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Children’s children are a crown to the aged, and parents are the pride of their children.
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Francine Tanner downshifted, decelerating to less than ten miles an hour as the rain came down in torrents, obstructing her view. The rising wind blew the precipitation sideways. The wipers were at the highest speed, yet did little to sluice the water off the Corvette’s windshield fast enough. She maneuvered along Sanctuary Cove’s Main Street before turning off onto Moss Alley and parking behind the Beauty Box; she turned off the wipers and then the engine of the low-slung sports car. It’d been raining for nearly a week and she, like everyone else who lived along South Carolina’s Sea Islands, wondered when they would ever see the sun again.

Pulling the hood of her raincoat over her head, she sprinted through puddles in the parking lot to the rear of the full-service salon and day spa. It took several attempts before she was able to unlock the door. Her mother had had the locksmith change the cylinder, yet it still jammed. She made a mental note to have him replace the entire lock. Pushing open the steel door, she flipped on the light switches and within seconds recessed and track lights illuminated the newly renovated salon like brilliant summer sunlight.

Francine had come in an hour before the salon opened for business to take down Christmas decorations and pack them away until the next season. After hanging up her raincoat in the employee lounge, she slipped out of her wet running shoes and turned on the satellite radio to one of her favorite stations. Hip-hop blared through the speakers concealed throughout ceiling panels.

She took a quick glimpse at her reflection along the wall of mirrors. A profusion of dark red curls framed her face, falling to her shoulders; it wasn’t the first time she realized she’d been so busy styling the hair of the salon’s customers that she’d neglected the most important person in her life: Francine Dinah Tanner.

Although she normally didn’t make New Year’s resolutions, she resolved she would dedicate this year to herself at the same time she pulled her hair off her face, securing it in an elastic band. Several wayward curls escaped the band, grazing her ears and the nape of her neck.

She needed a new look and definitely a new attitude but didn’t want to think about all the things she had to do to change her life as she pushed her sock-covered feet into a pair of leather clogs and walked to the front of the shop to check the voice mail. Five days a week Francine helped her mother manage the salon, cut and style hair, and occasionally fill in for the manicurist and/or aesthetician whenever they were backed up. The other two days were now spent helping her grandmother adjust to moving from her Charleston condo to living under the same roof with her son, daughter-in-law, and granddaughter.

Eighty-one-year-old Dinah Donovan Tanner had protested loudly when her son insisted she give up living independently and move into a wing of his house on Cavanaugh Island. Frank Tanner had installed an elevator so his mother wouldn’t have to navigate the staircase, converted the west wing to include a bedroom suite with an adjoining bath outfitted for a senior, a living/dining room with a sitting area, and a state-of-the-art kitchen. Once the octogenarian saw her new apartment she reluctantly agreed to move to Sanctuary Cove. Even if Grandma Dinah had initially pouted like a surly adolescent, Francine secretly applauded her father’s decision to take control of his mother’s life because it meant she didn’t have to drive to Charleston to see to her grandmother’s physical and emotional well-being. And most nights she ate dinner with her. Dinah, who’d lived up to her reputation as one of the best cooks in the Lowcountry, had settled into a more laid-back life on the island, grinning nonstop because she got to see her only grandchild every day.

Now that her best friend, Morgan Dane Shaw, was married, they had curtailed their early morning bicycle outings from five days a week, weather permitting, to one or two. She and Morgan had been high school outsiders and had never cultivated close relationships with the other students living in Charleston or on Cavanaugh Island. Even when both left the island to attend out-of-state colleges they never lost contact with each other. She missed hanging out with her friend, but she was glad that Morgan had found her happily ever after with Nathaniel Shaw.

Pencil in hand, Francine activated the voice mail feature and jotted down appointments in the book spread out on the reception desk. There were messages from regulars who wanted a myriad of services. Then she went completely still when she heard the last two messages. The nail technician and one of the stylists had called to say they were experiencing flulike symptoms.

Two weeks after Thanksgiving influenza had swept across the island like wildfire. Hardly anyone was left unscathed. Classroom attendance in the schools in the island’s three towns—Sanctuary Cove, Haven Creek, and Angels Landing—was drastically reduced when students, faculty, and staff alike succumbed to the virus. The local health department had declared a health emergency, forcing the schools’ superintendent to issue an order to close the schools four days before the onset of the Christmas recess. Under another set of circumstances students would’ve applauded extending the holiday recess, but most were too sick to celebrate.

The waiting room in Dr. Asa Monroe’s medical practice had been standing room only. The island’s resident doctor sent his patients home to limit the spread of the virus and made house calls instead. Dinah refused to let Dr. Monroe give her a flu shot, declaring she didn’t like doctors or needles, opting instead to take an herbal concoction guaranteed to offset the symptoms of colds and flu. The elderly woman declared proudly that she was healthier than many half her age because of the herbal remedies that had been passed down through generations of Donovan women. Francine and her parents took the shot and were fortunate enough to avoid the full effect of chills, fever, and general lethargy. However, her mother, Mavis Tanner, like most of the merchants in the Cove, closed the Beauty Box for a week because of a rash of cancellations. She’d used the time to have repairs made to the adjacent space that was now the Butterfly Garden Day Spa.

Francine disassembled the lifelike artificial tree, putting it and the ornaments in a large duffel bag on wheels. Coming in early had its advantages. She could listen to her favorite stations on the radio before some of the elderly customers gave her the stink eye about her taste in music. They’d grumbled constantly to Mavis until Francine told her mother she wouldn’t be opposed to listening to a station featuring songs spanning the sixties, seventies, and sometimes the eighties because she’d grown up listening to the music from her parents’ youth.

