.
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His ears pricked. Over the noise and chatter, it sounded like

someone called his name.

“Hey, Kurt. Is that you, man?”

Kurt’s head jerked up. He heard his name. Frowning, Kurt stopped,

turning slowly. His eyes widened.

Quinn Perry stood before him, grinning. “What a surprise! Great

to see you.” He peered at Kurt from under the brim of his worn base‐
ball cap.

Before Kurt could move, Quinn stuck out a giant hand, clasping

his. He shook it, numbly.

“What brings you back to the island?” Quinn’s broad smile didn’t

falter. “What’s it been, four years?” Muscled and tanned, Quinn looked

like a lifeguard on one of those television shows like Hawaii Five-O,

but if history stayed true, Amber’s sibling was one of the island’s best

first responders.

Quinn was a stand-up guy. Outstanding personality, athletic, and

full of energy. Despite the age difference, they’d become fast friends,

hanging out on weekends while Amber studied. It was just the two of

them now.

Amber had raised Quinn since their parents died in a car accident

in her senior year of high school. And she’d managed it all. Kept the

house, cooked dinners, stayed in college, and raised a then-sixteen-

year-old Quinn. A kid brother who thought he and Amber parted as

friends.

“Five years,” Kurt replied, stepping back. Quinn, Amber’s baby

brother, had grown up. He was half a head taller than Kurt, standing

at well over six feet tall.

“Man,” Quinn shook his head. “Too long. Have you seen Amber

yet? She’ll be so surprised to see you.” He adjusted his ball cap. “You

won’t believe how great she’s doing at the ad agency. She’s got this big

account she’s been working on.” He glanced up at Kurt.

“Really?”

“Yeah, some enormous deal. It’s a big mystery. The guy’s loaded

and wants to launch a new product. He could choose any agency he

wanted.” Quinn shrugged. “He’s taken an interest in Big Splash. Every‐
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one’s been going nuts. Amber’s been killing herself coming up with

ideas.”

“Really?” Kurt kept his voice casual.

Quinn laughed and picked up his mug. “I just talked to her.

Amber’s got this emergency event she’s planning. Band, decorations,

food, you name it.”

Kurt’s pulse sped up. “She’s okay?”

Amber’s brother nodded. “She thrives under pressure. If she didn’t

have this project to work on, I’m not sure what she’d do.”

Quinn squinted his eyes at Kurt.

“That bad, eh?”

“She’d probably rebrand and redecorate the fire department,”

Quinn chuckled. “That girl has energy, and then some.” He eyed Kurt

knowingly. “You know my sister. All or nothing.”

Kurt offered a wan smile. He knew.

“She’s a little stressed. Her car’s in the shop. She had some unex‐
pected repairs on her house.” Quinn said. “You know how it is, right?”

He took another drink.

“Right,” Kurt echoed. Guilt twisted inside him since he didn’t know

how it was. Not anymore.

“Hey, I didn’t mean to dump all of that on you, man.” Quinn

exhaled and looked into the distance. “But, this big account could

mean a promotion and a salary bump. It could change everything for

her.”
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urt’s heart spasmed. Change everything? What didn’t

he know? Kurt’s mind raced. So many questions. How

could he play this without coming off like a total jerk? He was the

mystery guy. Sure, he had money, but it wasn’t like that.

But before Kurt could reply, a friend shouted and waved at Quinn

from across the street, distracting him momentarily. Amber’s brother

yelled back.

Kurt didn’t want to admit that yes, he’d seen Amber; that she’d

passed out in front of him. And they’d made a ridiculous bet. Yes, this

was the perfect opportunity for Kurt to change the subject.

Quinn flashed a smile. “So, what are your plans? While you’re

here?”

“I’ve got some things to do…” Kurt searched for an excuse. “Work,

and all. I’m just here for the night.”

“Great!” Quinn’s face lit up. “Perfect timing. You can grab some

dinner with the guys. We have a standing gathering.” He winked. “And

there’s live music tonight.”

On cue, notes from an acoustic guitar floated from the restaurant’s

open door. Slow, mellow, and perfect for a night at the beach.

Kurt hesitated. He didn’t have any ready excuses. And while he’d
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rather escape to the beach, it would be difficult—no, impossible—to

explain this run-in to Amber. She would not appreciate Kurt blowing

off her brother’s invitation, especially while Amber was at the agency

working like a madwoman on an event to win Kurt’s account.

“Why not?” Kurt nodded, returning the grin. He had time. And it

was the perfect place to get food to go. He’d order the pizzas, make

his delivery to the agency as promised, and be in the hotel bed

before ten o’clock. Somehow, he’d have to tell Quinn the reason he

was here. He’d make light of it. Maybe, just maybe, Quinn would get

a call from the fire department. But that was looking highly

unlikely.

Quinn strode across the street, leaving Kurt to catch up. As they

crossed, they paused to avoid a couple bicycling side by side and

another couple walking a pair of well-trained, glossy black Labradors.

It was, Kurt admitted, the perfect evening to spend outside. A cool

breeze floated through the trees, balancing out the fading warmth

from the sunny day.

The crowd inside greeted Quinn with shouts and good-natured

yelling. Kurt eased around crowded tables, avoiding eye contact as

much as possible. He couldn’t avoid the familiar faces, especially those

staring back at him from the firefighters’ table.

“Hey guys,” Quinn announced, slapping Kurt hard on the shoulder.

“Look who I found just wandering the streets?”

Kurt gave a quick nod and lifted a hand in greeting before pulling

out a chair. “Good to see you all.”

But the looks were welcoming and friendly. Smiles, mostly. A few

curious looks. Some lifted a chin or returned the nod. It was life as

usual on the island. It had continued on, as he’d suspected, without

him. Kurt Stevens returning home hadn’t caused even a ripple.

A waitress, a pretty redhead with a sprinkle of freckles,

approached the table. “What’ll you have, guys?”

After taking orders around the table, she turned to Kurt, pen

poised.

“I’ll need a to-go order,” Kurt added. He paused, glanced down at

the small menu, and calculated. “Can I get three large pizzas, one

SIMPLY IRRESISTIBLE

43



pepperoni, two cheese, and six large mixed green salads, Italian dress‐
ing, and six bottled waters?”

Sarah scribbled down notes, paused, and arched an eyebrow. “Any‐
thing else?”

“And a dozen cookies. Chocolate chip,” Kurt felt his face flush.

Quinn was now staring at him curiously.

“Thanks,” Sarah replied with a smile. “It’ll be ready in about twenty

minutes, okay?” She clicked her pen, stuck it behind one ear, and

turned toward the next table of customers.

Amber’s brother turned back to the table. “That’s some appetite,

Kurt.” Quinn narrowed his eyes in mock suspicion. “You know, you’re

welcome to eat here. Unless you’ve got a small army to feed in a secret

location.” He laughed.

Kurt didn’t reply. After shifting uncomfortably, he felt his face

grow hot.

“What?” Quinn pressed.

“You know the mystery project your sister mentioned? The big

deal? For the guy who could choose any agency?” Kurt replied. He

hesitated, hoping Quinn would make the connection.

“Wait,” he drawled. Quinn slapped his leg, starting to laugh. “That’s

you? Is it your company? You’re the guy?”

“I’m the guy.” Kurt smiled and shook his head. Hearing it out loud

made it all sound like a conspiracy theory gone wrong.

Quinn stopped laughing long enough to catch his breath and wipe

a tear from the corner of his eye. “ Really? All this time?” He ran the

back of his hand across his mouth and shook his head.

“Yep,” Kurt replied tightly.

“Oh, man, my sister...” Quinn trailed off, looking at the ceiling,

then the wall, and finally, back to Kurt. “I’ll bet she just about passed

out.” He whistled long and low. “Seeing you, I mean.”

Kurt wrinkled his brow. The corners of his mouth twitched,

thinking back to Amber’s dramatic collapse. “Oh, you have no idea.”
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reak time.” A familiar and distinctly male voice called from

the hallway. It was Kurt. He was back.

Amber’s entire body tingled. She couldn’t breathe. Hands suddenly

rubbery and slick, Amber dropped the binder she’d been clutching to

her chest. The impact set off an instant chain reaction.

Not again.
As if in slow motion, loose pages and sticky notes flew into the air,

circling and diving like colorful paper airplanes. Pens and pencils

rolled precariously toward the desk’s edge. As Amber bent, holding

out her hands to catch the items, her arm swept into her precariously

full water bottle, splashing the contents, and drenching her shirt.

She squealed at the cold liquid hit her skin. Her skin prickled

immediately. Why was the air conditioner blowing like an Arctic

wind?

“Hey, what happened?” Becca jumped up and craned her neck,

standing on tiptoes.

But Amber bent her head and crouched down behind her large

desk, trying desperately to assess her clothing situation. When she

raised her eyes to look toward the doorway, Kurt met her gaze. He

45



lifted his brow and set the pizza boxes on a nearby table as he scanned

the room.

“What can I do to help?” he said, walking toward Amber’s desk.

“Do you have any towels, Becca? Molly?” His voice remained low and

casual.

“I’ve got this,” Becca called. “Molly, Can you see if we have any

promo t-shirts in the storage closet? Amber, I’ve got paper towels.

Don’t move.”

Amber wouldn’t move. Not now, anyway. She wanted to melt into

the floor or disappear. But Kurt Stevens’ shined, dry leather shoes

appeared under her nose.

“Can I help?” he offered quietly. He bent down, extending his open

palm.

Shivering, Amber obliged. She slid her frigid fingertips into his

warm, waiting hand. Slowly, squeezing his palm tight, Amber rose to

her feet, clinging to her shirt.

She offered a weak smile. “Thanks.”

Kurt nodded and released her hand, shifting away as Becca bustled

over, holding a stack of neon green t-shirts, a roll of paper towels, and

a stack of kitchen napkins.

“Here we go. Let’s get you out of some of that wet stuff,” Becca

whispered. She wrapped an arm around Amber, giving her a squeeze.

With one hand, she shook out a huge neon green and purple tie-dyed

t-shirt and attempted to pat Amber’s face dry. “It’s okay.”

“Oh no,” Amber groaned and half-laughed, batting Becca’s hands

away. “Is that all we have? Please don’t make me wear them.” They

were the ugliest t-shirts imaginable, designed by an old client. With

about one hundred leftover from the event, the staff now used them

for office cleaning.

“Just put it on. It won’t kill you,” Becca argued.

With a sigh, Amber reached out both hands for a neon shirt.

“How about this, Becca?” Kurt interrupted, holding out a men’s

dress shirt in front of her.

It was light blue and somehow still wrinkle-free. It carried the
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slight scent of the salty outdoors and a hint of Kurt’s signature sandal‐
wood aftershave.

“Any better?”

Amber arched an eyebrow and smiled slowly. After a moment’s

hesitation, she nodded in agreement. The material, soft and cottony,

landed on her fingertips. She didn’t dare turn her head. If she met

Kurt’s eye, she would probably die of embarrassment.

Resisting another shiver, Amber hung the shirt from the restroom

door hook. She shimmied out of her shirt, paused, then slipped off her

wet jeans. She dried off with paper towels, wiped her face, and ran her

fingers through her hair, trying to smooth the unruly curls.

Despite the kind gesture, she’d have to make a trip to the house

soon. No way could she pull off this event looking like she’d spent the

night with Kurt Stevens and didn’t bother to change. She shook her

head, holding back a smile.

Two minutes later, semi-dry and buttoned into a dress shirt,

Amber emerged from the restroom. Kurt beamed, not even trying to

hold back his pleasure. Becca offered an understated but approving

nod. Molly tried and failed to hide a wide grin.

“A much better choice,” Kurt mused. “It fits you pretty well,

considering.”

Amber couldn’t help but smile. The sleeves, way too long, hung off

her hands. The shirt billowed around her middle, generously covering

her hips and behind. It was long enough to reach her knees.

“Let me see.” Kurt waved her over.

Reluctantly, Amber inched in his direction. Was he teasing? Kurt

stepped forward, bent over slightly, and reached for one cuff. Care‐
fully and gently, he rolled up the right, then the left. He stood back to

admire his work.

“Maybe I’m in the wrong business,” he quipped. “With a belt, you

could almost pull it off.” He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “But find

some shoes if you leave the building.”

“Hilarious,” said Amber. She shot him a suspicious glance. She

smoothed her face, realizing she must appear unappreciative. It would
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horrify Jordan. “What I mean is, thank you. I mean, you didn’t have to

do that.”

“What?” he asked, smiling. “Give you the shirt off my back?”

Amber laughed. “Something like that.”

Then, as she scanned Kurt’s face and her eyes traveled to his shoul‐
ders and chest, Amber’s breath caught in her throat. Kurt now wore

only a thin undershirt. It displayed every single muscle, down to his

six-pack.

Amber was staring. She had to stop staring.
Finally, Amber looked up, trying to regain her sense of dignity. As

much as remained, anyway.

“Maybe not the best look for the office?” he quipped. “Not even on

a casual Friday.” Kurt rolled his eyes. Mike, at the very least, would

have a conniption and dragging him back to Atlanta. But Mike wasn’t

here.

Kurt shrugged. “Well, I would have left the jacket on, but don’t you

think it would have seemed a little pretentious?”

Becca blinked her eyes and looked away. Apparently, she had

noticed—and realized—exactly what Kurt was giving up. Molly was

now typing fast. Like she had a deadline with the Huffington Post or

the New York Times.
Amber blinked. Get it together. Act like a normal person. You have a job

to do, with pants or without them.
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f he weren’t so busy trying not to laugh, Kurt would have

hugged Amber to his chest. She was, in a word, adorable.

And Kurt never used the word adorable. Mike, for one, would punch

his arm. Hard.

But standing there, dripping wet, looking frustrated, yet gorgeous,

it was difficult to feel nothing. And now that Amber was wearing little

more than Kurt’s shirt, it was even more difficult to resist that

familiar tug in his chest.

When they’d been together, Amber loved wearing his shirts. To his

recollection, she’d worn almost all of them. T-shirts, baseball shirts,

and yes, even his work button-down shirts. Some of his favorite

memories of Amber were in his shirt; hair tied up in a bun or pony‐
tail, deep in concentration, curled up on the sofa under a blanket.

Books and papers piled high at her side; laptop tucked in close. She’d

be typing or talking, with the light falling on her face.

Kurt rubbed a hand across his mouth to prevent everyone from

seeing him grinning. Becca would be watching him. The best friend

was always the first to suspect.

He had to get a grip. Come to his senses. Emotion wasn’t part of

the plan at all. Amber had broken up with him. Made it clear their
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relationship was over. Kurt could still remember her face, the way it

crumpled as the words spilled out of her mouth.

“We’re too different,” she’d explained, tears coursing down her cheeks.

“Go. Chase your dreams.” She’d wiped at her wet cheeks, to no avail. Her

blue eyes filled again. “I can’t leave and uproot my little brother, especially

just after losing mom and dad. Plus, Quinn’s still in high school. All of his

friends are here. His support system. It’s all he’s ever known,” she added.

Kurt didn’t argue. In his head, he’d laid out all the reasons they

should stay together. They could start over in California. Quinn could

go to a new school. Amber could attend UCLA. He’d be able to learn

from the best in the business. They’d all be together. But he’d left

quietly. Packed. Closed the door behind him, driven away, and

boarded a plane to the West Coast.

His life had been a whirlwind ever since. He’d met Mike, taken a

job with All Star, Inc. and moved up the corporate ladder. He traveled

half the year and worked most weekends.

Kurt barely had time for dating. It wasn’t for lack of opportunity.

Women fell for him a little too often for his liking. He could use a

challenge; that was what he craved.

“So, let’s eat!” Becca broke in. “I’m starving.” She sidled up to the

stack of boxes, lifted the top lid, and let the steam escape.

The scent of pepperoni and buttery bread filled the air.

“Oh my gosh, it’s the best,” Becca moaned. She lifted a slice onto a

paper plate and gazed at it longingly. “I can’t help myself.”

“I know, right?” Amber added. She locked eyes with Becca and

smiled. “It is our go-to work-late meal.”

“Agreed,” Becca replied, taking a not-so-delicate bite of her slice.

“Delicious.”

Amber stood up and joined Becca at the table. She glanced around

the room. “Molly?” She called out. “Take a break. Come get some

pizza.”

Molly came forward, shyly at first. Two of the interns followed.

They grabbed plates and helped themselves. “Thanks, Kurt.”

“You’re welcome.” Kurt replied. “It’s the least I can do.”
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“Wait, you aren’t eating?” Amber looked at him quizzically.

Kurt laughed. “I already had half quite a few slices with your

brother and some guys from the station.”

Amber stopped. “You saw Quinn?” The color drained from her

face. She glanced at Becca, who was holding the crust of her pizza

above her plate.

Kurt nodded. “About an hour ago. I ran into him on the street,” he

explained.

“And what did he say,” Amber crossed her arms. She bit her lip,

thinking. “When you told him?”

“Told him?”

“About this?” Amber opened her arms slightly, making a broad,

sweeping motion. “The agency. Your company?”

“Not my company yet,” said Kurt. “But yes, we talked about the

project. He’s proud of you.” He paused. “Quinn told me how hard

you’ve been working.” He lifted his chin. “Um, something about day

and night?”

Amber shifted her eyes to the ground. “Not exactly.”

“Yes exactly. It’s a wonder Amber hasn’t dropped,” Becca shot

Amber a concerned look, then looked pleadingly at Kurt. “I told her to

slow down. But you know our girl.” Becca stopped, face reddening.

“Maybe you can talk some sense into her.”

“Wait just a minute.” Amber turned to her friend, a hint of defen‐
siveness rising in her voice. “Whose side are you on, anyway?”

“It has nothing to do with sides. And I think we’re all on the same

team here, right?” Becca glanced up at Kurt. “Right?”

Kurt nodded. Inside, his stomach flip-flopped.

Satisfied, Becca gave Amber a long look, her eyes softening. “I

worry about you.” Becca set down her plate, dabbing at her lips with a

crumpled napkin. “Quinn does too.” He raised an eyebrow at Amber.

“You need to eat. You won’t do the campaign much good tomorrow if

you’re passing out in the middle of all the fun.”

“I know, I know. I will,” Amber pursed her lips. She crossed her

arms in front of her chest. It was the ‘no one will stand in my way’
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look that Kurt remembered. “Besides, it’s just stress. I work better

under pressure.”

“Well, to balance out the stress you need two entire pieces of

pizza,” said Becca. “And, that’s an order.”

Molly nodded. Kurt leveled a serious gaze in her direction.

“Bossy. All of you,” Amber shot back; but she didn’t seem upset.

She smiled to herself, selected a sizable piece from the box. Amber sat

down on the nearest chair and set the plate in her lap. She took a

breath, folded the enormous slice in half, and took a very unladylike

bite.

Becca and Molly clapped.

Kurt grinned.

“Simply irresistible,” Amber agreed. She tilted her head to one side

and took a deep breath. “You know, Becca,” she mused. Amber’s eyes

sparkled mischievously. “I think we could do something with that.”
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ith the campaign?” asked Becca. She lowered her plate

to her lap.

Amber nodded. She lowered her chin, set down her pizza slice,

and looked at Kurt. She narrowed her eyes. “It works. With all this air

of mystery. The secret CEO. A brand new product that people have

heard about.” She tapped her lip. “But they haven’t tried it yet.”

“Simply irresistible,” Becca repeated. “I like it.”

Kurt watched, a smile playing on his lips. “And what will you do

with it?”

Amber licked her lips. “I say, ‘go old school.’” She nodded to

herself. “We’ll get the band from the pub. They can play for us if I beg

them.”

“About what?” Kurt looked from Amber to Becca. “Can someone

clue me in here? It is my product.”

Molly walked up and helped herself to another slice of pizza.

“They do this, you know.” She shrugged. “You get used to it after a

while.”

Kurt’s blood pressure was rising. His pulse sped up. If he had

spidey sense, it would tingle right now.
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Amber held up both hands. “So, I made Quinn into the singer

Robert Palmer for a Halloween party two years ago. Becca, Molly, and

the other girls from the office went as his backup singers.” Amber

tapped her foot impatiently. “Simply Irresistible? The song? The

video? With the girls lip-syncing and pretending to play instruments

in the background?”

“Wait. That’s the late 80s.”

Amber nodded.

“Are you sure this theme is the way to go?” Kurt paused, shifting

uncomfortably.

But the animated chattering drowned out his voice. Becca was

making suggestions. Molly was jotting down ideas on note pads and

sticky notes.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Kurt waved his arms in the air. “Everyone,

can we just stop for a minute? Regroup?” But his voice seemed to

blend in and add to the chaos. Instead of cutting through the noise, it

added to the confusion.

Finally, Kurt put two fingers to his lips and blew with all of his

might. The whistle cut through the air, blasting through every single

conversation.

Five pairs of eyes stared back.

“It’s our theme for the launch party. It’s how we’ll sell your new

energy drink,” Amber said. “This will be your test run. And if it goes

well, you’ll give us the contract,” she winked. “Two years is riding on

this event. And I’m not about to let this get in our way.”

“If Mike was here,” Kurt repeated, “I’m not sure he’d approve of the

theme for the event.” He stopped talking, although the urge was there

to add some of his boss’s likes and dislikes.

“Well, Mike’s not here,” she said, still smiling. “And let’s think

about it. We have hours, not weeks, to decide.” She tapped her chin.

“Besides, is there anything Mike wouldn’t push back on?” Becca

wrinkled her nose at Kurt. “I’d rather ask for forgiveness than

approval.”

Kurt shook his head. The determined look on Becca’s face changed

his mind.
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“I’ll call Jordan and get her okay,” said Becca. Her face looked

hopeful and excited. “At least we’d have that.”

With a deep breath, Kurt thought quickly, weighing all the angles.

If the agency blew this, it would be the end of the campaign before it

ever started. But calling his boss and waking him out of a sound sleep

wouldn’t make it any better. It changed nothing.

“Okay, let’s do it,” said Kurt finally.

Amber clapped her hands. “Great! It’s decided, then.” She turned to

Becca. “After you get Jordan’s approval, let me know. We’ll pull

together the dresses and makeup.”

Becca’s face lit up.

“Let’s break out the Mardi Gras decorations. We can use the masks

to add a layer of mystery,” Amber added. “And the colors match up

with the drink cans.”

“We can get the beads, decorate the tables with coins,” Becca

replied, her eyes lighting up. “I’ll get the keys to the storage unit.”

“True.” Amber swiveled toward Kurt and gave him an appraising

look. “And you, Kurt Stevens, will do just fine as our frontman. Don’t

you think Becca? Molly?”

“Wait, what?” asked Kurt.

Amber smiled knowingly. “You’ll make a great Robert Palmer. And

you’re about Quinn’s size. I have the suit at my house.”

“But...”

“Look, you’re perfect,” Amber rattled off reasons, ticking off each

item with her fingers. “You’ve got the same jawline; you have rhythm,

and you’re comfortable in front of a crowd.” She winked at Kurt.

“Um—”

Amber cut him off, raising her voice excitedly. “Wait. I remember

you and your friends won the battle of the bands in high school. Van

Halen, was it? Senior year.” She twisted her lips, trying not to laugh.

“Splendid memory, right?”

Becca and Molly tittered excitedly.

“Splendid memory,” Kurt half-mumbled through gritted teeth. He

cringed as a vision of the faux teenage rock band filtered through his

mind. What else did she remember?
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“Thanks!” Amber smiled triumphantly.

Kurt shook his head.

Like it or not, he was along for the ride.
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breeze blew through the trees as Kurt and Amber walked. It

was a relief to be outside; to leave the craziness of the brain‐
storming and planning.

“You really love it, don’t you?” Kurt asked. “Working for the

agency; living here in St. Simons.”

Amber looked up as they walked to the edge of the parking lot. His

SUV, dark and hulking, sat quietly. “Of course. It’s where we grew up.”

She paused. “Mom and dad are buried here. Quinn lives here. Most of

my friends do too.”

Kurt stayed silent, taking it in as they strolled away from the

building into the darkness.

“Do you ever miss it?” asked Amber. “I’m sure the big city life is

exciting and fast-paced. Lots to do. Events. Concerts. Gallery open‐
ings. You’re in the heart of everything.”

“Atlanta is great,” Kurt replied. “And it’s been great working for

Mike at All Star. He took a big chance on me. Right or wrong, I always

feel like I owe him.”

But Kurt didn’t answer Amber’s question.

It was impossible not to feel connected to the sand and the sea; the

people and place. He’d been born here. It was in his blood. The sun
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and balmy weather. The ocean breezes. The chirp of crickets and call

of wrens and sparrows overhead.

It was a perfect Georgia evening. A nearly full moon hung like a

pale gold orb suspended in the sky. It illuminated everything in front

of them. The light cast Amber in a glow, making her seem other‐
worldly. Beautiful. For a moment, he couldn’t breathe.

It was all he could do to keep walking. Kurt drilled his eyes on the

SUV, pushing a hand into his pocket to fish out the key. He clicked

open the door, glancing to the right, then left. Amber wasn’t there.

Kurt’s throat tightened.

Then Amber’s voice called out behind him. “Wait!”

Kurt whirled, his pulse thudding.

She was standing in the middle of the pavement, staring up at the

sky; the thousands of twinkling stars overhead. It was as if someone

had tossed handfuls of tiny, polished diamonds into the midnight sky.

“Sometimes, I forget,” Amber said, her voice lower and quiet. “To

look up at the sky. To appreciate what I have here.”

Kurt had forgotten this side of Amber. The optimistic dreamer.

The girl who liked to build sandcastles on the seashore. He remem‐
bered Amber pointing out the shapes of clouds on lazy afternoons,

telling him how they resembled horses or dragons.

Amber was the girl who loved fairytales with happily-ever-afters.

The playful, happy Amber, who had disappeared into herself after her

parents’ accident.

“Can I tell you something?”

“Of course,” Kurt replied. “Anything.”

Amber nodded. “Ever since Mom and Dad died, it’s been hard.

Raising Quinn and being an adult. Working full-time and trying to

keep everything going.”

A pang of guilt shot through his heart.

“I’ve had these panic attacks for the last few years,” she continued.

“Especially when I’m under a lot of stress. They come on suddenly.”

“Like when I showed up at the office?” Kurt asked.

Amber nodded.

That explained it. The fainting. How much had Kurt contributed
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to the stress? He hadn’t even thought to ask Quinn about how his

sister was holding up emotionally.

This trip was about Kurt. He was there to show off. He traveled all

of this way to serve his ego. Somehow, in the last five years, away

from St. Simons, he’d forgotten who he was and what was important.

Instead, it was always the next big project. The next company. The

next city.

“I’m sorry. About your parents. About all the pressure. About the

panic attacks.”

“I’m handling it. I’ve gotten help.” She shrugged. “I just forget

sometimes. Becca tells me I need to find a work-life balance.”

Kurt nodded.

“Right now, I have a work-work balance.” Amber’s tone was

joking, but underneath, there was a definite line of truth. One Kurt

understood.

“Me too,” he admitted.

He’d forgotten how to be happy; how to really live. And all it took

was one trip to Georgia’s Golden Isles to remind him.

This place. Kurt’s hometown. And this girl.

Kurt blinked, realizing he was standing in the middle of the

parking lot, next to his SUV, while Amber watched. He met her eyes.

She was looking at him curiously, but not unkindly.

“You were a million miles away,” Amber squinted her eyes at him.

“Just now.”

He shook his head. “No,” he replied, his mind forming the right

words. “I was right here. With you.”

“Excellent. Because we have lots of work to do, Kurt Stevens,”

Amber said, placing both hands on her hips. “Costumes, decorations, a

playlist for the band.”

“Clothes for you?” Kurt asked, the corner of his mouth twitching.

“Oh right.” Amber laughed. “We probably should do that first.”

Kurt clicked on the key fob, causing the lights on the SUV to flash

on and off.

“We could have a dance party. As part of your big mystery event.”

Amber’s eyes lit up. She grinned, a mischievous, reckless look he
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recognized. “And a spinning contest. Quinn and I used to do them

when we were kids.”

“Wait, what are you—”

Suddenly, Amber lifted her arms wider, stretching them out. She

raised on her toes, tilted her head back, and shook her ponytail loose.

Her hair hung in dark ringlets down her back.

Kurt, mesmerized, couldn’t look away.

Amber began to spin in place. Slow at first, then faster. Kurt’s shirt

billowed and flared. Amber’s bare legs, muscled and slender, looked

exactly the way he’d remembered them. On his sofa, watching a

movie. His eyes closed as he let his mind drift, combining memory

after memory into a filmstrip.

Pebbles skittered. Hands slapped the pavement. Rip! A cotton

shirt, torn. Bump. “Ow.” She landed hard on the asphalt.

Kurt jerked his head back to where Amber had been whirling.

A crumpled Amber lay curled on the ground, one hand holding

her knee, the other pressed to her face.

Kurt squinted, bent, and ran to her side, falling to his knees beside

Amber.

“Are you all right? Is anything broken?” Hesitating for a moment,

he placed his hands gently on Amber’s curved back. She quivered

under his touch. “Amber. Can you talk?” He straightened and scanned

her body, looking for twisted limbs or a swelling ankle or wrist. He

was no doctor, but Kurt had suffered enough football injuries to

recognize something serious.

Amber shook, just slightly. Kurt leaned toward her tear-streaked

face, yanking his phone from his pocket.

Kurt stopped.

Amber was smiling. “Me and my big ideas,” she whispered, letting

out a slight giggle. “Oh, that hurts.” Amber winced, clasping one hand

to her side. She looked up at Kurt apologetically. “Can you help

me up?”

“Are you all right?” He wasn’t moving her until she told him some‐
thing. “Seriously, I was about to call an ambulance,” he chided her.

“You’d better start talking.”
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“Okay, okay,” Amber waved her hands, shooing Kurt away.

“What hurts, Amber?”

Amber closed her eyes, letting her head rock from side to side.

“Just my ego.” She laughed, but a cough cut her short. She sighed. “I’ve

got a nasty brush burn on my knee and a scrape on my thigh,” she

added.

“What else?” Kurt demanded, making his voice stern.

“Um,” Amber mulled. She stuck out both hands like a child. “And I

may have ripped up my hands.”

Kurt took both of Amber’s hands in his, turning over her wrists to

examine her palms. He blew out a breath. They were bloodied and

scratched up, but nothing serious.

“You are slightly accident-prone,” he replied, keeping his tone

light. “Considering the past 24 hours.”

Amber shifted her gaze away, hiding a slight smile. “Some things

never change.”

It was true. She was the same Amber. Same girl. Only better.

Flawed and beautiful. Smart and occasionally klutzy. Put together, yet

vulnerable in scattered moments.

The parking lot fell silent.

Kurt, still holding on to Amber, pulled her closer. His hand lifted.

“Here,” he said. “Let me brush this out of your eyes.” Kurt ran a hand

along the side of Amber’s face, tracing her cheekbone. He allowed his

hand to graze her thick hair. Under his fingertips, Kurt felt her body

tremble.

“What are you…”

Holding a finger gently to her lips, Kurt stopped Amber from talk‐
ing. He looked into her eyes, wide, blue, and exquisite. How had he

ever left her? Why hadn’t he fought to get her back? What was he

thinking?

Amber’s lips parted. Her breath came in tiny puffs. Her cheeks,

even in the moonlight, glowed a light shade of pink.

It was now or never.
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urt leaned in, closed his eyes, savoring the moment
before his lips brushed Amber’s mouth. The anticipa‐

tion was delicious. Her scent, warm cinnamon and sweet sugar, was
intoxicating. Everything he’d done in the last five years led back to
this moment.

Slap.
The sting of Amber’s hand against his cheek sent Kurt reeling. For

someone with a raw, bloodied palm, it didn’t affect her aim or
strength.

“Amber, what…” Kurt rubbed his jaw, the slap still hot. “I thought,”
he started, then stopped. His eyes widened. “It seemed like this was
what you wanted.”

“How could you think that?” Amber accused, retreating from him
as best she could while still in his arms.

Kurt’s mind reeled. He’d misread the entire thing. He’d ruined it.
Everything. She was happy because it was a pretty evening. And she
was having fun with the campaign and Kurt. But this was business.
How could he have thought otherwise?