She’d just wheeled the duffel into the storeroom when the rear door opened and her mother walked in. “We’re down two this morning, Mama.”

“Who are they?” Mavis asked as she hung her jacket on the wall hook.

“Candace and Danita have come down with the flu. Don’t worry, I’ll cover for both,” Francine volunteered.

She watched as Mavis shook the moisture from her shoulder-length twists. Physically she and her mother were complete opposites. Mavis, petite with a dark complexion, claimed the distinctive broad features of her Gullah ancestry, while Francine had inherited her paternal grandmother’s fair complexion, red hair, and freckles. However, the special gift she’d been born with to discern the spirit had come from her maternal grandmother.

Mavis slipped into a black smock with her name and Beauty Box embroidered in white lettering over her heart. “How many customers does Candace have?”

Francine put on her own smock. “Three. She has two cuts and a color. We can’t afford to turn anyone away after losing a week’s receipts.”

“We’re going to fare a lot better than some of the other shop owners who rely on folks coming in from the mainland to keep them out of the red until the spring and summer.”

The Beauty Box, the only salon on the island, boasted a thriving year-round business because many residents didn’t want to drive or take the ferry into Charleston to get their hair and nails done, while most mom-and-pop stores in the Cove and the Creek weren’t as fortunate. They relied on an influx of tourists during the spring and summer months to sample the cuisine, buy local handicrafts, and tour the antebellum mansions and plantations.

“You’re right,” Francine agreed. She stared at Mavis as she took a large envelope filled with cash out of her tote. Although the salon accepted credit card payments, some of their customers still preferred using cash. “You’re past due for a rinse, Mama.” The neatly twisted hair was liberally streaked with gray.

Mavis’s dark brown eyes met a pair of shimmering emerald green. “Your mama is fifty-nine. And that means I’m old enough to have gray hair and at least one grandbaby.”

Francine rolled her eyes. “Please, let’s not start in on grandbabies again, Mama. You don’t hear Grandma Dinah talking about becoming a great-grandmother.”

“That’s because she’s already a grandmother,” Mavis countered. “Adding great to grandmother is just a formality. I’m the only woman in the Chamber of Commerce’s Ladies Auxiliary who’s not a grandmother and that is something Linda Hawkins is quick to bring up every chance she gets.”

“That’s because she’s still pissed off that you took Daddy from her.”

Mavis glared at Francine. “I didn’t take him from her because she couldn’t lose something she never had.”

“That’s not what she tells anyone who will stand still long enough for her to bad-mouth you.”

“And you know I don’t entertain gossip or lies.”

“I know and so does everyone on Cavanaugh Island,” she mumbled under her breath at the same time she took the envelope from her mother. “I’ll put this in the cash register for you.”

She did not have to be reminded of her mother’s pet peeve; beauty salons were usually breeding grounds for salacious gossip, and because of this Mavis had a hard and fast rule that if any of her employees were caught gossiping with the customers or repeating something they’d overheard it would be grounds for immediate dismissal. Mavis ran her business with the precision of a Marine Corps drill sergeant much to the satisfaction of those who frequented the salon. If someone had an appointment for two, then they were guaranteed to be sitting in a chair at that time or within fifteen minutes.

Francine knew if she didn’t put some distance, if only temporarily, between herself and her mother, Mavis would invariably bring up the topic of her not dating some of the men who’d expressed an interest in her. Although Mavis claimed she didn’t entertain gossip Francine knew she’d overheard talk about her daughter being linked with David Sullivan.

The attractive Charleston-based attorney had become a very eligible bachelor once his girlfriend ended their five-year relationship because of his inability to commit. Although she and David were seen together at the annual Island Fair, she was aware their friendship would never become more than that. David was a wonderful catch but not for her. Francine knew her mother’s wish to become a grandmother was overshadowed by her need to see her daughter married to someone with whom she could spend the rest of her life.

When she married Aiden Fox, Francine believed it would be forever. But, sadly, her fairy-tale marriage didn’t end with a happily ever after. Deceit and mistrust had reared its ugly head once she realized the man who’d declared his undying love had only used her to further his acting career. What had shocked her more than Aiden’s duplicity was that she hadn’t seen it coming. Although she could see someone else’s future in her visions, she could not do the same with her own. She still believed in love and happily ever after, although it appeared to have passed her by. She wanted all of the things she and her best friend, Morgan, had talked about when they were teenage girls. They’d wanted to fall in love and marry men who would love and protect them, who’d become the fathers of their children, and with whom they would grow old together. She hadn’t given up on love, and she was still hopeful she would be given a second chance at finding her own happiness.

Tapping buttons, she entered the passcode on the electronic cash register, placing the bills in the drawer and then closing it. Staring through the front door’s beveled glass, Francine smiled when she saw pinpoints of sunlight coming through watery clouds. The downpour was letting up. Maybe with the sun her mood would improve. Last night she’d had a vision wherein she heard angry voices; the sound grew louder, reverberating in her head. She then saw gaping mouths from which spewed expletives and threats. What she couldn’t see were the faces of the people in her vision. She knew it was in Sanctuary Cove because she recognized the marble statue of patriot militiaman General Francis Marion atop a stallion in the town square. The vision had vanished quickly, but the uneasiness that had gripped her persisted. This was the second time the vision had come to her. The first was on Christmas Eve, when she’d returned from Charleston after a day of last-minute shopping, and Francine hadn’t thought much of it until now.

She made a mental note to talk to her mother about it. Mavis, who’d grown up with her own mother talking about dreams and visions, had taught Francine how to interpret her visions, but this one puzzled even her. It was on a rare occasion that she didn’t or couldn’t see the faces of the people in the images and because of that it was more than disturbing. Who, or what, she mused, had set neighbors against one another?