Amber struggled out of his grasp. She pulled down Kurt’s sleeves,

62



unrolling them so they covered her raw palms. Amber got to her feet.
She wavered, then straightened.

“I’m sorry, Amber.” Kurt chewed the inside of his cheek. She hated
him. The next several hours would be pure hell. And the worst part
was, it was all Kurt’s fault.

“You can’t just waltz back into my life and expect I’m just going to
swoon and fall at your feet,” Amber stood still, her face revealing
shock and irritation. “It’s been five years. I’ve heard nothing from you
this whole time. Can’t you see I’ve moved on?”

“I do,” Kurt replied. He hung his head.
“I thought this was a peace offering,” Amber continued with a huff.

“A chance to set things right between us.”
Kurt didn’t answer. It would have been the right move—not couching

it in a business deal. He wiped a hand over his face to cover the grimace.
He could beg forgiveness and ask her to never mention this to a soul.

Quietly, he opened the SUV passenger door, and waited. He didn’t
dare offer an arm. Amber would likely hit him again or stalk back
inside the agency.

“Kurt?” Amber was waiting.
He lifted his head, not wanting to meet her eyes. But what he saw

surprised him. Amber was calmer.
“Please. Just get me home.”
Kurt nodded. “Sure.”
Amber hobbled over, stopped at the open door, reached for the

handles, and eased herself into the plush leather seats.
Kurt waited a beat, searching for the right thing to say. For once,

he could think of nothing. “I was out of line, Amber.”
“It’s fine.”
Kurt inhaled and watched Amber slide into the passenger’s seat.

He closed Amber’s door and hurried to the driver’s side.
“Let’s just go.”
Amber pressed her forehead against the window. She kept it there,

unmoving, until Kurt cranked the engine. After a beat, she recited her
address. Kurt knew the street. It was just fifteen minutes away.
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“You’ve got it,” he whispered, starting the engine, thankful for the
noise.
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s this the one?” Kurt asked as pulled up to the curb. His

eyes ran over it appraisingly, from the neatly trimmed yard

to the potted flowers along the porch. She’d hung out an American

flag and had just strung lights in the backyard.

“It is,” she replied. Amber smiled with pride. Her house was a

sweet, tiny yellow bungalow about three blocks from the beach.

Amber had loved it from the moment she’d walked inside.

Amber opened the SUV door, stepping out into the front yard. “I

bought it about a year ago. There was enough money left from mom

and dad’s estate for both Quinn and me to cover both of our down

payments. He’s in a loft apartment downtown near the fire station.

Closer to everything.”

Kurt was silent for a beat. He looked up and down the street, with

its neat row of similar houses, painted in pastel colors, the trimmed

front yards, and the wide, welcoming porches under a billowing

canopy of live oak trees.

“This is great, Amber,” Kurt answered. He tilted his head, almost

wistfully. “It’s peaceful. Just the right size.” He leveled his gaze,

piercing her blue eyes with his. “You always wanted a house exactly
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like this one.” Kurt smiled. “It even has the porch swing. And aren’t

those the wind chimes from your parents’ place?”

“They are. You remember that?” Amber heart caught. She wrinkled

her forehead in surprise. On cue, a slight breeze lifted the edges of the

long silver tubes. They brushed together, making a magical melody

that always reminded Amber of her childhood.

Kurt laughed softly. “I remember a lot of things, Amber.”

Amber widened her eyes. “But, you left and didn’t look back. I

thought you’d forgotten all about us.”

“Well, it’s not exactly true,” replied Kurt, trying to maintain an

upbeat demeanor. “Life just got in the way. For too long.”

She glanced past Kurt’s face, through his driver’s side window. “I

thought — we all thought—you were gone for good.” Amber kept her

voice level, careful not to accuse him or put him on the defensive.

Kurt winced and a dark cloud passed over his face. Almost imper‐
ceptibly, he shook his head. “I guess you never know.”

Amber arched an eyebrow and closed the SUV door, not sure if

she should ask Kurt to stay or come back and pick her up. She wasn’t

furious at him for trying to kiss her. And she’d just made her bound‐
aries clear.

But she was fighting the familiar surge of affection that came from

looking at Kurt’s profile or hearing his voice; the feeling of his arms

around her. If she closed her eyes, Amber could picture Kurt’s face

close to hers.

After waiting for a few moments, Kurt turned off the ignition,

tossing the key onto the empty passenger’s seat, leaving near-silence

between them.

An owl hooted, the crickets chirped, and there was a sudden flutter

of wings overhead. All the comforting sounds of an evening on the

island. Along with the waves in the distance, they were the sounds

that lulled Amber to sleep every night.

Amber watched as his face changed. There was more to this story.

Amber was torn between asking Kurt inside while she cleaned up or

sending him back to the ad agency. Neither seemed like a great

option. But the two of them standing outside like teenagers were defi‐
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nitely the worst. The entire neighborhood, including Becca’s mother,

who lived on the end of the street, would have a full report for the rest

of the retired community by the time the sun rose.

Heaving a sigh, Amber slumped her shoulders. After a beat, she

waved him toward the house. “Coming?”

Kurt lifted his brow in surprise. “Really?”

“I don’t have a car, remember? I can call Quinn, but I’d rather not

drag him away from the station—especially if he’s sleeping.”

“Right,” replied Kurt slowly.

Amber turned toward the house, then glanced over her shoulder.

“I can throw your shirt in the dryer, make a pot of coffee, and get

cleaned up really quickly. And you won’t have to make the trip back

here.”

She pushed her front door open, feeling the blast from the air

conditioner wash over her face. It was a relief. She desperately needed

clean clothes. After a lightning-quick shower and an extra-strong cup

of coffee, her head would clear.

Inviting him in was against everything in her better judgment. He

was trouble. But something deep in her heart formed a question.

Maybe Kurt had changed. Just maybe.

She tossed one last look over her shoulder. “Up to you.” Amber

projected the air of someone who didn’t care. She was busy.

As she stepped inside the house, Amber heard the SUV’s door

open. Then, Kurt’s footsteps sounded on the pavement behind her.
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urt walked toward Amber’s bungalow. He had to

admit; he was insanely curious. What had Amber been

doing all of this time while he was away? Was she really happy? Had

anyone broken her heart?

He ran a hand through his hair on the front steps He looked down

at the threshold separating his world and Amber’s. It was now or

never. His curiosity won out.

Chin high, face forward, Kurt crossed the threshold.

“Could you put on a pot of coffee?” Amber called out. “There are

beans on the second shelf above the coffeemaker. Almond milk’s in

the fridge.”

Kurt leaned toward the sound of her voice.

“What kind of coffee?” He pursed his lips. He didn’t even know

why he asked. He didn’t know the first thing about coffee making; he

ordered drinks at Starbucks and the barista delivered them. That

was it.

Kurt didn’t even own a coffee maker. And the coffee maker he

remembered from his childhood looked nothing like this futuristic

metal machinery. What happened to the black stand and the

glass pot?
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“Make whatever you like,” Amber called out. “The instructions...” A

gush of water from the shower blocked out any further words.

Kurt swallowed. He could do this.

How hard could it be?
Kurt leaned back on the edge of the counter, staring at the gigantic

coffee maker. He bent down to examine the buttons and switches.

Small tubes stuck out at various angles. A lever appeared to start at

least one process.

He ran a hand through his hair, scanning the countertops. Amber

said something about the instruction manual. It had to be nearby.

Kurt opened drawers, searching through small stacks of neatly

arranged paper. He bent down, glancing through the cabinet under‐
neath. Pots, pans, lids. No instructions. Kurt pulled out his cell phone.

With a look at the back of the coffee maker’s shiny silver surface, he

typed in the make, model, and name of the machine. And waited while

the phone tried, unsuccessfully, to connect with the network.

After another minute, Kurt set down the phone. He’d forgotten

about this little wrinkle on some sections of the island. Cell phone

service, even now, was spotty. And mostly, the locals, content with

enjoying the sun and the sand, didn’t mind. Business owners, like

Jordan at the agency, installed high-speed internet. But that didn’t

mean everyone had it, including Amber.

Kurt shook his head and turned his cell phone face down on the

counter. He gave it an extra push for good measure. Crossing his

arms, he stared at the machine.

He opened a compartment on the top of the coffeemaker, ran a tall

glass of water, and poured in the contents. He repeated the process

three times until he was sure the machine wouldn’t run dry. A quick

peek inside the upper cabinets revealed at least fourteen different

types of coffee.

He grabbed the nearest bag, labeled crème brûlée. It seemed safe

enough. He stood bag from the counter, uncurled the bag, and shook

it open gently. There was an opening on the side of the machine.

From the sparse remnants inside the glass container, it looked like it

held and ground beans.
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Kurt held up the bag, shook it slightly, then poured in a generous

amount. The sweet scent of sugar and crème brûlée drifted up to his

nose. He hesitated, then poured in the remaining beans. He snapped

the lid on tight.

A mug. Where did Amber keep them? Another quick search

revealed rows of large drink holders. Kurt selected a white ceramic

mug emblazoned with the phrase, ‘It’s good to be queen,’ on it in loop‐
ing, black script lettering. He smiled, grasped the mug handle, and slid

it under the coffee machine’s central spout.

In the other room, the shower water stopped. Kurt could hear

Amber now, moving around in the bathroom. Kurt swore he could

hear her humming to herself. He stopped and listened, squeezing his

eyes shut when she hit a particularly off-key note. But it was the song

she’d been talking about earlier. “Simply Irresistible.”

A door opened.

“Kurt?” Amber called out. “Everything okay? Did you find the

coffee maker instructions? I know it looks a little complicated, at

first.”

Kurt paused, eyed the machine suspiciously, and chose a round,

silver button. He pressed, holding it down for thirty seconds. The

grinder whirred to life, chopping the beans into a fine powder in a

matter of seconds. Kurt grinned, placing one hand on the counter to

watch the magic happen. Deep inside the bowels of the silver mecha‐
nism, water bubbled and gurgled.

“Nothing to it,” he called out. “Ready in a second.”

“Great.” Amber’s voice was muffled. “I’m dying for anything

caffeinated.” There was more rustling, then the door closed. The

sound of a hairdryer started, a high-pitched whine. He glanced

around the kitchen, looking for anywhere to escape, just until Amber

finished.

Kurt bent his head to look through the kitchen window. To his left

sat a long, wide patio, complete with sun umbrella and a few padded

chairs. A small gas grill perched nearby, along with bench seating for

more guests. On the edge of the patio sat a small herb garden, lush

with Rosemary, Oregano, and Thyme. The scene reflected the Amber
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he remembered perfectly. She loved the outdoors, cooking, and

grilling.

A quick walk into the space next to the kitchen revealed a small

mudroom with a sliding patio door. A pair of blue Crocs, definitely

Amber’s, sat by the door, ready for work in the garden outside. A plas‐
tic-coated apron, knee-length, flexible, and foam-filled, also hung by

the door, ready if Amber needed to do some quick work.

Kurt listened for the coffee machine. Still bubbling happily, he

confirmed. There was time to step out and get a breath of fresh air.

Once Amber grabbed her coffee, there’d be little chance of a break

before the events started.

Kurt clicked open the latch and stepped out. The sun was coming

up in the East. Kurt could smell the sea air. It was nothing like New

York, Los Angeles, or any major city around the world.

In fact, he couldn’t really remember the last evening he’d spent

outside, other than catching an Uber to the airport or stepping out of

a Lyft to meet a potential business partner. Kurt ran a hand along the

stubble on his jaw.

He pulled out a chair, careful not to scrape it on the paving stones.

He’d sit out here and wait for Amber. Kurt collapsed, not so grace‐
fully, into the seat, hearing the hinges groan quietly. He leaned back,

resting his head against the padded cushions.

Kurt’s shoulders relaxed. On a whim, he propped up his legs on a

chair. Suddenly, Kurt’s eyes became heavy. With the warm morning

sun on his face, a quick nap was seconds away. Kurt allowed his body

to melt into the chair. His arms sagged. He drifted quickly to sleep.

Until something crashed.
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oom! Bang! Kurt jerked awake to the loud sound of

clattering and a string of choice words from inside the

house. He shook himself, ridding himself of sleep, blinking and grip‐
ping the sides of the chair to push himself up.

Once on his feet, Kurt ran toward the house, still not fully

conscious. He yanked the patio door open, jumped inside, and turned

toward the kitchen.

Kurt noticed the gush of brown liquid on the floor. It spread in

waves, like volcanic liquid, billowing with steam, into the plush cream

area rug. Kurt sucked in a breath and stepped over the river of coffee.

Entering the kitchen, he found Amber, face flushed pink, trying

desperately to grab the coffee machine’s plug from the wall.

“Don’t touch that!” Kurt commanded.

Amber stopped and raised both hands. “What happened, Kurt?”

She glanced from the coffee machine to the dark liquid pool on her

kitchen floor.

“Please,” said Kurt. He held up a hand. “Let me get this.” He took a

quick step around the muck, easing his back against the kitchen wall.

From the burning smell and smoke emitting from the coffeemaker, it

was likely the machine's insides were cooking.
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“Um, Kurt...” Amber bit her lip, wide-eyed.

“Can you go in the other room?” he pleaded.

She shook her head, but didn’t argue, and backed away.

The moment she was out of sight, Kurt dashed back to the

mudroom, slipped Amber’s apron over his head. It was tight and

constricting, but better than nothing. He bent down, jamming his

hands into the Crocs, and lunged back into the kitchen.

Holding his breath, and his arms outstretched, Kurt grabbed for

the coffeemaker. In one quick movement, he grasped the sides, slid

the machine, and located the plug. Clapping the Crocs to secure it, he

pressed and pulled, releasing the prongs from the outlet.

Breathing heavily, Kurt dropped the cord and shook the Crocs

from his hands. He looked down. A few drops of coffee had splashed

the apron, but mostly, he’d escaped unscathed.

The bubbling stooped. The avalanche of lava quit pouring from

the depths of the machine. In less than a minute, the house fell silent.

Soft footsteps sounded in the other room. After a moment,

Amber’s face, now tear-streaked, peeked around the corner. She

glanced at the disaster that was her kitchen. It ruined the wood

floor; the countertop melted at the edges. Even the backsplash

looked as if a truck had driven by, splashing muddy water against the

wall.

“So, all clear?” Amber whispered.

Kurt nodded, unable to look her directly in the eye. Instead of

making life better and easier, he complicated everything in a matter of

minutes. It had been nothing but a disaster since he’d been back. And

it had been less than twenty-four hours.

Self-doubt crept into his psyche, needling at the back of his mind.

The same thoughts he’d had when he left the island returned with full

force.

Amber was fine without him.

As she stared at the mess, Kurt braced himself for a few sharp

words of reprimand, followed by an order to get out of his life

forever.

“Ready?” Amber asked.
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“I’ll get right on it.” He glanced behind him in the direction of the

garage. “Cleaning supplies out there?”

Amber wrinkled her brow. “You have to change. Kurt, we have to

leave.” She reached for a large zipped travel bag and held it out in

front of her. “Here’s the suit, shirt, and a tie.”

It was then Kurt noticed Amber’s outfit; a tight black dress, sheer

black stockings, and black pumps. Her hair, usually loose and wavy,

was slicked to her head and tied back into a sleek bun. Amber’s eyes

were kohl-lined in a sexy, backup dancer way. She’d powdered her

skin to a smooth, alabaster finish; her mouth expertly coated in the

brightest lipstick he’d ever seen her wear.

“Should get changed now?” asked Kurt. He had secretly hoped

Amber didn’t have Quinn’s suit stashed at the house, but it appeared

he wasn’t about to get out of the obligation that easily.

Amber thrust the suit and tie forward.

“All right,” Kurt forced a tight smile.

“Don’t make me dress you,” Amber added. “That could be

awkward.”

Kurt stepped forward and grasped the hanger, still in slow motion.

He’d ruined her kitchen, the floor, and the carpeting. Kurt tried to kiss

Amber; a colossal mistake. And now he would make a fool of himself

in front of anyone curious enough to show up at the agency’s last-

minute event.

If it was possible, he felt worse than ever.

And Amber wasn’t letting up.

“Go,” she urged, circling around Kurt’s back. She gave him a light

shove. “I mean it. Put it on. We’ll be late!”
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ive minutes later, changed and dressed, Kurt pulled away

from the curb. From the corner of her vision, she could

tell he was staring at the road, both hands gripping the leather

steering wheel.