Francine was six when she realized she was different from other children. A week before she was to enter the first grade she could describe what the school’s new first grade teacher looked like. When Francine recounted the frightening incident to Mavis she reassured her that Francine had been born with a special gift just like her grandmother, but that the gift would have to remain the family’s secret. The second vision didn’t appear until she turned ten, and then they became more frequent as she grew older. Morgan was the only person aside from her family that knew she had psychic abilities.

Francine unlocked the front door and turned over the sign to indicate the Beauty Box was open for business. Francine returned to the lounge and found Brooke Harrison, the shampoo girl, and Taryn Brown, the aesthetician-masseuse, brewing coffee and setting out an assortment of sweet breads from the Muffin Corner for the staff. The space contained a utility kitchen with a microwave, cappuccino-espresso machine, refrigerator-freezer, half bath, and a table with seating for six as well as a seating arrangement to accommodate eight. It was where the employees came to relax between customers and take their meals. A cleaning service came in twice a week to keep the salon and spa spotless. Mavis spared no expense when it came to creating a relaxing environment for her customers and employees.

“The coffee smells wonderful,” Francine said as she tuned the radio to a cool jazz station. Brooke smiled and the skin around her robin’s-egg-blue eyes crinkled with the gesture. They teased each other, saying they were sisters from different mothers, because both had red curly hair.

“It’s a hazelnut blend.”

Brooke, a recent cosmetology graduate, had offered to assume the responsibility for brewing coffee. She still worked part-time as a Starbucks barista. “Candace and Danita have called in sick, so we’re going to be a little tight today,” Francine informed the two women.

“Do I have any cancellations?” Taryn asked Francine.

“No. You’re good.” Taryn, who’d worked at a spa in Atlanta for more than fifteen years but wanted a more laid-back setting, had applied for the position of masseuse when she’d read that the Beauty Box had expanded to include a day spa. Offering spa services had attributed to a steady increase in the salon’s overall profit margin.

The chime on the front door echoed and Francine went to greet their first client of the day.

Keaton Grace knew he couldn’t meet with his attorney and business manager looking like the Wolfman. He hadn’t shaved in more than two weeks and hadn’t cut his hair in four. He’d spoken to Devon Gilmore, who’d arranged to meet him in Sanctuary Cove so he could sign the necessary documents to dissolve the partnership between him and his investment banker slash brother-in-law. At forty-one, he now wanted complete control of his projects: writing, directing, and producing. The dissolution had caused a rift between Keaton and his sister Liana, but he was willing to risk their close relationship in order to control his own destiny.

Opening the binder on the boardinghouse’s bedside table with listings of shops and services on Cavanaugh Island, he perused it. Reading the advertisement for the Beauty Box, he noted the hours of operation. He smiled. They welcomed walk-ins and that was exactly what he was going to be this afternoon.

Keaton had spent the past week cloistered in his suite at the Cove Inn because of the rainy weather. He’d ordered room service instead of eating with the other boarders because he’d found himself in the zone when revising a script. His first visit to Cavanaugh Island had been last summer, to survey the region. At that time he’d checked in at a Charleston hotel and drove to the island under the guise of tourist when in reality he was looking to purchase property.

Cavanaugh Island was one of the many Sea Islands ranging from South Carolina to Florida that Keaton had explored. Either the price of an acre of land on some of the better known islands like Hilton Head, Myrtle Beach, and Jekyll was exorbitant or the zoning laws wouldn’t permit him to erect a movie studio, or both.

Once he’d found the perfect property on Cavanaugh Island, he knew this time he intended to stay. Keaton had arranged a proxy purchase of a twelve-acre lot with an abandoned farmhouse because he’d been unable to leave Los Angeles. He was involved in wrapping an independent film that was already well over the initial budget and it was important that he remain on the West Coast to complete the project. He planned to live in the renovated farmhouse and utilize ten of the twelve acres to build a studio and soundstage for Grace Lowcountry Productions. Thankfully Sanctuary Cove’s zoning laws did not have the restrictions he’d encountered on many of the other islands.

Living at the Cove Inn suited Keaton’s daily needs. His furnished suite had a private bath, minibar, TV, and radio, and his laundry was done on the premises. He’d had little contact with the other boarders because he coveted his time. Relocating from Los Angeles to the small island off the coast of South Carolina was definitely a culture shock. He didn’t have to deal with traffic jams, bright lights, smog, and wailing sirens. And then there was nightlife. It was virtually nonexistent. The exception was the Happy Hour, a nightclub in Haven Creek. The quietness and slower pace were things he hadn’t known before and had come to look forward to. It was as if everything around him was slower, serene, and at times it appeared surreal.

Pulling on a bright yellow slicker over his sweatshirt and jeans, he picked up his keys and left the suite, closing the self-locking door behind him. Taking the back staircase, Keaton walked to the parking area. The cars and SUVs in the lot bore license plates from as far away as Michigan. His BMW sedan with Pennsylvania plates was parked between two minivans from Illinois.

Snowbirds. He’d discovered many of those at the boardinghouse were spending their winter in South Carolina to escape the snow and frigid northern temperatures. If they thought him a snowbird Keaton wasn’t about to correct their perception. He’d come from L.A. to Sanctuary Cove via New York and Pittsburgh, which many of his family members still called home. In his heart he was still a son of the Steel City and a rabid Steelers’ fan. He’d joked to a reporter during an interview that if stabbed he wouldn’t bleed red but black and gold.

The rain had slackened to a drizzle and after starting up the engine he turned the wipers to the lowest setting. Although he’d heard some people complain about the incessant rain, he didn’t mind the inclement weather. Keaton discovered years ago that he did his best work with the sound of rain hitting the windows; he’d always found it soothing. It was akin to being in a cocoon where he was able to shut out reality to escape into a world of his own choosing.