Attempting to appear casual, Amber checked her hair in the

mirror, reapplied her lipstick, and gave her eyelids a final swipe of

kohl eyeliner. Satisfied, she slid the tiny mirror closed and flipped up

the windshield visor. Amber leaned back against the seats; aware her

black dress was so tight that she didn’t dare take a full breath. What

was worse, the hem of the knit black dress barely covered the tops of

her thighs.

Amber pulled down the skirt, trying not to squirm obviously in

the passenger’s seat. She was wearing sheer tights as part of the

costume, but the entire look was far more revealing than anything

Amber had even worn to one of the island bars.

Amber tried not to glance over at Kurt. Yes, he’d made a complete

mess. Yes, she’d get him to fix it, or at least help. It was something

she’d laugh about later.

“You know, Kurt,” Amber said, turning slightly in her seat while

keeping her legs glued together. “It really is no big deal. It’s just stuff.”
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Kurt gripped the wheel tighter, turning his knuckles white. “It’s

your stuff. And your house is a mess. I’ll replace it all. The machine,

the counter, the floor.” He glanced at Amber, a pained expression

crossing his face. Turning his gaze back to the blacktop, Kurt shook

his head. “I ruined it.”

“It’s okay. It’ll be fine.” It wasn’t exactly the truth, but no good

would come from laying blame or arguing.

Kurt flashed her a doubtful look. “Amber, don’t make excuses.” He

narrowed his eyes. “Ever since I’ve come to the island, it’s been one

disaster after another. You nearly passed out twice. You ended up

wearing a pitcher of water, then cut your hands in the parking lot.” He

took a breath. “And now your kitchen looks like New Orleans after

Katrina blew through it.”

Amber smothered a laugh. It was dramatic, Kurt thinking he was

the sole reason things had fallen apart. Despite the chaos and a ruined

coffeemaker, Amber was glad for this brief glimpse of the actual

person she’d known so many years ago. Big-city life as a corporate

executive hadn’t destroyed the man she’d known.

It was something they could laugh about years later.

Maybe.
With a heavy heart, Amber reminded herself that no matter how

natural it felt to be around Kurt, no matter the feelings that surfaced

every time she looked at him, they weren’t together. And they

wouldn’t be; she’d decided that a long time ago. They were too

different and ultimately wanted different lives.

Kurt was here for one reason. He’d be here a few more hours. Kurt

would evaluate the kick-off event with a business eye, a critical, will-

this-make-money-for-my-energy-drink point of view.

And then, Kurt would leave.

IF THE AGENCY signed with All Star, Inc., Jordan would handle the

contract. Once approved, Amber would interact primarily with Kurt’s

team. As the new CEO of All Star Energy, he’d be busy dreaming up a
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new product line. Traveling. Moving on to the next deal. That was his

life now.

Amber tucked her chin, looking down at her hands, fingers tightly

laced in her lap. They weren’t dating; they weren’t in any relationship.

She didn’t have to spare his feelings, though she’d never be unkind.

“Look,” Amber tried again, her voice firm. “You’re right. It’s a

phenomenal disaster. But we can fix it. Later,” she added. She straight‐
ened her shoulders and glanced at the row of small, sleepy beach

bungalows. They were getting close to the venue. “Forget about it for

the time being. Okay?”

At first, Kurt didn’t reply. He glanced in the rearview mirror,

dropped his head to check the dashboard display, and set his jaw.

“Okay?” Amber repeated. She kept her voice level and steady. She

needed to hear him say the word.

“Fine,” Kurt replied. The word came out stilted and forced.

Amber swallowed. “Good,” she replied, straightening the edge of

her skirt and pulling it down to hit mid-thigh.

A thrill of anticipation coursed through her body as the SUV

rolled along the blacktop. They passed sleepy bungalows, porch lights

still glowing in the early dawn. In the distance, the first streaks of

light appeared on the horizon, painting the landscape in hazy shades

of pale yellow and tangerine.

She didn’t really believe in signs or karma, but Amber accepted the

lovely weather as an unexpected gift. It boded well for guests to

wander in, check out the festivities and spread the word about the

product launch.

Amber smiled to herself. It would be a fantastic day. Even with no

sleep and no coffee, she felt energized and alive.

From the passenger seat, she appraised Kurt with a careful eye.

He’d cleaned up well. With Quinn’s suit on, the pressed white shirt,

and the thin black tie, he looked like the suave Robert Palmer. The

English pop star who’d left the world way too early, leaving behind a

legacy of distinctive, soulful songs which never failed to raise Amber’s

spirits.

“I don’t think I said this before, Kurt, but thank you for doing this.
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Going along with my crazy plan,” said Amber. “I know you’ll make an

exceptional frontman.” Her lips curled into a smile as she glanced over

again.

This time, her words of appreciation, though late and rushed,

garnered a hint of a grin from Kurt. “Thanks. It’ll be fun.”

As she absorbed the words, a surge of warmth spread through

Amber’s body. For the first time in a long time, she felt like herself. No

panic, no crazy heartbeat, and no worry.

As Amber exhaled, enjoying the moment, the venue appeared on

her right. Before she could speak or warn Kurt, he slowed the SUV,

turned the wheel, and drove into the parking lot.

“What in the world?” asked Kurt. He nearly stopped the SUV.

Wide-eyed, he glanced at the rows of cars, trucks, and vehicles lined

tightly across the parking lot. At the front of the building, adults, chil‐
dren, and teenagers formed a lengthy line.

Barely able to contain her excitement, Amber noted city officials,

business acquaintances, agency clients, and a few friends and neigh‐
bors waiting to enter the venue. Most of them held cans of All Star

Energy, thanks to coolers stacked high with the new product.

Kurt craned his neck, creeping forward inch by inch. “How did

you make this happen?”
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mber covered her mouth; it was too good to be true. The ad

agency staff had rallied the entire town.

Television news crews set up satellite trucks for live shots. A few

freelance photographers milled around, occasionally snapping shots.

At least one reporter from the newspaper was there, interviewing one

of the city councilmen and his wife.

As Amber planned, a long red velvet rope lined the front of the

building. Her brother and the other firefighters stood at the door;

arms crossed. They were, as promised, her impromptu bouncers,

stationed by the front doors, midway down the rope, and at the

entrance, checking IDs.

Amber smiled in delight at her brother. Arms crossed, Quinn

directed each of the men, taking his “role” as the head bouncer seri‐
ously. It hadn’t been difficult for Becca to convince them. Each fire‐
fighter wore a tight black shirt with “Security” in large block letters

on the back.

With the promise of free food and drink, Quinn and his buddies

were all too happy to volunteer their time and services, leaving a

skeleton crew for emergencies at the station.
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“Let’s head to the back,” Amber suggested, pointing to the rear of

the building. “It’s where all the big stars enter.” She grinned. Amber

was enjoying this. The look of shock and visceral reaction.

Kurt mumbled but did as he was told. “I can’t believe you, Amber.”

He pulled the SUV around the building, eased into a parking spot, and

slammed the truck into park.

“What?” Amber pressed her lips into a line, bracing for the

onslaught of excuses.

“I didn’t sign up for this,” Kurt muttered Keeping one arm propped

on the wheel, he turned his body to fully face her.

Amber blinked, attempting a sweet, coy look. There was no way

Kurt would buy it, but it might soften him a little. For as long as she’d

known him, Kurt Stevens had an adventurous side. And he didn’t

back down from a bet. Especially one that had two years of an adver‐
tising contract riding on it.

“That look. Stop it. Cut the act,” Kurt muttered. “It will not work,

Amber.” He glanced at the door to the building. “I should have known

you’d come up with some crazy idea. Try to rope me in.”

“It’s the main event,” Amber pleaded. “You’re already dressed. You

can lip-sync. You and your friends won the senior battle of the bands.”

She threw up her hands in mock despair.

“You’re really doing this?”

Amber looked at Kurt for a long moment through the veil of her

lashes. For just a moment, she channeled her inner MTV video girl

persona.

“It’s five minutes,” she answered quietly. “It’s unexpected. And it

will be something everyone remembers.” She inhaled and extended

her arms, making a sweeping gesture from head to toe. “Why did you

think I got dressed like this? All the girls; Becca, Jordan, Molly, and

the new interns. They’re ready to go.”

Kurt closed his eyes and turned off the ignition.

“Come on,” Amber lifted a hand, reached over, and ran it through

Kurt’s hair. For a moment, she allowed herself to fuss and fix his look

into a more Robert Palmer-esque look. Satisfied, Amber sat back. “Do
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this one thing for me.” She crossed her arms. “I’ll keep up my end of

the bargain. Our deal.” Amber lifted her chin. “If it flops, if everyone

hates it, I’ll back off. And I’ll buy a round for everyone in the band. On

me.” She glanced at Kurt, hopeful.

Slowly, Kurt opened his eyes. Without replying, he reached for the

SUV door, opened it, and jumped down.

“Then, you and Mike can ride triumphant, out of town, into the

sunset. And you’ll never have to think about me or here again.”

Kurt clamped his mouth closed. He was thinking. Deeply. Kurt

loved a challenge. And he hated losing. But Amber could tell he was

torn. How long had it been since he’d cut loose? Really had fun and

been silly? For even five minutes?

It would be a test for all of them.

From inside the SUV, Amber noticed the cars and trucks filling the

parking lot. People, families, couples, neighbors she’d known since

childhood filtered in the building. She could tell an air of excitement

hung over the crowd.

Bless Becca and her magical powers of public relations and

communication. There was nothing like a good old-fashioned grass-

roots campaign. And the promise of some unexpected entertainment

with a special guest.

Kurt followed her eyes. They widened. Cars, double-parked, lined

the street. A police car appeared, parked, and an officer exited, leaving

his door open. He stepped into the street, directing the lengthy line of

traffic filtering in from the center of town.

“Well, that’s a positive sign. I hope this place is big enough.” From

deep in Kurt’s throat, Amber heard the beginning of a chuckle. It was

warm, even appreciative, like the reaction of someone who’d been the

victim of an unexpected, but brilliant prank. Kurt grinned. “Amber

Perry. You never cease to amaze me.” He paused, glancing up to meet

her eyes. “And you look exactly like one of the girls from the 80s

Robert Palmer video,” he admitted.

Amber clapped her hands. “Wait until you see everyone else!” A

surge of confidence lifted in her chest. She’d won. Amber placed one
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hand on the door, ready to push it open. “Oh, and one more thing,

Kurt…”

He swiveled back, training his gaze on Amber. This time, she

noticed a familiar twinkle. Just a flicker. But it was there.

And it was showtime.
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urt and Amber slipped into the back entrance of the

building. Inside, a flurry of activity erupted. Junior

staff, with clipboards, directed the caterers.

Becca ran up, breathless, ignoring Kurt for the moment.

Kurt blinked. She was dressed identically to Amber. Slicked hair,

red lipstick, black dress, and pumps. He glimpsed Molly and Jordan,

too. Glowing with her pregnancy, Amber’s boss looked amazing in

her black knit dress.

“The high school dance team is here. One mom whipped together

the pink and purple dresses — the ones with the orange belts?” Becca

consulted her clipboard. “Majorettes will be back-up singers. They'll

wear the black dresses with orange sashes tied in the back.”

“And did you get the guitars and drums?” Amber asked, glancing

behind Becca.

“Three guitars from the school music director, one drum set, and

some keyboards on a stand,” Becca replied. “All set up behind the

curtain. It’s on a stand, so they can roll the equipment out after the

first number.”

“Wait, the first number?” He looked from Becca to Amber,

narrowing his eyes. “You said one song.”
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Amber looked up at the ceiling and put one hand on her hip. The

toe of her black shoe tapped the floor nervously.

“Well, we were hoping the crowd might love it. And be really into

it,” Becca jumped in. “Let’s face it. There are too many wonderful

songs. ‘Simply Irresistible’ is our anchor, but we need to at least

perform ‘Addicted to Love,’” she insisted. “Right?” Becca drilled her

eyes into Kurt’s.

“Um,” Kurt’s mind whirled.

“And what about ‘Bad Case of Loving You?’” Becca raised an

eyebrow. “And ‘I Didn’t Mean to Turn You On?’”

“‘Every Kind of People?’” Amber leaned next to Becca, bumping

her shoulder. “I love that one! And his rendition of ‘Mercy, Mercy

Me.’” Placing one hand to her heart, Amber faked a swoon. “We have

to make sure that one’s cued up. It’s a classic.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Kurt waved his hands in front of both

women.

Amber and Becca abruptly stopped chattering. “Look, I have to

head back.” He glanced at his watch. “And I just agreed to one song.

One.” He emphasized the word for good measure.

Amber shuffled her feet. She twisted her lips and glanced at Becca,

who raised both eyebrows.

“We have the karaoke machine for the entire day,” Becca admitted.

“And the gigantic projection screen.”

“Did you get the disco ball and the dance floor?” Amber

interjected.

Becca nodded. “All set up.” She crossed her arms, stood back, and

looked Kurt over from head to toe. “And Amber was right. You make

an outstanding Robert Palmer.”

He shook his head and scanned the crowd for Mike. He’d defi‐
nitely be wondering about Kurt’s sanity after this little stunt.

“Who’re you looking for?” Amber sidled up, bumping into his

elbow.

“My boss,” Kurt muttered. But it was useless. The lights were too

bright; the disco ball flashed and twirled. Kurt tried covering his eyes
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to block the glare. All he could see were shadows of many, many

people. It would be mortifying. “He should be here.”

“Why wouldn’t he be?” Amber stood on her toes, peering into the

audience. “Did something happen to him?”

“Never mind,” Kurt backed up a step, away from the stage. “I’m

sure it’s nothing. He’ll be here.” He wiped at his forehead with the

back of his hand.

If Mike wasn’t here, it meant he signed the other agency. He’d gotten

on the plane instead of heading back to the hotel. And if Mike was back

in Atlanta, there was no telling what his boss was doing. He swallowed

hard, pulled out his cell. One bar. Darn this island and its terrible cell

service. He walked closer to the back door and dialed Mike’s number.

It rang. And rang. And the call clicked to voicemail. Though Kurt

couldn’t hear the recorded message well, he knew it by heart. Kurt

ended the call.

A lone text message appeared on his screen. Eagerly, Kurt tapped

the screen and scanned the words. His heart sank. This was a disaster

and there was no way to fix it.

A finger tapped his shoulder.

Kurt turned to see Amber smiling brightly. “It’s showtime, Robert

Palmer.” She held out a microphone. His microphone for the show.

“Look, wait. I don’t know about this.” Kurt didn’t take the mic. He

didn’t move. Kurt averted his gaze, searching for a way out of the

mess. “Maybe this is all a terrible idea.”

The piped-in music grew louder. The volunteer MC took the

stage. The audience clapped, whistled, and called out cheers.

“What?” Amber cupped both hands around her mouth. “I can’t

hear you!”

Kurt blew out a long breath.

There was no way around it. Amber would freak out. Kurt leaned

closer, beckoning her to do the same.

“I can’t do this,” he shouted into her ear. “I have to go.” Kurt

straightened slightly. He had to face her. Look Amber right in the eye.

No matter how much he hated to let her down.
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Her response came sharp and shift.

“What?” Amber demanded in his ear. She put one palm on his

chest, ready to push Kurt back. She raised her voice to match his. “You

can’t do this, Kurt. Just walk away.” She raised her arms out to her

sides, gesturing at the people lined up by the stage.

Kurt backed up a step. From the corner of his eye, he saw Becca

turn. Amber’s best friend, like a well-trained hunting hound, sensed

danger. Becca was heading straight for them, looking determined.

Amber tilted her head back, staring at the ceiling. When she

lowered her chin, her eyes flashed. “What about everything we

planned?”

“It’s a karaoke machine,” Kurt shrugged, feeling terrible and small.

“Get someone to kick it off. What about Quinn and his buddies?” He

tried to smile, but it fell flat.

“And the bet?” Amber put a hand on her hip. Her face darkened.

Before she could question them both further, Becca’s phone lit up

and vibrated on the small table next to her hip. She snatched it up,

frowning, and glared at the screen. She swiped, read further. Becca’s

eyes widened.

Kurt followed her eyes, taking in every minuscule movement. He

opened his mouth, closed it. There was nothing he could do or say.

The ball was in motion. Becca knew. And now she would tell Amber.

Dropping her hand, Becca shot Kurt an expression of surprise and

worry.

“What? What happened? Is something wrong?” Amber leaned

forward, trying to read her friend’s phone screen.

Kurt braced for the blowback. He tried to think of an excuse for

leaving. One that didn’t involve running out the door like a frightened

kid. He’d never be able to face Amber again. Heck, he might never

come back to the island.

Becca tucked the phone into her purse, rummaging around like

she was looking for something important. Then, she took a long

moment to glance at her watch. When she looked up, Becca’s face was

smooth and placid. “Nothing that can’t wait until later.”
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Amber relaxed, her shoulder dropping at least three inches. She

looked up at Kurt with a wicked smile. “So, what’s it going to be?”

Lifting her chin, Becca looked squarely at Kurt. In that moment,

the noise from the crowd lulled. “It seems you owe us a song, Kurt. It’s

why we planned all of this.” She paused, her lips thinning. “It’s all

about you. Your company and your new product.”

Amber frowned. “Are you okay, Becca?” She squinted. “Are you

feeling all right? You don’t sound like yourself.”

Becca ignored the concern, keeping her gaze drilled on Kurt. “Let’s

do this.”

Kurt cleared his throat. “Okay, one song.”

“Great!” Amber smiled sweetly. “Two songs,” she held Kurt’s gaze.

“And let’s keep our options open. See how the crowd reacts, right?”

She handed him the mic.

Molly ran over and whispered in Becca’s ear.

“We’re ready,” Becca announced. “Let’s get the girls on stage.”

Kurt smoothed his tie. This wasn’t a big deal; he could survive a

three-minute lip sync. He could survive almost anything, especially if

it meant Becca wouldn’t spill everything to Amber and ruin her big

night.

“Hey,” Amber nudged Kurt. “Don’t look so serious. This should be

fun.”

Kurt tried to laugh. It came out as a low croak. Thankfully, the

noise drowned in the microphone’s squeak. Becca was on stage

announcing the main event. He took a step, then another.

“Remember one thing.” Amber winked. “Be ‘Simply Irresistible.’”
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mber folded her arms across her chest, satisfied. She leaned

against the stage. Amber needed a moment to digest it all. Let

it sink in. She’d won their little bet fair and square.

With Kurt’s help, of course.

Despite his weird moment of panic, Kurt had outdone himself.

He’d channeled his inner Robert Palmer, the swagger, the stance. The

crowd ate it up. They’d cheered so loudly; Kurt had been forced into

another song. Then an encore; then a second encore.

As the crowd mingled, everyone sipping All Star Energy, Kurt was

being interviewed by the local television station’s chief reporter. She

was tiny and cute, with lots of personality. Allie? Callie? Amber

couldn’t remember. Kurt looked charming. He was making conversa‐
tion. Answering her questions patiently. But he’d been glancing over

the entire time. As if he expected Amber to come and stand next to

him in front of the camera.

But this was all Kurt. His product. His launch. And it had been a

smashing success. They’d do some focus groups tomorrow, ask people

to fill out surveys, and do some post-event polling. But Amber had

done enough events to know she’d done her job and done it well.

Now all Kurt needed to do was sign the contract.
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She stifled an enormous yawn.

Amber knew all along he’d be great. He just needed to relax.

Remember back to when things were easier. Five years ago. Yesterday,

it had seemed like forever. Now those feelings seemed back within

her grasp.

She tightened her grasp, hugging her arms closer. Except Kurt was

leaving. Regardless of whether he signed the contract. It would always

happen.

The backup girls had done beautifully, and she and Becca had

made it through a karaoke rendition of Joan Jett’s “I Hate Myself for

loving You.”

Breathless and sweaty, Amber and Becca stumbled off the stage.

Quinn and six of his firefighter shirts were waiting, each wearing an

All Star Energy t-shirt.

“Nice job, sis,” Quinn nudged Amber. He high-fived Becca.

“It’s your turn,” Amber moaned. “We need some testosterone up

there.”

Quinn laughed. “It’s my shift at the station. I just wanted to say

congrats. You did a fantastic job.”

Amber glowed at the praise. Quinn leaned over, kissed her cheek,

and turned to leave, his friends waving and following suit. Amber

watched until they disappeared into the crowd.

Becca dropped into the nearest chair. “That was sweet.”

“He’s the best.”

“Now, if Quinn and all of his friends could carry us out to the car,”

Kicking off one black pump, then the other, Becca leaned back in the

seat. “Better yet, straight to my house and throw me onto my bed, I’d

been ecstatic.”

“I know, right?” Amber agreed, smiling wryly. “But it was so worth

it. Every bit.” She glanced down at the tight black dress and grimaced,

yanking the skirt down a few inches. “I think I may burn this thing.”

Becca laughed out loud. “That sounds about right.”

Amber rubbed her lips with the back of her hand. She held it out

and surveyed the bright red smear under the lights. “I’m burning it

after I chip off all of this makeup.”
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“Agreed,” Becca replied.

“But all of that will have to wait,” Amber added. She glanced

around for her purse. Eyeing it, she leaned over and caught the strap's

edge strap, pulling it toward her. When it was within reach, she

grasped the small bag and unzipped the top. Amber wrestled with

something wedged inside the narrow space. “Tada!” Amber held up a

tightly folded stack of paper.

“Is that what I think it is?” Becca asked. She was momentarily still,

watching Amber.

“Of course, silly,” Amber replied. She unfolded the contract,

smoothing out the creases. “I’m not letting Kurt Stevens out of my

sight. He’s signing this contract if it’s the last thing I do.”

Becca raised an eyebrow. “Has Jordan seen it?”

“Cleared it with her yesterday. Before Kurt ever walked in the

door.”

“And you expect him to sign it?” Becca asked. She looked around

the room.

Amber nodded, following her eyes. “Why wouldn’t he?” Amber

thought Becca was staring at Kurt, or rather, right through him. He

had finished the interview with the TV reporter. He was talking to the

mayor and a city councilman. Looking as if it was the last place he’d

rather be on earth.

Becca hedged and shifted in her chair. “Well, certain circum‐
stances.” She tugged at the hem of her own dress.

With a frown, Amber walked over to the table. “What certain

circumstances?”

Slipping her shoes back on, Becca avoided Amber’s eyes. “Like, the

red tape all companies have. Like the legal department. And his boss.”

She tilted her head, examining an imaginary speck on the tablecloth.

“What’s his name? Mike?”

Amber’s skin prickled. “What about him?” She leaned closer to

Becca. “What aren’t you telling me?”

Becca picked up a nearby water bottle. She twisted the cap, lifted it

off, and brought the opening to her lips. She drank in deep gulps as if

she’d spent a week in the desert.
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“Look, if you know something I don’t—” Amber stopped.

The television reporter was packing up; the crew was putting

away the camera, microphone, and equipment. The room was nearly

empty.

No Kurt.

Amber stood up to double-check; her eyes ran over the few

remaining faces. None matched Kurt Stevens.

He was gone.

Amber’s heart lurched. What was going on? Had he gone outside?

Perhaps he was taking a phone call. Maybe Mike was explaining why

he didn’t make it.

But even as she thought it, none of it was right. Kurt leaving.

Without saying goodbye. Amber pressed a hand to her stomach,

trying to quiet the tennis match in her gut. The volley of delusion and

despair suddenly were in a sudden deathmatch.

“What aren’t you telling me, Becca?”

Her friend closed her eyes. “I don’t know the entire story.

Honestly, I don’t.” She opened her eyes and bit her lip. “Don’t look at

social media.”

Amber’s head felt light. Her chest tightened.

“You need to hear this from Kurt,” Becca replied. It was her turn to

look around the room. “The complete story. The actual truth. But I

think you may have missed that opportunity.” Becca’s phone buzzed.

She placed a hand over it, waiting.

“Just tell me.”

“They’re out. All Star Energy. The company signed with Hughes

Media. And I don’t know why.”

Amber gasped.

“And, Kurt’s gone. As in, left town. I’ll bet my life on it.” Becca

flipped over her phone and scanned the message. “He knew, didn’t tell

us, and left us here to deal with the fallout.”

Amber’s knees buckled. She bobbed, then caught herself. How could
Kurt have done this? He played her. Planned it out and put her through all of
this campaign preparation, only to disappear. Jordan would be furious. She’d
lose the job she loved.
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Becca grabbed her arm, steadying her. She placed both hands on

Amber’s shoulders. Becca was saying something and pointing to the

door.

Amber strained to hear Becca, but she seemed far away. Her voice

garbled, like she was trying to talk through a fish tank.

Becca was right in front of her now. She was talking faster,

gesturing outside.

She had to pull it together. Amber put both hands on the table. No,

she would not do this. Faint. Or be sick. She had to breathe through it.

Face whatever had happened. Even if it meant she would lose her job.

Then Amber thought she caught something about Jordan. And the

baby.

In a rush, her vision cleared. The room straightened.

Becca was still talking.

“I’m sorry,” Amber blinked rapidly. Something was wrong. And it

was bigger than losing a potential account, or Kurt Stevens, or

mending her bruised ego over why the man disappeared. “What?”

“Get into the car.”

“The car?”

“It’s Jordan’s husband. She just went into labor.”
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urt banged the steering wheel. He pressed harder on

the gas, watching the speedometer creep past eighty.

He passed five cars, zooming away from the island. As fast as he could,

Kurt needed to put distance between himself and Amber.

He should have told her.

Kurt had waited in the parking lot for the right opportunity. He

didn’t want to tell Amber in front of Becca. Becca, who was likely

having a conversation with Amber about Kurt right now.

But Amber and Becca left the building. They’d walked to her car,

gotten in, and Becca had taken off, tires squealing on the pavement.

Wherever they’d gone — back to the agency, to Becca’s place, the

pizza shop, back to Amber’s house — it would not be pretty.

If she hadn’t already, Becca would tell Amber. Or show her. Then,

the entire population of the island would know that Kurt Stevens was

a fake and a liar.

That his word meant nothing.

Kurt rubbed his eyes. If he could only go back in time and forget

he’d ever thought about playing this stupid game to get back at

Amber. He’d erase every reminder of Amber. Every trace of her from

his life. In fact, if he had to do it over, maybe he would disappear.
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Forget the — drink. He had enough money. He needed nothing. The

wall he’d built around himself was tall and strong. He had let no

one in.

Not since Amber.

And she’d broken his heart.

They’d had a good run; instant chemistry during their first

semester in college. Amber commuted every day to college in Savan‐
nah, home every afternoon to look after Quinn. And they’d been great

together.

When it looked like Kurt was leaving, Amber had broken it off.

Maybe she’d seen the writing on the wall. The calls from New York

and Los Angeles. Ultimately, he couldn’t say no. Opportunity was

knocking.

After he quit college, she’d made it a clean break. No long distance

romance. She’d ended it with him and moved on with her life. She

looked happy and content in this professional office, surrounded by

like-minded, goal-driven women.

And Kurt had just ruined it all for her.

Dangling his product like it was actually within their grasp. It had

seemed harmless enough. Mike wasn’t thrilled, but he’d gone along

with it. Until he hadn’t.

Mike was fronting the money and he liked to play it safe, but Kurt

hadn’t fought hard enough. And now he’d disappeared.

He was a coward. There was no way around it.

He’d left the Golden Isles and Georgia for good after a short stint

at the Coastal College of Georgia. He’d enrolled in a business manage‐
ment program, stuck with classes for a semester, but had grown rest‐
less. Kurt watched other men and women, people his own age,

launching start-ups and making billions. Instead of going to class,

Kurt studied business plans, kept up with trends, and read up on case

studies of the country’s most famous entrepreneurs.

Many of the greatest CEOs had failed at first. Steve Jobs and

Apple. Gates and Microsoft. Bottomed out spectacularly. Been fired

from their own board of directors. That part was frightening. But the

LAUREN CLARK

94



men hadn’t ever given up. They’d fought and clawed and come back.

They’d proven that foresight and tenacity won out every time.

Kurt’s fascination with building a company grew. His dream for

making something big and sustainable won out. Kurt was born to be

an entrepreneur. He knew it, his family knew it, as did his college

advisor on the day he withdrew from the college.

The broken heart sealed it. The spectacular crash and burn of his

long-time relationship didn’t help keep Kurt tethered to the Golden

Isles. It had been building during that first semester, growing, stoking,

strengthening. Two type A personalities. Both smart, driven, and

stubborn.

In the end, Kurt left. And it had taken all of five years to get over

the break-up. Not that he’d admit it to a soul. Not to his best friend

and not to his sister. Certainly not his business partners.

He filled his time and healed his heart by focusing on business

prospects, plans, and strategy. Slowly, the ache subsided. He buried

himself in hundred-hour work weeks. Until he struck gold with the

idea for All Star Energy.

In the years since he’d left the island, Kurt lived in London, Paris,

and Munich, setting up offices for All Star, Inc. On his off time, which

had been little in recent years, he’d taken dream trips. He’d traveled to

Australia, to the Great Barrier Reef, and swam with the sharks. He’d

climbed Machu Picchu, camping out under the stars. Last year, he and

his executive team took a skydiving trip, all expenses paid by Kurt,

over three of Hawaii’s islands: Kauai, Oahu, and Maui.

The trips satisfied his wanderlust. But they never filled his heart.

Not the way Amber had. Not the way she could now.

Kurt turned onto the highway. He’d blown it with his stupid plan.
Mike had warned him it was a waste of time. That the small agency on

the island couldn’t pull off a major launch. Not on the level they needed it.

And he’d hired the ad agency out of Atlanta. They were good,

admittedly. They got results; they had the numbers.

Kurt gripped the wheel, staring at the miles of road in front

of him.
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If the agency pulled it off, Kurt could have sent a guy from the

office to manage the account. He could have sent an office assistant,

had they needed one. Send interns, an entire team of them. But he

hadn’t even considered it.

Images of Amber passed through his head. The complete shock on

her face. Amber fainting. The light scent, warm cinnamon and sugar,

wafting from her body. The feel of her hair tangled in his fingers as he

cradled her against his chest. He pictured Amber in the tight dress,

behind him on the stage, lip-synching with Becca and Molly.

Kurt ran a hand through his hair. If only he’d never come. If he

would have listed to Mike. Turned around when he’d first

warned him.

But Kurt wanted to see Amber. He was driven to it, unconsciously.

And Amber’s determination during the All Star Energy presentation

had sealed it. The amount of work she’d done to prepare; all the

answers to Mike’s questions.

It rekindled every feeling. Right there in that moment.

Knocking over the water sealed it. Drenching herself and then

slipping on Kurt's shirt. Amber was adorable when she was upset.

And she had reason to be. Kurt shook his head, remembering the

oversized coffee maker with a million switches. The disaster they’d

left in her kitchen. Coffee grounds on the floor and on the wall.

Now, Amber would deal with it by herself. She’d have every right

to be furious.

He’d send a team of contractors. Pay them whatever they needed

to fix it. Better than new. Unless Amber sent them away. Or, when

Kurt got back to Atlanta, he’d send money from his personal account.

Through Venmo or PayPal.

Amber would also refuse that money. In that case, Kurt could

make a donation in her name. Which had its own set of issues,

because it would likely infuriate Amber.

Kurt didn’t stop to realize what being back here would be like. He

hadn’t thought about running into Quinn. About Amber’s brother

spilling details about her struggles. If Amber knew, she’d probably

want to smack her little brother.
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But these were genuine struggles and everyone faced them. Amber

wasn’t immune; she was doing the best she could and was happy,

despite it all. Amber had grown up. That she had an actual job, with a

real mortgage, and worked for a real advertising agency that

depended on her bringing in clients.

And Amber had worked her tail off.

The event was a success. She’d won, hands down. There was no

contest.

Kurt was a fool.

He was the king of running away, especially when the going got

tough.

Kurt put on his blinker.
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he’ll fire me,” Amber murmured. “I just know it.” She

gripped the armrest, trying not to think about how fast

Becca was driving. The speedometer inched past eighty. Then, eighty-

two. At this rate, it wouldn’t take ten minutes to reach the hospital in

Brunswick. They’d be there in five.