He’d also noticed there were no posted speed limits, traffic lights, or stop signs on the island, prompting him to drive slower than twenty miles per hour when he saw other motorists driving slowly, as if they didn’t have a care in the world. The adjustment hadn’t been easy after years of zipping along California’s freeways. However, the topography was something he never wanted to get used to. The primordial swamps and forests teeming with indigenous wildlife, ancient oak trees draped in Spanish moss, the fanlike fronds of palmetto trees, the stretch of beach and the ocean were unlike anyplace he’d ever lived. The rain had stopped completely when Keaton entered the business district and maneuvered into an area behind rows of stores that had been set aside for parking.

Leaving his slicker in the car, he set out on foot for a leisurely walk along Main Street, while glancing into the quaint shops so integral to the viability of everyone living and working in the small town. Shopkeepers were cleaning plate-glass windows and sweeping up the palmetto leaves littering the gutter. Keaton smiled. It was as if the island were waking up from a weeklong slumber. He noticed the woman in the Parlor Bookstore placing a sign in the window indicating a 15 percent discount on best sellers, and a couple of doors down a man in the Muffin Corner was filling a showcase with trays of muffins and doughnuts. His stroll ended when he pushed open the beveled glass door to the Beauty Box.

When he saw the woman at the reception desk, a line from one of his favorite films popped into his head: Of all the gin joints in all the towns in all the world, she walks into mine. But he wasn’t the Humphrey Bogart character referring to Ingrid Bergman, and the Beauty Box wasn’t Rick’s Café from Casablanca. What were the odds he would walk into a hair salon in a town on a remote sea island and come face-to-face with Francine Tanner?

Dark red curly hair framed a face he could never forget. The last time he’d seen her she’d been on an off-Broadway stage basking in thunderous applause as she took an infinite number of curtain calls. He’d been living in New York City, working as a scriptwriter for an Emmy Award–winning daytime drama, while completing a graduate degree in theater at New York University. When not working or studying he’d spent all of his free time going to Broadway and off-Broadway plays or catering parties.

When he went to see the play in which she’d played one of the lead characters, Keaton had sat close enough to the stage to see the vibrant color of her emerald-green eyes. He knew it was rude, but he couldn’t pull his gaze away from her beautiful face. What, he mused, was she doing in Sanctuary Cove? And why was she working in a hair salon?

“May I help you, sir?”

Her beautifully modulated voice, with traces of a Southern drawl, shattered Keaton’s reverie. “I don’t have an appointment, but I’d like a haircut and a shave.”

Francine smiled. “You don’t need an appointment. Please, Mr.…”

“It’s just Keaton,” he supplied.

“Mr. Keaton, please have a seat in the second chair.”

“No. Keaton’s the first name,” he corrected in a quiet voice.

He sat where she’d directed him, the salon’s sleek black-and-white color scheme reminding him of the upscale establishments in tony New York and L.A. neighborhoods. The mirrored walls, track lighting, white marble floor, and soft jazz were sophisticated as well as inviting. Keaton’s eyes met Francine’s in the mirror when she draped a black cape around his neck and over his shoulders and chest. The scent of her intoxicating perfume wafted to his nostrils, and he thought the scent perfect for her.

“How short do you want it?” she asked, running a wide-tooth comb through tightly curling hair sprinkled with flecks of gray.

Keaton couldn’t stop the smile finding its way over his features. “I want it cropped close to my scalp.”

Francine rested her hands on his shoulders over the cape. “I’m going analyze a few strands before I cut it. After the cut I’ll wash your hair and condition your scalp because it looks a little dry. I’d like to warn you that you’ll have to sit with a plastic cap on your head while I shave you. Do you have a problem with that?”

Smiling and exhibiting a mouth filled with straight white teeth, Keaton shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

A slight flush suffused Francine’s face. “I said that because there are some men who don’t want to be seen sitting in a salon wearing a plastic cap.”

He smothered a chuckle. “I’m not one of those men.” And he wasn’t. If there were two things Keaton was secure about it was his masculinity and his work.

Settling back in the chair, he succumbed to the touch of the woman who had him intrigued the second he recognized her. Rather than stare at her, he closed his eyes and crossed his arms over his chest under the cape. Keaton remembered Francine’s performance in the off-Broadway play Sisters; he had been profoundly disappointed when she hadn’t been nominated for an Obie. Years later he’d recalled her acting ability when he wrote a script with her in mind. He contacted her agent, who told him she’d left the business. The news stunned Keaton, because he didn’t want to believe someone of her incomparable talent would walk away from a career to which she’d been born. He opened his eyes when someone tapped his shoulder.

“You’re new around here, aren’t you?”

Keaton stared at an elderly woman with white hair set on a profusion of tiny multicolored plastic rollers. She stared back at him over a pair of half-glasses, dark eyes in an equally dark face narrowing slightly. There was something about her face that reminded him of his grandmother, but knew his prissy relative would never be so forward as to approach a stranger to ask a question without first being introduced.

“Yes, I am.”

“Are you keeping company with anyone?”

Francine returned from the back, where she’d analyzed several strands of Keaton’s hair. She knew he wanted it cropped, but she had to cut it short enough for the strands to lay flat. Her steps slowed when she saw Bernice Wagner engaged in conversation with him. She didn’t want Keaton, as a first-time customer, to get the wrong impression about her mother’s establishment. Miss Bernice, a former seamstress, had been an incurable gossip for as long as Francine could remember. There was never a time she came into the salon that Miss Bernice didn’t start up a conversation with someone. And there were a few times when she’d become embroiled in a verbal confrontation and ended it only before it escalated into something short of a physical altercation.