If the police didn’t stop them. Amber expected blue lights. Sirens

any minute. This day would only get worse. She could feel it.

“If Kurt loved it; if it impressed him, Big Splash landed the

campaign contract for two years,” Amber repeated to herself. “If we

didn’t deliver, he and Mike could head back to Atlanta. No questions

asked. They’d be free to hire another agency.”

Becca bit her lip. “Yes, I remember. Something about ‘everyone

here can move on with their lives’ and get back to business.”

“Jordan will not fire you. Somehow, I don’t think losing or

winning the account with All Star Energy is on her mind right now.

Jordan is having a baby, remember?”

“I know, I know.” Amber wiped at her eyes. She told herself she

would not cry. “And I’m so happy for her. I know they’re thrilled.”

“And worried,” Becca interjected. “The baby isn’t due for another

two weeks.”
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“Oh my gosh. It was the stress of the account. That’s what sent

Jordan into early labor.” Amber rolled her eyes. “She was at home. But

you can’t tell me she wasn’t worried about it.”

Becca turned off the Causeway, eyes trained on the pavement. “I

don’t think so, Amber. Not in the way you think, anyway. She’s been

in advertising longer than the both of us put together.” Becca tapped

her fingers on the wheel. “Believe me, this is the way business goes.

You win some, you lose some.”

“Obviously, we’re on the losing end,” Amber moaned. She’d

checked Instagram, Twitter, Snapchat, and Facebook. Twice. She read

through the Atlanta Journal-Constitution’s news feed a third time,

trying to digest the news.

So far, all posts, feeds, and news stories announced the same

message. And it was both good and bad.

The good news: All Star Energy named the division’s new CEO,

Kurt Stevens.

The bad news: All Star Energy also announced the company’s new,

long-term relationship with Hughes Media. A three-year exclusive

contract for all advertising, marketing, and social media.

The time stamp on each post was ten minutes ago.

Amber navigated to the Hughes Media website. “It’s all over their

agency site. Like they planned it the whole time.” She looked up. “I

don’t understand,” Amber whispered.

“Sweetie, I told you not to read anything,” Becca chided. “We’ll

regroup in the morning. Come up with another plan. Go after some

additional accounts. We can still hit our goals.”

“Promise?”

“Yes, put the phone away,” Becca reached out a hand, plucked

Amber’s phone from her fingertips, and turned it over on the car seat.

“I mean it. It’s not helping.”

Amber stared out the window, replaying every moment. Mike

Clairmont walking out of the meeting. Kurt staying. Their deal. Two

years or nothing. Yes, it was verbal, but there were witnesses.

“So, if Kurt had no intention of going through with this, why did

he get on stage and lip-sync? He was so into it. He looked great.
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Everyone did an amazing job, from the dance team to the majorettes.

And our stock of All Star Energy?”

Amber looked up.

“Gone. Every single case.” Becca tilted her head. “People really

loved it. I had Molly keep a count. The ladies adored the blackberry

flavor. Men gravitated toward lemon-lime. We ran out a few minutes

before we wrapped up the event.” She paused. “The media saw that. It

was a success, Amber.”

“And Kurt gave those interviews. He talked to the media willingly.

Kurt enjoyed it. The darn camera adores him.” Amber’s chest tight‐
ened. She couldn’t fill her lungs.

“Breathe.” Becca patted her leg. “I cannot have you passing out on

me, Amber.”

Amber leaned forward in her seat, pressing her head to the dash‐
board. “I’m going to be sick.” She pressed a hand to her chest. It was

tight. She took shallow breaths.

“Sit up. Pull it together, Amber,” Becca commanded. “Take a

minute. Slow down. Remember what your doctor said. You can do

this. You are in control of your body. Now, deep breath in. Blow it

out.”

Amber exhaled, emptying her lungs. She took in a deep breath

through her nose, filling up her chest. Amber repeated this until her

pulse slowed. “Thank you,” she said finally.

“Of course,” Becca replied, glancing over.

“I’m trying to sort this out,” Amber crinkled her forehead.

“Rationally.”

Becca reached out and squeezed Amber’s hand. “I know. Except it’s

not logical. Or rational.”

“It’s my fault,” Becca said. “I was the senior staff member in the

office. I let you negotiate.” She shrugged.

“Because you thought we had a chance,” Amber said. Covering her

eyes with both hands, she shook her head. “It’s like there are two

Kurts,” Amber sniffed, wiping her eyes. “And I don’t know either of

them.”

Becca was quiet. “Amber, there’s more to the story here. Maybe
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Kurt didn’t pull the plug on this,” she added. “I think he’s caught in the

middle. He wasn’t even acting CEO when you made your deal. Mike’s

the one who walked out. And there’s no way Kurt drafted a press

release while he was on stage doing his Robert Palmer

impersonation.”

Amber set her jaw. She wanted to rail and yell and be unreason‐
able. But Becca didn’t lie. What she said was worth considering. Becca

could see all of it from the outside.

“I hate to say it, my friend,” Becca continued. “The guy’s smitten.”

“Becca!” Amber protested. “That’s ridiculous.”

“He couldn’t keep his eyes off you,” Becca added. “He didn’t have to

bring dinner. Or hang out with us. Or find reasons to spend time with

you.”

She thought back. Kurt caught her as Amber had almost bounced

off the floor. He’d brought the office dinner. When she’d drenched

herself with water, he gave her the shirt off his back. He’d taken her

home and seemed genuinely concerned.

“Amber, he’s still in love with you,” Becca said.

“If he is,” Amber snapped back, “he has a hilarious way of showing

it.” She crossed her arms and huffed.

“Look, I mean what I said. Whatever his reason for coming here in

the first place, whether it was a serious look at the agency or a chance

to show off, deep down, the actual reason was you. He still cares. A

lot.”

“Not true.” Now, Amber was being stubborn. She didn’t want to

hear it. She scanned the road signs. They had another few blocks to

the hospital.

“Think about it. Kurt was the kid from the wrong side of town. His

father never held a job, so there were money problems. Maybe not

enough food to eat. His mother disappeared when he was five. With

neither one of them around, there was no proper role model. No one

to set him on the right course.” Becca glanced in the rearview mirror.

“It’s a wonder he made it through an entire semester.”

Setting her jaw, Amber tried hard not to hear the words. Kurt had

hinted about his father being hard to live with. She knew the man was
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bitter and rough around the edges. But it seemed Kurt never took him

seriously. He always changed the subject.

“Amber, maybe he wanted to leave this town,” she added. “Maybe

you did him a favor. If a person tells you your entire life that you’ll

never amount to anything, it becomes easy to believe. "But why would

he believe it?” Amber clenched her fists. She’d told Kurt he was some‐
thing special. She believed in him. Quinn did, too. Why didn’t he

listen to her? Did he think she was feeding his ego? That was

ridiculous.

“Do you know where Kurt’s father is now?” asked Becca.

Amber shook her head.

“I asked around when he showed up back here,” Becca replied.

“Alaska. Kurt’s father is in the middle of the wilderness. He left the

island when Kurt started college. They had a huge fight. His father

broke a TV, the dining room table, threw a lamp across the room. And

almost put Kurt in the hospital.”

“What?”

“Then, the man left. He never looked back. Kurt hasn’t heard from

him since.”

Amber held her fingertips to her eyes. Why hadn’t she pressed

Kurt about it? Why hadn’t she even thought to ask more questions?

She scanned her memories, looking for clues. The timeline made

sense. “That’s why he has something to prove. To his father. To me. To

Mike and All Star, Inc. Maybe to the universe.”

“I’d put my money on that. I think my detective work is done,”

Becca grinned. “Want to know something else?”

“I don’t know, Becca.” She smiled ruefully. “This is a lot to take in.

I’m not sure my brain can handle much more,” Amber twisted her lips.

Suddenly, Kurt's leaving made more sense.

“Fine. Well, here it is anyway. You’re still in love with Kurt

Stevens.”

“No, I am not.” Amber huffed. That was crazy. How could Becca

think that? Kurt was nothing but trouble, even before he stepped back

on the island.

He was a train wreck. Poison. Toxic.
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Becca stomped on the brakes.

Aa Amber flew forward, the seatbelt caught her, keeping her tight

to the seat. She was breathless and stunned.

Her best friend turned the car’s steering wheel, coming to a

complete stop by the side of the road.

“Will you just listen for one minute?” She held up a hand. “And

don’t say anything.” Becca leaned her head in to watch Amber’s face.

“After this, I promise I’ll drop it.”

Amber set her jaw. “Fine.”

Becca eased back in the seat. She focused her gaze into the

distance.

“We’ve all got baggage, my friend,” Becca added. “But you had an

extra tough blow. Your parents died with no warning. You were left to

take care of Quinn. It forced you to grow up, plan a funeral, pay the

bills, take care of the house, and go to school In a matter of five

minutes.”

Amber’s body tensed.

“So, you’ve done what any normal human being would do. You put

up walls,” Becca added. “Around you and around Quinn. And he’s an

adult now, Amber. He doesn’t need protection anymore.”

“I-I know.”

“Do you really know?” Becca’s face creased. Her eyes softened.

Amber’s mouth opened and closed. She stayed silent. Amber

desperately wanted to blame it all on Kurt. It was easier that way.

He’d destroyed her coffee machine. And the kitchen in her house.

There was no telling how much it would cost to rip up the hardwood

floor and replace it. He’d meddled in her life. Disrupted her routine.

Worst of all, he’d talked to Quinn. Maybe Kurt ran into her brother by

accident. Perhaps it was all planned from the start. But he had no

business inserting himself back into their lives.

And Amber couldn’t trust him.

He left. And didn’t look back. But five years ago, when Amber

broke it off, she secretly hoped he’d come back and fight for her. They

had options. He could run his businesses from the island. Amber

would have even considered moving, eventually, if Kurt had asked.
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But Kurt hadn’t fought for her. He’d left. Not another word

until now.

And when history repeated itself, Amber wanted to blame him.

After all this time, it only took twenty-four hours. Less than a day to

blow her life apart. Again.

She’d built her walls. Double-reinforced them. If Amber admitted

it to herself, if she examined her feelings beneath the layers and

barriers she’d carefully constructed over the last five years, the truth

was there.

Amber still loved Kurt, too.

Amber knew it because she allowed herself to be vulnerable. Just

for one minute. Sixty seconds. And it frightened her more than

anything. If she didn’t feel, she couldn’t get hurt.

But she’d opened her heart, just a sliver. After Kurt picked her up

off the parking lot, dusted off the gravel, and cradled her in his arms.

It felt right. Amber closed her eyes, allowing herself to replay the

memory. Kurt had run his fingertips along the side of Amber’s face,

tracing her cheekbone. His hand grazed her hair. She trembled like a

teenager. And she almost let Kurt kiss her.

Then she slapped him. Giving him the perfect excuse to leave.

Again.

You can’t just waltz back into my life and expect I’m just going to swoon
and fall at your feet. It’s been five years. I’ve heard nothing from you this
whole time. Can’t you see I’ve moved on?

In that moment, she was protecting herself. Reinforcing the

mantra she’s told herself these weeks, months, and years.

The mantra was this: Amber didn’t need anyone except her job,

her friends on the island, and her brother to be happy and healthy.

Everyone else Amber loved had left. Her parents. Kurt. She was better

off in her sheltered bubble on the island.

“I’ll drive, Amber.” Becca started the car. Glancing in the rearview

mirror, she pulled onto the road. After a mile, the Southeast Georgia

Medical Center building rose in the darkness. Light from patient

rooms glowed warm and bright.

Becca turned into the hospital parking lot, following the visitor
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signs. She continued down the first aisle, searching for parking. “Is

everyone having a baby tonight? Is there a full moon I don’t know

about?” She craned her neck. “Wait, I think I see something.” She

pointed. “Someone’s pulling out of a parking space.”

Amber didn’t answer. She was still inside her head, thoughts

racing.

She would fix this.

Jordan might still fire her, but Amber would find another position

at another agency. Even if she had to move from St. Simons. Maybe

she needed a clean break. Maybe that fresh start was across the coun‐
try. Or on the other end of the world.

But first things first.

“I’m going to talk to Kurt. Face to face.”

Becca turned off the engine and opened the car door. “What?”

“I want to hear this from Kurt,” Amber agreed. “The truth. We

need to get this out in the open. The account and the company; Kurt

leaving without saying a word. I deserve an explanation.”

“You do.” Swinging her bag over one shoulder, Becca closed the car

door. “It’s more than fair. But I have one request.”

Amber lifted her chin, meeting Becca’s gaze.

“Do it tomorrow. Think it through.” Becca nodded. “It’s been a

long day, and we’re both dead on our feet. You don’t want to say

things in anger. Goodness knows, be in a delirious state of mind

because you haven’t slept in two days.”

Becca was right. She was always right.

She was right about Amber loving him. And maybe, deep down,

Kurt still loved her, too.

“We’ll regroup at the office tomorrow, have the morning meeting,

and if you still want to go, you can leave,” Becca added. “Okay?”

“Okay.”

Kurt Stevens could wait. He could break her heart for the last time

tomorrow.

“Good,” she replied.

“Becca?”

Her friend turned.
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“Thank you,” added Amber.

“You’ve got it.” Becca stepped out of the car, waited for Amber to

do the same, and locked the door. She walked around the bumper and

linked arms with Amber.

“It’s a good thing my counseling services are pro bono.” Becca

tugged at Amber’s arm, drawing her in close. “I don’t think you could

afford me right now.”

“Funny.” Amber rested her head on Becca’s shoulder.

They laughed.

“Let’s go see Jordan,” Becca said. “I can’t wait to meet the newest

member of Big Splash.”
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fter making it to the Savannah city limits, Kurt turned

around. He drove the Range Rover south on I-95, passing St.

Catherine’s Island, Sapelo Island, and finally, signs for the Golden

Isles.

On the way back to St. Simon’s, he called the King and Prince, the

Ocean Inn, and the Inn by the Lighthouse. All booked. Every single

room. Kurt called the Jekyll Island Club Resort, one of his favorites,

then the Westin, and the Jekyll Ocean Club. Same story. Not one

room available.

Kurt was exhausted. He didn’t trust himself to think straight, let

alone show up on someone’s doorstep.

Finally, he tried the Hilton. Mike’s favorite.

They’d had one empty room. A couple flying in from Oregon had

an emergency and missed their flight. Kurt was happy to get it.

Mike was right; the place was perfect. Clean, bright, and comfort‐
able. Friendly staff. And a single wonderful room. With a bed.

He’d crashed hard, not even bothering to change out of his clothes

and shoes. Before he drifted off, Kurt listened for the sound of jet

engines. They lulled him right to sleep.
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SIX HOURS LATER, Kurt sat up. The room was bright. Too bright. He

blinked against the glare. For a moment, he wasn’t sure where he was.

It happened, sometimes, after being on the road for hours.

He stood up, walked across the room, and pulled open the

curtains.

Runway. Lear jets. Kurt smiled.

The Hilton. St. Simons Island.

Kurt checked his watch. Seven-thirty in the morning. He had time.

But he had to get moving if he had a shot at fixing this.

Thirty minutes later, Kurt was back in the Range Rover.

He pulled up to Big Splash, turned off the engine, and stepped out

of the SUV. The parking lot was full. The lights were on in the Big

Splash conference room.

Kurt ran a hand through his still-damp hair. He smoothed his shirt

and adjusted his tie. Inhaling deeply, he realized that the sun and sand,

being surrounded by the ocean, was precisely what he needed. He’d

spent the last five years crisscrossing the globe. Living in high-rises.

Spending more time in airports and airplanes than he had at his own

house, with no one to share it.

Kurt closed the SUV’s door. Locking the vehicle, he took the steps

to the agency two at a time. A blast of air conditioning hit his face as

he entered the building.

The foyer and lobby were empty. Past that, into the office area, all

the desks were empty. Kurt stopped and listened. Everyone was in the

conference room. He followed the hallway.

Becca’s voice rose above the others. Molly piped in. Kurt stepped

closer, listening for Amber. When he didn’t hear her voice, his shoul‐
ders slumped. Okay. If she wasn’t here, she wasn’t here. He would do

this anyway. Kurt owed everyone an explanation, not just Amber. If

he made a fool of himself, so be it; it might entertain the rest of the

office.

Kurt raised his hand to the door and moved to knock.
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Instead of staying closed, the door flew open. The figure of a

woman in yellow flashed before his eyes.

Kurt’s knuckles cracked. Someone yelped. Eight pairs of eyes

stared, swiveling from Kurt to the body curled up on the floor.

Suddenly, the entire room erupted in motion. Becca barking orders.

Molly running for ice and towels. The interns helping Amber sit up.

Kurt crouched down, surveying the damage.

He’d knocked a coffee cup out of Amber’s hand. It splattered

everywhere, sending latte-colored streaks across her yellow dress, the

wall, and the pale cream carpeting.

“Can someone help her up?” Becca shouted. “Kurt, get out of the

way.” She waved a hand at him, gesturing widely. “The rest of you give

her some room to breathe.”

Minutes later, Amber sat in a chair at the end of the table, an ice

pack applied and a blanket around her shoulders.

Kurt swallowed hard. He’d caused chaos. Again.

Becca’s eyes darkened.

“You’re about the last person we expected to see this morning.”

Becca wiped her hands on a spare cloth.

“I know,” Kurt started pacing. “And I wanted to talk to Amber in

person.” He paused. “But, you might as well all hear this.”

Amber raised her eyes to meet Kurt’s. She’d have a shiner. Maybe

the largest black eye he’d ever given someone. And he’d handed out a

few in his lifetime, just never to a girl.

“I’ll make this short because you have a business to run.”

No one spoke.

“And I realize I put that in jeopardy after last night’s announce‐
ment.” Kurt continued. “After the event ended, my boss called me.

They gave me an ultimatum. Sign with Hughes Media and become

CEO of All Star Energy or walk away.”

The room remained silent.

Kurt forced himself to continue. “All that work. All the planning

and the product I’d developed.” He sighed. “But, I’m not here to talk

about that.”
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All eyes in the room, except Amber’s, remained on Kurt. Becca

raised an eyebrow as the other office members waited.

“I quit.”

A few muffled gasps escaped. Amber’s chin lifted. She didn’t meet

his eyes, but he had her attention.

“That’s right. I resigned,” Kurt added. “I’m starting over. On my

own.”

Amber’s lips parted, but her gaze remained on the table. She tight‐
ened the blanket around her body.

Becca nodded in approval.

Molly’s eyes went wide.

“I came here today to make things right,” Kurt continued. “I owe all

of you an apology. You have every right to tell me to leave. I wouldn’t

blame you.”

No one from Big Splash moved.

“Believe me,” Becca replied, “It’s tempting.” There was a hint of a

smile behind the stern expression. “I guess we can hear you out.” She

glanced around the table, receiving nods.

“Your agency put its entire heart and soul into launching All Star

Energy,” Kurt continued. “The campaign was solid, the event was

amazing, and people loved it.”

“We were trending,” Molly piped up, “on Twitter and Instagram.”

“Past tense,” Becca chimed in. “But thank you for the sentiment,

Kurt. This team did an amazing job. They put their heart and soul into

the campaign pitch.”

“I know that,” Kurt admitted. “I drove all the way to Savannah last

night after getting the phone call from my boss.” He shrugged his shoul‐
ders. “After I decided, I couldn’t make the turn and head back to Atlanta.”

Amber looked up. Eyes red, cheek already turning purple. But she

was beautiful. And she was listening.

“I’m ready to sign with the agency,” Kurt continued. “For two

years. All the services we talked about.”

Becca and Amber exchanged a long glance.

Around the table, the atmosphere was hopeful.
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“And I can pay in full. Today.” Kurt pulled an ink pen out of his suit

coat and held it up. “Where’s the contract?” He scanned the room,

landing finally on Amber.

“The contract’s no good,” Amber replied. She glanced down at a

short pile of paperwork on the table. Ruffling through the top of the

stack, she withdrew the printed contract.

“Come on,” said Kurt, keeping his voice soft. “Pass it down here.”

Amber held the contract up, and with a flourish, tore it down the

middle. The rip reverberated through the conference room.

“No product, no brand name. No All Star.” Amber lifted her eyes to

meet Kurt’s. Behind the tough exterior, underneath the confidence

she projected, it hurt her. Deeply. And Kurt deserved to be put

through the wringer. “No contract.”

“But we could—”

“Big Splash doesn’t need charity,” Amber argued. “Don’t come back

here and make a big speech. This isn’t about the agency. It’s about

making you feel better.”

Kurt reddened. “It’s not. I swear it.”

Amber wriggled out of the blanket, face flushed pink.

Kurt braced for more.

Becca leaned over and lowered her voice. “Look, I can talk to him,”

she whispered. “We talked about this. Let me handle it.”

“No way.” Slowly, Amber lowered her ice pack. She got to her feet.

“Kurt, you’ve got a lot of nerve coming back here. You disappeared.

You embarrassed me. You humiliated my colleagues.” She took a

breath. “Without the courtesy of telling us what happened with your

company. We had to find out on Twitter.”

Kurt’s shoulders dropped. “It was a crap move.”

For a moment, it stunned Amber. But in true fashion, she rallied.

“You’re right. It’s total crap. We have to have trust and honesty in a

business relationship. With our clients.” She paused. “Otherwise, it

can’t work.”

“I understand.” Kurt had given this some thought in the time it

took him to drive back from Savannah. On the drive back into St.
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Simons. During the brief night in the Hilton. And during the drive

back to the agency.

“We’d like you to leave.” Amber’s voice trembled. “Molly, get the

door for Mr. Stevens.”

Kurt held one hand out to Molly and the other to Amber as if he

were holding off lions on the safari. “Wait. Don’t do this.”

Amber inhaled. She was trembling, just slightly. “Why not?”

Kurt pushed back from the table and stood up. It was now or

never. He walked toward Amber; his steps measured. One foot away,

close enough to feel her breath, he stopped.

“As I remember, Amber you’re a betting kind of gal.” Kurt drew

closer. “You like to beat the odds.”

No one moved.

“Amber,” Kurt continued. “I’ve got an offer you can’t refuse.”

Just as he’d hoped, Amber’s blue eyes widened. Just a little. The

black eye was swelling, despite the ice pack.

Becca hid a smile. She shook her head.

Molly giggled. The interns tittered, glued to Amber and Kurt.

“An offer I can’t refuse?” Amber wrinkled her forehead. She put

both hands on her hips. “Kurt Stevens, how are you going to pull that

off? That’s not possible.” And her eyes sparkled.

“I will.”

Kurt reached over and grasped her hand. He squeezed as a lone

tear ran down her cheek.

“Amber, I love you. I always have. I always will.” Kurt took a

breath. “Please give me a chance. One last chance.”

Amber looked into his eyes. Really searched, as if she could see

into his very soul. She wanted to believe him; he could feel it.

“I love you,” Kurt repeated. “I’m done running. I want to build a life

here. On the island with you.”
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A

E P I L O G U E

S I X  M O N T H S  L A T E R

mber strode into the boardroom, head held high. “Morning

everyone!” She flashed a wide smile. But today, her throat

didn’t close, her pulse didn’t gallop, and her heart rate didn’t

skyrocket.

She’d be lying if she said she wasn’t at all nervous. But she’d grown

and changed. Amber had learned to breathe through her anxiety.

Center herself. She no longer worked eighty-hour weeks. Amber’s

confidence level was back and she was happier than she’d been in

years.

Amber glanced around, making sure everyone was at the table. It

was a game-changing meeting. This time, it was O’Henry’s Coffee

company, an up-and-comer in the industry, looking to expand

specialty coffee houses from six to sixty across the southeastern

United States over the next five years, all while maintaining a cozy,

hometown feel. The company, started by a Birmingham, Alabama

orthodontist in 1993, boasted an impressive portfolio and an enthusi‐
astic following.

For a lifelong coffee lover, Amber jumped at the chance to pitch

the account. Jordan was there, back from maternity leave. Baby

113



Madison was six months old, healthy, and adorable, sporting Big

Splash onesies anytime she visited the office.

Across the room, Becca picked up a leather-bound notebook.

“Molly?”

The petite redhead looked up from her laptop.

“Can you make Amber one of those lattes using the O’Henry’s

beans, with the almond milk? Let’s make half a dozen and bring them

to the boardroom?” Becca batted her eyelashes. “I’ll be eternally grate‐
ful. Please and thank you.”

“Be back in a few.” Molly smiled and disappeared into the kitchen.

Outside, Amber heard the crunch of gravel in the parking lot. She

inhaled. “Better late than never.” She winked at Becca.

Then he was right there in front of her. In the room, in the flesh.

Every part of Amber’s body contracted. It didn’t matter how many

times she saw him. Same reaction. She couldn’t help herself.

Her skin prickled. Her toes curled. That darn sexy smile. Those

deep, lovely eyes. His beautiful lips curling into that brilliant smile.

“Hello, Amber.”

“Well, hello yourself,” she replied.

“You good?” Kurt asked. His eyes glowed soft and warm.

“You know me,” Amber grinned. “Just a momentary bit of panic,”

she whispered as they rounded the corner. “I’m good. I promise.”

In the month that followed the All Star Energy event, news spread.

Mike pulling back from any consideration of Big Splash and hiring

Hughes Media.

The public backlash had been brutal. Shares of All Star, Inc. fell

rapidly, bottoming out two weeks later. Amber didn’t wish rotten luck

on anyone or any company. She knew All Star, Inc. was resilient.

They’d bounce back.

Quinn, suspicious of anything All Star related, had confronted

Kurt. He’d been angry. Confused by the turn of events. And most of

all, worried about Amber.

After a long talk, it satisfied Quinn. And Kurt made good on his

promise. He’d quit the company, given up his high-rise apartment in

Atlanta, and walked away from his All Star, Inc. for good.
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A month later, he moved into a fixer-upper bungalow on Jekyll

Island. A cottage with an amazing view of the ocean, just a quick

drive away from Amber. They had romantic date nights, long walks

on the beach, and spent weekends picnicking on the Golden Isles'

shores.

Best of all, Kurt invested in Big Splash, ensuring the company’s

financial stability and adding an element of strategic planning acumen

the company needed to grow and flourish.

Jordan, as CEO, was the majority owner at fifty-one percent. Kurt

owned forty-nine percent and was named COO. The paperwork was

finalized four months earlier.

The injection of cash and resources allowed the company to think

bigger, woo new clients, and concentrate on the creative side of the

business. So far, Big Splash had added three major and six minor

accounts to the company portfolio. Today would be a huge win. But it

was up to Amber.

“You’ve got this,” Kurt whispered. He leaned in, kissed her cheek,

and caressed her hair.

“Hey,” Becca teased. “No public displays of affection.” She tapped

her fingers on the boardroom table, pretending impatience. “It’s so

unprofessional.”

“So many rules,” Kurt sighed. He stepped away, picked up an iPad,

and began scrolling through his part of the presentation.

Amber grinned back. In less than a minute, everything she’d

dreamed about would be happening. She ran through the pitch, the

numbers, the competition.

The door chime sounded from the other room. The mystery client

had arrived.

Amber’s heart stopped. She raised her eyes to Becca, then Kurt.

Sounds of happy greetings echoed from the agency’s lobby into the

boardroom.

Becca lifted an expectant eyebrow. She was just as nervous as

Amber, but her best friend thrived on adrenaline. Becca flashed her

winning smile, bolstering Amber’s confidence.

From across the room, Amber heard Kurt say her name. She lifted
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her head. He was there. Really there. Kurt hadn’t run. He hadn’t

disappeared.

“I love you,” he mouthed.

Amber flushed, feeling happy, content, and all the luckiest girl in

the world.

“I love you, too.”

Becca shook her head. “Please. You two are the poster children for

Hallmark cards and Lifetime movies.” She rolled her eyes in mock

dismay.

“Oh wait,” Kurt slapped a hand down on the table, causing Amber

to jump. Becca pressed a hand to her chest, laughing.

“Remember one thing, Amber,” Kurt added, a mischievous glint in

his eye. “I mean it.” He continued. “It works every time.”

Amber raised an eyebrow.

Kurt winked. His lips curled into that fantastic smile. “Be ‘Simply

Irresistible.’”
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“T

D A N C I N G  N A K E D  I N  D I X I E

C H A P T E R  1

he new editor needs you, Julia.” A stern summons from

Dolores Stanley leaps over the cubicles and follows me like

a panther stalking its prey.    

“Just give me a minute,” I beg with a wide smile as I sail by the

front office and a row of hunch-shouldered executive assistants.

Steaming Starbucks in hand, my new powder-white jacket stuffed in

the crook of my arm, I give a quick wave over my shoulder.

I am, after all, late, a bit jet-lagged, and on deadline. A very tight

deadline.

A glance at my watch confirms two hours and counting to finish

the article. I walk faster. My heart twists a teensy bit.  

I don’t mean to get behind. Really, it just sort of happens.

However, that’s all going to change, starting today. I’m going to

organize my life, work, home, all of it. I’ll be able to check email on

the road, never miss an appointment, and keep up with all of my

deadlines.

Just as soon as I can find the instruction manual to my new

iPhone. And my earpiece.    

Anyway, it’s going to be great!

So great, that I’m not the least bit panicked when I round the
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corner and see my desk; which, by the way, is wallpapered in post-it

notes, flanked by teetering stacks of mail, and littered with random

packages. Even my voicemail light is flashing furiously.

Before I can take another step, the phone starts ringing.

In my rush to pick it up, I trip and nearly fall over a pile of books

and magazines someone carelessly left behind. A thick travel guide

lands on my foot and excruciating pain shoots through my toes. My

coffee flies out of my hand and splats on the carpeting. I watch in

horror as my latte seeps into the rug fibers.

“Darn it all!” I exclaim, snatching up the leaking cup and setting it

on my desk. Other choice expressions shuttle through my brain as I

catch the edge of the chair with one hand to steady myself. I frown at

the offending mess on the floor. Who in the world?

Until it dawns on me. Oh, right. I left it all there in my hurry to

make my flight to Rome. My fault. I close my eyes, sigh deeply, and

the strap of my bag tumbles off my shoulder. Everything—keys,

mascara, lip gloss, spare change—falls onto the desk with a huge clat‐
ter. Letters and paper flutter to the floor like confetti in the Macy’s

Day Parade. Just as Dolores sounds off again, her voice raspy and

caffeine-deprived.

“Now, Julia.”

My spine stiffens.

“Be right there,” I call out in my most dutiful employee voice. Right

after I find my notes and calm down.

As I start to search through my briefcase, a head full of thick silver

curls appears over the nubby blue paneling.

“Hey, before you rush off,” Marietta whispers, “how was Italy? Was

it gorgeous, wonderful?”

“Marvelous,” I smile broadly at my closest friend and conjure up a

picture postcard of Rome, Florence, and sun-drenched Tuscany. Five

cities, seven days. The pure bliss of nothing but forward motion.

“From the sound of it, I should have stayed another day.”  

Marietta studies my face.

It’s the understatement of the year. I hate to admit it, but the

prospect of inhabiting an office cubicle for a week intimidates me
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more than missing the last connection from Gatwick and sleeping on

the airport floor. Claustrophobia takes over. I actually get hives from

sitting still too long. Most days, I live out of suitcases. And couldn’t be

happier!    

I’m a travel writer at Getaways magazine. Paid for the glorious task

of gathering fascinating snippets of culture and piecing them into

quirky little stories. Jet-setting to the Riviera, exploring the Great

Barrier Reef, basking on Bermuda beaches. It’s as glamorous and

exhilarating as I imagined.

Okay, it is a tad lonely, from time to time, and quite exhausting.

Which is precisely why I have to get organized. Today.

I sink into my chair and try to concentrate. What to tackle first?

Think, think.   

“Julia Sullivan!”

Third reminder from Dolores. Uh-oh.

Marietta rolls her eyes. “Guess you better walk the plank,” she

teases. “New guy’s waiting. Haven’t met him yet, but I’ve heard he’s

the ‘take no prisoners’ sort. Hope you come back alive.”

All of a sudden, my head feels light and hollow.

I’ve been dying to find out about the magazine’s new editor.

Every last gory detail.

Until now.

“I’m still in another time zone,” I offer up to Marietta with a weak

smile. My insides churn as I ease out of my chair.