“Miss Bernice, let me check and see if you’re dry.”

“There’s no need to check,” the older woman snapped angrily. “I was under that dryer so long it’s a wonder I didn’t smell my hair burning.”

Affecting a smile she didn’t feel at that moment, Francine counted slowly to five. She loved doing hair, but there were times when the folks who came into the Beauty Box tested her patience and she had to bite her tongue to keep from trading barbs with them.

“If you’re dry then it’s time for you to be combed out.” She beckoned to Brooke. “Please come and comb out Miss Bernice.”

“Not her, Red. You know your mother always combs me out,” Miss Bernice said loudly.

Francine gave her a saccharine smile. “Do you mind if Brooke takes out your rollers?”

“Yes, I do mind. She can wash my hair, but I draw the line when it comes to setting and combing me out.”

Cupping her elbow, she led the recalcitrant woman to Mavis’s chair. “Please sit down and my mother will comb you out as soon as she finishes in the back.” Her mother was busy mixing colors for a customer who’d wanted to lighten her hair to conceal the gray.

“If you say so,” Miss Bernice said loudly. “What I cain’t understand is why Alice Parker thinks she’s going to be a better mayor than Spencer White,” she said loudly when a customer walked in wearing a campaign button. “She and her husband look like dem Ken and Barbie baby dolls. Ain’t dat enough one of dem is a politician?” she asked, lapsing into dialect. “Why cain’t she stay home and raise her babies instead of runnin’ round trying to git votes.”

“Quit jawing, Bernice,” admonished a woman who’d just sat down to wait for her hair to be blown out. “If it hadn’t been for Congressman Parker we wouldn’t have the newly paved road between the Cove and Landing.”

Francine agreed, but held her tongue. Before the road was built the residents of Sanctuary Cove had to take the ferry to the causeway, then the rutted, unpaved road connecting Haven Creek to Angels Landing. Few were brave enough to navigate the swamp, quicksand, alligators, and poisonous snakes on foot or in a vehicle, which made travel very difficult.

Bernice pushed out her lips. “I ain’t saying her husband didn’t do good, but why does she want to pit folks against each other by running agin Mayor White?”

Francine wanted to tell Miss Bernice that becoming mayor wasn’t the same as being confirmed to the Supreme Court. It wasn’t a lifelong position. And Spencer White had become complacent when it came to a number of issues affecting the Cove. Alice Parker’s decision to challenge him in the upcoming election was certain to light a fire under the popular politician with matinee-idol looks. Alice had come out the front-runner in a special fall election to have her name placed on the ballot in order to oppose the incumbent mayor. Francine thought it would be nice for the Cove to have its first female mayor.

She managed to ignore her mother’s client, who continued to engage the other customers in conversation as she picked up a pair of clippers and began cutting Keaton’s hair. As a trained actress she’d learned to hide her innermost feelings behind a façade of indifference. Although she wasn’t as blunt or prying as Miss Bernice, she wanted to know what had brought the incredibly handsome man in her chair to Sanctuary Cove.

The first thing she’d noticed about Keaton when he’d walked in was his height and broad shoulders. She’d estimated he stood several inches above six feet and his sweatshirt and relaxed jeans did little to camouflage a toned, slender body. His dark olive complexion, high cheekbones, lean jaw, and large, deep-set dark brown eyes made for an arresting and unforgettable face. When asked if he was new to the Cove, he’d said yes and Francine wondered if he meant new as in visiting the island or if he’d come to spend the winter.

Forcing her thoughts back to her task, she cut his hair, clumps falling to the cape around his shoulders and onto the floor. Once Francine had given up her acting career she’d returned to Sanctuary Cove and enrolled in cosmetology school. There weren’t many employment opportunities on the island for a former actress but working with her mother at the Beauty Box had become a perfect fit.

She passed all of the courses and with a license in hand she worked as a floater at the salon, filling in as a shampoo girl and manicurist. It wasn’t long before she could roller set faster than any of the other stylists, and like her mother, she excelled in cutting all types of hair.

If she’d felt she was born to act, Francine discovered doing hair was more than a satisfying substitute for what had been a lifelong dream. For as long as she could remember there’d been two barbershops in the Cove, but now there was only one. In order to take in the overflow she decided to go to barber school. The old-timers still frequented the barbershop on the side street between an auto body shop and shoemaker, while many of the younger men frequented the salon. Besides haircuts and hot towel shaves they also requested manicures, pedicures, and eyebrow waxing. Once Mavis opened the day spa, men and women lined up to make appointments for facials and massages. During prom season the Beauty Box offered student specials. There were also packages for brides, grooms, and wedding parties.

Francine picked up a blow-dryer and blew remaining hair off the cape. “Is it short enough?” His cropped hair lay close to his scalp.

Keaton’s eyes met hers in the mirror. He nodded. “It’s perfect.”

“Come with me and someone will shampoo you.”

“You’re not going to do it?”

“No. We have a shampoo person.”

There came a pregnant pause as they stared at each other. “Okay,” he conceded.

Francine didn’t realize she’d exhaled a breath until Keaton rose to tower above her. She didn’t want a replay with Keaton of what she’d just had with Miss Bernice. Customers who insisted on having one particular stylist do their hair occasionally caused problems when the stylist was either out sick or on vacation. Despite her worry, she couldn’t help her excitement at the possibility of seeing Keaton again. She glanced up at him and realized it wasn’t often that she had to look up at a man. He was a full head taller than she was. Standing five-eight in bare feet, and at least three or four inches taller in heels, made her height somewhat intimidating for some men.

Even in high school, Francine had been taller than many of the boys. She and Morgan had become best friends because both were tall and had been rail thin. It wasn’t until just before they left the island to attend college that their bodies had begun to fill out. And with her red hair and freckles, Francine had become the brunt of more jokes than she cared to remember. She was Red to everyone but family members and Morgan. She escorted Keaton to the shampoo area, instructing Brooke which shampoo and conditioner to use.

After his wash and treatment, the next thirty-five minutes were spent with Francine shaving Keaton. She skillfully wielded the sharpened straight razor while struggling not to react to the warmth of his body and cologne. Each time their gazes met she felt as if someone had punched her in her midsection, causing a shortness of breath. The beard had concealed attractive slashes along his lean jaw and strong square chin. After Brooke rinsed out the conditioner, Francine applied a light hairdressing, plucked a few stray silky eyebrow hairs, and gently massaged a moisturizer on Keaton’s smooth face before realizing everyone in the shop had been watching her.

There were audible sighs and she overheard someone mumble Keaton made Denzel Washington look hideous. Murmurs of agreement and protests followed the declaration. Francine hid a smile when she escorted him to the reception desk to total his bill.

Reaching into the back pocket of his jeans, Keaton took out a credit card case. “I’d like to make an appointment for a haircut in two weeks.”

She took the card, glancing at his name, swiped it, and then handed him the card and a copy of his receipt. “We’re closed on Sundays and Mondays, so you’ll have to tell me when you’d like to come in.” He moved closer, his breath sweeping over her ear when he leaned in to peruse the appointment book.

“Make it two weeks from today. Ten o’clock is good.”

Francine penciled him under her name at ten. “Thank you for patronizing the Beauty Box and I’ll see you in two weeks.”

Keaton reached into his pocket again, this time taking out a money clip and a business card. “I’d like you to have dinner with me later this evening. That is, if you’re not busy. You can reach me at the number on the card.” He paused. “By the way, I’m staying at the Cove Inn, Miss Tanner.”

Francine was too stunned to reply when he pushed the card and a bill into the pocket of her smock. Her first name was on her smock, but how did he know her last name? “I can’t,” she whispered once she recovered her voice.

“You can’t or you don’t want to?”

“You must be mistaken, Mr. Grace. I’m not who you think I am.”

“You’re wrong, Francine Tanner. I know exactly who you are.”

“But I don’t know you,” she countered.

He leaned closer. “Have dinner with me and you’ll have the opportunity to get to know everything you need to know about me.”

Francine knew she couldn’t continue to carry on a conversation with the arrogant man without someone eavesdropping. As it was, customers were craning their necks to overhear what they were talking about. “It can’t be tonight.”

“When if not tonight?” he questioned.

A shiver of annoyance swept over her. If or when she met with Keaton Grace he would quickly learn that she wasn’t someone who reacted positively to being pressured. That was something her ex-husband had had to learn the hard way.

“I’ll call you.”

The slight frown between Keaton’s eyes disappeared. “Thank you, Francine.”

Much to her chagrin she gave him a warm smile. “You’re welcome, Keaton.” He inclined his head.

A woman pushed up her dryer, her gaze fixed on Keaton’s retreating back. “Damn!” she whispered. “Where did he come from?”

The woman sitting next to her shook her head. “I don’t know, but I’d sure like to sop that up with a biscuit.”

Francine successfully hid a smile when the women exchanged fist bumps. She wanted to agree with them but kept her opinion to herself. Keaton was gorgeous. She had to give it to him. There was no doubt he was subtle, waiting until it was time to settle his bill before asking her out. She knew she should’ve been flattered, but she wasn’t about to date a perfect stranger, even one as handsome and charming as Keaton.

Reaching into her pocket she took out the card and the money. Her eyes widened. He’d given her a fifty-dollar tip. Was he a generous tipper or trying to get her to go out with him?

Her gaze lingered on the business card. Keaton U. Grace was an independent filmmaker. The card bore a Los Angeles post office box and e-mail address, and a telephone number. What, she mused, was he doing in Sanctuary Cove? Did he plan to use the island as a backdrop or locale for a film? And how long did he plan to stay? There were so many questions she wanted answers to, which made her more than curious about the filmmaker—curious enough to consider setting aside time to listen to what he had to say.

However, meeting with Keaton would have to wait until after she and Morgan co-hosted a baby shower for Kara Hamilton, the current owner of Angels Landing Plantation. She wasn’t as close to Kara as Morgan was, but when her best friend asked for her help she hadn’t hesitated. They’d also enlisted the assistance of Jeffrey Hamilton, the island’s sheriff, to take his wife away for a couple of days so they could finalize what they hoped would be a surprise for her. All of the invitees were sworn to secrecy, but Francine knew secrets on the island were like the mythical unicorn. And because they didn’t exist, she and Morgan knew it was their sole reason for keeping the gathering small and very intimate.

The door opened and Trina Caine bumped into Keaton, her arms going around his waist in an attempt to keep her balance. Trina’s eyes grew wider when she stared up at him. “Well, hello there,” she crooned.

Francine watched Keaton smile, and then reach around his waist in an attempt to extricate himself from her arms. “I’m sorry, miss.”

However, Trina was not to be denied when she held on to his hands. As a teenager she’d earned the reputation as a flirt, and it had continued into adulthood. Twice divorced, she’d made it known that she was on the prowl for her third husband, and there was never a time when she wasn’t seen wearing an outfit that was at least one size too small for her voluptuous body.

“Where are you going so fast, handsome?”

Francine had had enough. “Trina, stop harassing my customer, or you can go to Charleston to get your hair done.” Trina dropped her arms and Keaton gave Francine a look of gratitude before he walked out.

Trina pulled down the hem of her spandex top. Large eyes framed with thick false lashes fluttered wildly. “I was just teasing him, Red.”