Marietta tosses me a wry look. “Nice try. Get going already, sport.”

I tilt my head toward the hallway and pretend to pout. When I

glance back, Marietta’s already disappeared. Smart girl.

“Fine, fine.” I tug a piece of rebellious auburn hair into place,

smooth my suit, and begin to march. My neck prickles.

I’m not going to worry. Not much anyway.

My pulse thuds.

Not going to worry about change. Or a re-organization. Or pink

slips.

Focus, Julia.

The last three editors adored me.
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At least half of the North American Travel Journalist Association

awards hanging in the lobby are mine.

The best projects land in my lap. Almost always.

Well, there was the one time I was passed over for St. Barts, but I’m

sure what’s-her-name just had PMS that day. And I did get Morocco

in February.

This last trip to Italy? Hands-down, one of the choice assignments.

I round the corner and come within an inch of Dolores Stanley’s

bulbous nose. As I step back, her thin red lips fold into a minus sign.

Chanel No. 5 wraps around me like a toxic veil.

Dolores is the magazine’s oldest and crankiest employee. Every‐
one’s afraid of her. To be perfectly honest, Dolores doesn’t like anyone,

except Marietta—and the guy in accounting who signs her paycheck.

And that’s only twice a month.

Most of the office avoids her as if she’s been quarantined with a

deadly virus. “Good morning, Dolores,” I say with forced cheer.

As expected, she ignores me completely. Instead, Dolores heaves

her purple polyester-clad bottom up off the chair, and lumbers

toward the editor’s office. Breathing hard, she pushes open the huge

mahogany door, frowns, and tosses in my name like a careless football

punt.

I follow the momentum, shoulders back, hoping Dolores doesn’t

notice my shaking hands.  

Stop it, Julia. No worries, right?

Dolores pauses and murmurs something that sounds like 'good

luck.' Wait. Dolores wished me luck? That freaks me out completely. I

want to run. Or fall to the floor, hand pressed to my forehead,

prompting someone to call the paramedics.

Too late. The door clicks shut behind me. The office already

smells different. Masculine, earthy, like leather and sand. I crane my

neck to see the new person’s face, but the high-back chair blocks my

view; an occasional tap-tap on a keyboard the only sound in the

room.

I fill my lungs, exhale, and wait.

Light streams onto the desk, now piled high with newspapers,
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memos, and several back issues of Getaways. A navy Brooks Brothers

jacket hangs in the corner.

I gaze out the window at the majestic skyscrapers lining Broad‐
way, a blur of activity hidden behind a silver skin of glass and metal. A

short ride away, three international airports bustle with life. Jets ready

to whisk me away at a moment’s notice. My pulse starts to race just

thinking about it.

“Not in a big hurry to meet the boss?”

The gruff voice startles me. My knees lock up.  

“Sir?” I play innocent and hope he’ll blame Dolores.

The chair spins around. Two large feet plop on the desk and cross

at the ankles. My eyes travel up well-dressed legs, a starched shirt, and

a red silk tie. They settle on a pair of dark eyes that almost match

mine.

For a moment, nothing works. My brain, my mouth, I can’t

breathe. It absolutely, positively may be the worst shock-of-my-life

come true.

“David?” I stutter like a fool and gather my composure from where

it has fallen around my feet.   

The broad, easy grin is the same. But the hair is now a little more

salt than pepper. The face, more weather-beaten than I remember.

“I told them you’d be surprised.” David’s face flashes from smug to

slightly apologetic.

I say nothing.

“They talked me out of retirement,” David folds his arms across his

chest and leans back. “Said they had to have me.”

“I’ll bet,” I offer with a cool nod.

His face reveals nothing. “Not going to be a problem, is it?”   

Of course, it is! I dig my fingernails into my palm, shake my head,

and manage to force up the corners of my mouth.

“Good.” David slides his feet off of the desk and thumbs through a

pile of magazines.

I stand motionless, watching his hands work. The familiar flash of

gold is gone. I glower at his bare finger, incensed to the point of
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nearly missing all that he is saying. I watch David’s mouth move; he’s

gesturing.

“…and so, we’re going to be going in a new direction.” He narrows

his gaze. “Julia?”

I wrench my eyes up. “A new direction,” I repeat in a stupid, sing-

song voice.

David frowns. With a smooth flick of his wrist, he tosses a copy of

Getaways across the desk. He motions for me to take it.

“The latest issue,” he says.

Gingerly, I reach for it. And choke. That’s funny. I purse my lips.

Funny strange. The cover story was supposed to be mine. My feet start

to tingle. I want to run.

Instead, I force myself to begin paging through for the article and

stunning photos I’d submitted—shots of the sapphire-blue water,

honey-gold beaches, and the lush green landscape.

With forced nonchalance, I search through the pages. Flip. Flip.

Flip. In a minute, I’m halfway through the magazine. No article. No

Belize. No nothing. My fingers don’t want to work anymore. I feel

sick.

“Julia, what is it? You seem a little pale,” David prods. He leans back

in his chair and stares at me with an unreadable expression.

I continue looking. Where is my article? Buried in the middle?

Hidden in the back? More pages. I peek up at David, who meets my

dismay with a steady gaze.

What kind of game is he playing?

I yank my chin up. “No, nothing’s wrong,” I say lightly, “not a

thing.”

Inside, I’m screaming like a lunatic. There must be a mistake. My

bottom lip trembles the slightest bit. I blink. Surely, I’m not going

to…lose my…

“It was junk. Pure and simple,” David interrupts, the furrows on

his forehead now more pronounced. He jumps up and folds his arms

across his chest. “Bland, vanilla. The article screamed boring. It was

crap.”
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Crap? Don’t mince any words, David. He might as well toss a bucket

of ice water on my head. I shiver, watching him.

“Let me ask you this.” David stops walking back and forth and puts

his fists on the desk. “How much time did you actually spend writing

and researching the article? Just give me a rough estimate. In hours or

days?” David’s finished making his point. He sits down and begins

glancing through a red folder.

My mind races. Last month? Right. Trip to Belize.

Focus. Try to focus.

I fidget and tap out an uneven rhythm with my shoe. Excuses

jumble in my head, swirling like my brain is on spin cycle.

David clears his throat. He opens a manila envelope, thumbs

through the contents, then gazes at me with the force of a steam-

driven locomotive. “Are you taking care of yourself? Taking your …

prescriptions?”

The words cut like a winter wind off the Baltic Sea.

I grope for words. My thoughts fall through my fingers.

My attention deficit isn’t exactly a secret. Most everyone knows

it’s been a problem in the past. But, things are under control … it’s all

been fine.

Until now.

I start to seethe. David continues to gaze intently and wait for my

reply.

What are you, a psychiatrist? I want to spout. Not to mention all of the

HR rules you’re breaking by asking me that.

“I’m off the medication. Doctor’s orders. Have been for several

years,” I answer, managing to give him a haughty the-rest-is-none-of-

your-business stare.

David backs off with a swivel of his chair. “Sorry. Just concerned,”

he says, holding one cuff-linked hand in the air. “So, exactly how much

time did you spend on the article?” David enunciates each word, stab‐
bing them through my skin like daggers.

“Five hours,” I blurt out, immediately wishing I could swallow the

words and say twelve. “Maybe seven.”

David makes a noise. Then, I realize he’s laughing. At me. At my
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enormous fib.

My face is scarlet, glowing hot.

Head bent, David flips through a set of papers. He pauses at a small

stack. I recognize the coffee stain on one edge and the crinkled

corner. My article.

“Let me quote verbatim to you, Ms. Sullivan,” he says, his tone

mocking. “Belize offers the best of both worlds, lovely beaches and a

bustling city full of good restaurants. Visitors can find fascinating

artwork and treasure hunt for souvenirs downtown.”

He stops.

Surely, my article was better. He must have the draft. Oh, there

wasn’t a draft. Oops. Because I hadn’t allowed myself much time.

Come to think of it, I banged most of it out on the taxi ride from the

airport. I accidentally threw away most of my notes in a shopping bag,

which wasn’t really my fault. I was late for my plane. And then…

“So, I killed it.” David ceremoniously holds the papers over the

trash can and lets go.

I watch the white papers float, then settle to their final resting

place. Maybe I should jump in after them? My legs start to ache. Why

did I wear these stupid Prada boots that pinch my left heel?

“But, all is not lost,” David says dramatically. “I’ll give you a chance

to redeem yourself.” He drums his fingers on the desk. “If you can up

the caliber of your writing. Spend some time. Put your heart into it.”

I don’t say a word. Or make a sound. Because if I do, I’m sure to

sputter out something I’ll regret. Or, God forbid, cry. Redeem myself?

Put my heart into it?

Deep breath. Okay, I can afford to work a teensy bit harder. Give a

tad more effort here and there. But, the criticism. Ouch! And coming

from David, it’s one hundred times worse. The award-winning super-

journalist who circled the globe, blah, blah, blah.

David cracks his knuckles. “Look, I know it’s been tough since

your mother’s illness and all.” His tone softens slightly. “Her passing

away has been difficult for everyone.”

I manage not to leap over the desk and shake him by the shoulders.

Difficult? How would he know? My blood pressure doubles. Stay calm.
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Just a few more minutes. Doesn’t he have some other important meet‐
ing? An executive lunch?

David drones on like he’s giving a sermon. I try to tune him out,

but can’t help hearing the next part.

“Julia, it’s affected your writing. Immensely. And look at you.

You’ve lost weight. You’re exhausted. I want you to know I under‐
stand your pain—”

“You don’t understand,” I cut in before I can stop myself. My

mother died two years ago. She was sick before that. I still miss her

every day. Damn him. Get out of my personal life. And stay out.  

We stare each other down, stubborn, gritty gunfighters in the Wild

West.

“Fine,” David says evenly and breaks my gaze. “So, as you’ve heard,

the magazine is going in a new direction. The focus group research

says …” He glances down at some scribbled notes. “It says our Amer‐
ican readers want to see more ‘out of the way’ places to visit. Road

trips. A Route 66 feel, if you will.”

Focus groups. I forgot all about that obsession.

David pauses to make sure I’m listening. For once, he has my undi‐
vided attention.

“According to the numbers, they’re saturated with Paris, London,

the Swiss Alps. They want off the beaten path. Local flavor. So, we’re

going to give it a shot. We’ll call it something like ‘Back Roads to Big

Dreams.’”

What a horrible idea. I swallow hard. Our readers don’t want that!

Who did he interview in these focus groups? The Beverly Hillbillies?

David continues, immensely pleased with the concept. “The

emphasis is going to be on places that offer something special—

perhaps historically or culturally. But the town or city must also be

looking toward the future. Planning how to thrive, socially and

economically. It’s going to be part of a new series, if it turns out well.”

David puts emphasis on ‘if’ and shoots me a look. “What do you

think?”

Is he joking? He doesn’t want my opinion. Does he honestly think

I like the idea?
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David pauses. Apparently, he expects a response. An intelligent,

supportive one.

“Sounds … interesting,” I manage to squeak out and shift uncom‐
fortably. I predict that I’ll be spending a full day spinning half-truths.

I’ll likely be offered a lifetime membership in Deceivers Anonymous if

I don’t die first.

David snatches up his glasses. Glasses? When did he start wearing

glasses?

“I know you’re our token globe-trotter, but I’d hoped you’d be

more enthusiastic.” He taps his Mont Blanc on his desk calendar and

then points to the enormous wall atlas. “I’m thinking Alabama.”

Something massive and thick catches in my throat. My head

swivels to the lower portion of the map. I begin to cough uncon‐
trollably.

Ever so calmly, David waits for me to quit.

When I catch my breath, my mind races with excuses. The words

stumble out of my mouth, tripping over themselves. “But, I have plans.

Tickets to the Met, a fundraiser, a gallery opening, and book club on

Monday.” I don’t mention the Filene’s trip I’d planned. Or the

romantic date I’ve been promising Andrew, my neglected boyfriend.

David waves a hand to dismiss it all. “Marietta can handle the

magazine-related responsibilities.”

From the top drawer of his desk, he produces an airline ticket and

a folder with my name on it. He sets them on the edge of his desk.

Something I can’t decipher plays on his lips.

I keep my voice even. “What about Bali?” I had planned to leave for

the South Pacific a week from Friday. “It’s on my calendar. It’s been

on there…”

David shakes his head. “Not anymore.”

The words wound me like a thousand bee stings.

“Alabama,” David repeats.

I swallow, indignant. He’s plucked me off a plum assignment

without a thought to my schedule. My new boss is sending me to

who-knows-where, and he looks perfectly content. I narrow my eyes

and fold my arms.
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“Seriously David, you’re sending me on an assignment to…

Alabama? Alabama?” I sputter, searching my brain for an appropriate

retort. “I’d rather—I don’t know—dance naked for my next assignment

than go to Alabama!”

The announcement comes out much louder than I intend and

reverberates through the room. Dolores probably has her ear pressed

to the door, but the phrase bounces off my boss like a cotton ball.

David smothers a chuckle. “Suit yourself.”

“It’s a done deal, isn’t it?” I finally manage, my voice low and

uneven. The answer is obvious. The airline ticket and folder are

within my grasp. I don’t move a centimeter toward them. For all I

know, the inside of one of them is coated with Anthrax. For a brief

moment, I picture myself, drawing one last ragged breath, on the floor

of David’s brand-spanking-new office carpeting.

“It’s your choice.” David swipes at his glasses and settles them on

his nose. “Deadline’s a week from today. That’s next Wednesday. Five

o’clock. Take it or leave it.”

I stifle an outward cringe at his tone, and the way he’s spelling it

out for me. Syllable by syllable, like I’m a toddler caught with my hand

in the cookie jar.

Take it or leave it.

Not the assignment. My job.

It’s your choice.

David’s fingers hit the keyboard. Click-clack. “Oh, and leave your

notes on Italy with Dolores. I’ll write the article myself.”

That’s it. The meeting’s over. I’m fuming. Furious. I want to rip up

the papers an inch from his face and let a hailstorm of white scraps

fall to the carpet.

Take it or leave it.

I start to turn on my heel and walk out like we’d never had the

conversation. David will come around, won’t he?

Then, I stop. It’s a joke. An awful, terrible joke. Do I have other job

prospects? Do I want to change careers? What about my apartment?

What about the bills?

Fine. Okay. Have it your way, David.
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I catch myself before I stick my tongue out. He probably has

surveillance cameras set up on a 24-hour loop.  

David knows I’m beaten.

So, I bend, ever so slightly. In one quick motion, I reach out to

tuck the folder and ticket under my arm. In slow motion, the papers

slip through my fingers like water between rocks in a stream.

Damn! The clatter of David's awkward typing stops.

So much for a smooth exit.

On the ground lies a square white envelope and matching note

card. I swoop down to gather my mess.

Though I’m trying not to notice, I can’t help but stare at the deli‐
cate pen and ink lines on the front of the card. There’s no lettering,

just thin strokes of black that form the outline of a majestic mansion

and its towering columns. Before I can stop myself, I flip open the

note card, expecting a flowery verse or invitation. Some event I’ll be

expected to attend for the magazine? A party?

There are only a few sentences inside, barely legible, scrawled in

loopy, old-fashioned writing. David, Please help, I can make out.

Underneath, a scribbled signature. An M, maybe?

Hmph. There’s no end to what people will do to get a story.

Gifts, money, flowers, I’ve seen it all. Traded for a snippet of

publicity.

I refold the note and hand it across the desk. It must not be partic‐
ularly important, because David takes the card and sets it aside

without glancing at it.

Necessary papers tucked securely in the crook of my arm, I

straighten up, flick an imaginary piece of lint off my skirt with my

free hand, and begin to walk out. My feet brush the carpet in small,

level steps.

I reach for the doorknob, inches from the hallway.

“Have fun! Don’t forget to check in,” David calls after me. “Oh, and

send a postcard.”

I scowl. His voice is ringing in my ears.

That’s low. Lower than low. He knows I collect postcards. Make

that used to. In my past life. I want to stomp out—have a proper four-
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year-old temper tantrum. Be in control, I tell myself. Keep your chin

up. Walk.

David can go to Hell!

I make the most horrible, gruesome face I can think of.

Surveillance cameras be damned.

Visit Amazon or BN.com to

purchase your copy of Dancing Naked in Dixie.
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