Francine leaned in close. “The next time you act up like that you’ll be banned from coming into the Beauty Box.”

“You tell her, Red,” shouted a woman close enough to overhear her admonishment. “What is wrong with you, Trina?” she continued. “I’m certain if your grandmomma, God bless the dead, were here she would skin you alive if she saw you hanging on that young man like some strumpet.”

Trina stood up straight, resting her hands on her ample hips. “Well, for your information, my grandmomma ain’t here, so there.”

“Didn’t anyone teach you not to sass your elders?” Mavis asked. She’d returned in time to hear Trina insult a woman old enough to be her mother.

Lowering her eyes, Trina managed to look contrite. “I’m sorry.”

A frown marred Mavis’s smooth forehead. “Don’t apologize to me, but to Miss Chloe.”

“I’m sorry, Miss Chloe.” The other woman nodded.

Mavis’s frown disappeared. “Trina, please sit down and someone will be with you directly.”

Francine shook her head in amazement. It was just another day at the Beauty Box.












Chapter Two
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Francine climbed the porch stairs to Morgan’s house, peering through the screen door. She caught a glimpse of the Russian Blue cat before it scurried from view. They were like oil and water. Francine wasn’t fond of cats and Rasputin knew it. She thought them too quiet and finicky. She tried the doorknob and, finding it unlocked, opened the door.


“Morgan. It’s Fran!” she shouted.


People who’d grown up on the island usually left their doors unlocked during the day, locking them once the sun set or before retiring for bed. The ritual was no one ever entered someone’s home without announcing one’s self. And if you didn’t get a response, then you wouldn’t go any farther than the front porch or the parlor.


She knew her friend was home because the lights were on and her Cadillac Escalade was parked under the carport in front of her husband’s truck. Nathaniel Shaw appeared before she could ring the doorbell. “Come on in, Red. Morgan’s in the solarium.” He held the door open, dipped his head, and kissed her cheek.


Walking into the parlor, Francine glanced around at the exquisite furnishings. She knew if she ever had her own home she wanted Morgan to decorate it. Her friend had helped her when she decided to redecorate her apartment. Directing her attention to Nate, she gave him a warm smile. There had been a time when every girl at their high school clamored to get the honor student to notice them. Tall, dark, and extremely handsome, his aloofness had set him apart from the other single men on the island. However, he was unable to resist Morgan’s charm and wit once they’d begun working together on the Angels Landing Plantation restoration project.


“How’s business?”


Shaw & Sons Woodworking was legendary in crafting the most exquisite furniture in the Lowcountry. Nate’s father had gone into semiretirement; Nate was a master carpenter and he and his younger brother Bryce had carried on the family business. Nate, like many high school graduates, had left the island to attend college. It had taken him twenty years to find his way back home to a woman who’d been secretly in love with him for more than half her life. His decision to move back to Cavanaugh Island had changed him and he’d confessed to Francine that being married to Morgan made every day seem like Christmas.


A warm smile lit up Nate’s light brown eyes. “It’s real good.” He picked up a set of keys from a small sweetgrass basket on a low table. “I’m going out for a while so you ladies can finish your planning. I told Morgan to text me if she needs me to pick up something she’s forgotten.”


Francine waited for Nate to close the doors behind him, and then made her way to the rear of the one-story house and into the solarium. Walls of one-way glass brought the outdoors in, while providing ultimate privacy from anyone looking into the room from the outside. Morgan sat on the natural sisal rug with a pile of small decorative gift bags, stuffing them with pastel tissue paper.


Marriage definitely agreed with Morgan because she was glowing. Her hair had grown out to chin length. Her sable-brown complexion was flawless and her dimpled cheeks were rounder, fuller. Francine had been maid of honor at Morgan and Nate’s October wedding, and while Morgan insisted she wanted to wait two years before starting a family, it was more than obvious to Francine that the newlywed had scrapped her plan to delay motherhood.


Morgan had set up M. Dane Architect and Interior Design after she was commissioned to oversee the restoration of Angels Landing Plantation. Her business had grown since then and she now had Abram Daniels, a full-time interior decorator, to assist her. Once Abram became a partner, Morgan changed the company’s name to Dane and Daniels Architecture and Interior Design.


The solarium was the perfect space in which to hold the shower. Morgan had decorated the room with a white wrought-iron daybed, a white wicker love seat, and a chaise with floral-patterned cushions. A rack with a dozen padded folding chairs was pushed against the wall. The royal blue, yellow, and bright green glazed pots overflowing with ferns, flowers, and palms positioned in front of an indoor waterfall filled with rocks and stalks of bamboo resembled a lush oasis.


Sitting on the floor opposite her friend, Francine picked up a sterling baby rattle paperweight engraved with the date of the shower, placed it into a felt sack and then the shopping bag, and tied the handles with lime-green and lemon-yellow curling ribbon. She and Morgan had spent hours going through catalogs before deciding on the paperweights as shower favors.


“Have you told Nate?”


Morgan’s hands stilled. “What are you talking about?” she asked, giving Francine a direct stare.


Francine held the architect’s gaze. “Have you told your husband that he’s going to be a father?”


“How long have you known, Fran?”


“I knew even before you began dating Nate that you were going to marry him and that you weren’t going to wait two years before starting a family.”


Lowering her head, Morgan stared at the diamond eternity band on her left hand. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


“I know you don’t like it when I tell you about my visions, and I’d promised myself I’d stay out of your personal business.”


“What if you see trouble for me?”


Francine patted Morgan’s hand. “I would never keep that from you.”


Morgan tucked her hair behind her ears. “I know I talked about waiting a couple of years before having a baby, but then I thought about Nate and what he went through with his ex-wife. She chose her career over motherhood and I was doing the same. The difference is I love Nate and he loves me, and because of that I know for certain that I’ll be able to balance being a wife, a mother, and having a career.”


“Are you having this baby for Nate or for you?”


“I’m having it for us, Fran. I’ve been in love with Nate for so long that it feels as if I’ve been married for years instead of three months. I used to dream about marrying him and having his babies. How many girls do you know who are blessed enough to realize their teenage dream?”


Francine smiled. “You’re the only one I know, Mo.”


“What about you, Fran?” Morgan asked after a comfortable silence. “When are you going to open up enough to let a man love you the way you deserve to be loved?”


Morgan had just asked her a question Francine had asked herself over and over since her divorce. She was realistic enough to acknowledge she wasn’t the first woman with a duplicitous husband and she definitely wouldn’t be the last. What hurt her more than Aiden using her to advance his career was his justification in asking for a divorce: As much as I’ve tried, I can’t bring myself to love you. You’re a woman men can sleep with but should never marry. In other words, you’re a good lay but that’s it. It’d taken years for Francine to stop reliving his painful declaration and believe that she was more than worthy of becoming a man’s wife, worthy enough to be loved.


However, she’d given up the notion of finding love on Cavanaugh Island. Many of the boys she’d grown up with had moved away and those who’d stayed were either married or divorced. The ones who were divorced or confirmed bachelors were like her because they were still carrying around a boatload of emotional baggage.


David Sullivan was a prime example of this. Although David lived in Charleston, he still had familial ties to Cavanaugh Island. He had dated an oral surgeon for five years without committing to a future together. Then, when Petra decided to end their relationship, he complained that he’d been blindsided because he’d planned to propose. Francine was forthcoming when she told David it shouldn’t have taken him five years to realize the woman he’d dated and slept with was remarkable enough to become Mrs. David Sullivan.


She smiled. “I’m open. It’s just that I haven’t met the right man. When are you due?” she asked, shifting the conversation away from her.


“The first week in September, and I don’t want to think about going through my last trimester in the summer heat. Nate plans to add a second floor to the house because I want another bedroom for the nursery.”


“When?”


“He wants to begin next week. He’s already bought the supplies and hired a crew.”


“How long will it take?”


“Nate claims it shouldn’t take any more than a month. I told him I wanted at least three bedrooms and another bathroom in the larger one.”


“Where are you going to stay during the renovations?” Francine asked. Working alone, it had taken Nate more than six months to put up a barn with the family workshop on the first floor and an apartment on the upper level after he’d returned to Haven Creek. He’d given his brother and sister-in-law the apartment as a wedding gift several months before he married Morgan.


Morgan emitted a soft sigh. “We’re going to stay with his sister and her family. Rasputin mated with Sharon’s cat, and she’s carrying her first litter. Patches is a beautiful Snowshoe so I’m certain her babies are going to be beautiful, too.” She paused. “Do you want one of the kittens?”


Francine cut her eyes at her friend. “You know cats and I don’t get along. I prefer dogs.”


“I like dogs, too, but cats are more independent. You don’t have to walk them, or give them constant attention. The only thing you have to do is give them food and water, change their litter box, and they’re nice and content. Speaking of litter boxes, Nate is going to take Rasputin over to Sharon’s tomorrow and leave him there until after I give birth. My doctor cautioned me about changing the litter box because it may be harmful to the baby. Even though we’ll be living there while the addition is put on the house I won’t have to change the box.” Morgan held up a hand when Francine opened her mouth. “Promise me you won’t reject my offer until you see the kittens.”


Biting on her lower lip, she nodded. Both Rasputin and Patches claimed pedigree status, and that meant their kittens would also be pedigree. Having a cat as a pet was better for her than a dog because of the hours she spent at the salon. Maybe she would accept one of the kittens because it would become a companion for her grandmother, who definitely was a cat fancier.


Francine thought about the rash of recent pregnancies. Last summer Morgan’s sister, Rachel, had given birth to twin boys. Stacy, Nate’s sister-in-law, was also pregnant, Kara was due to give birth within two weeks, and now Morgan.


“Do you plan to take off after you have the baby?”


Morgan nodded. “Yes. At least for three months.”


“What about babysitting, Mo?”


“Rachel claims she loves being a stay-at-home mom, so taking care of another baby plus her three kids will just add to the insanity.”


“Have you told Nate about the baby?” she asked Morgan again.


“Yes, but I asked him not to say anything until after the shower. Tomorrow’s going to be Kara’s special day and I don’t want anything to detract from that.”


“I know I sound like a reporter interviewing you, but how did he take the news?”


Morgan’s dimples deepened like thumbprints when she smiled. “Believe it or not, my macho husband cried.”


Francine’s jaw dropped. “No!”


“Yes! Please don’t let it out that I told you.”


She pantomimed zipping her lips. “You’ll never hear it from me. I checked with the florist and they know to deliver the flowers and balloons by ten. Is that too early for you?”


“No. I’m usually up early.”


Francine checked her watch. “Dawn called to say her train was delayed an hour, so I’ll hang out here until it’s time to head out to the station.”


Dawn Ramsey, Kara’s former New York City roommate, had a fear of flying and preferred taking the train from New York to Charleston for the weekend. Francine had volunteered to pick her up from the Amtrak station and drive her to the same hotel where Kara’s parents were staying. The Newells, who’d driven from Little Rock, planned to extend their stay to await the arrival of their first grandchild.


“Are we all right with the food?” Morgan questioned.


“When I spoke to Otis he told me he has another party tomorrow night and doesn’t have anyone available to make a delivery. I told him I would pick up the trays if he can get the waiters to put them in my car.”


“Will you be able to fit everything in the trunk of your Corvette?”


“I’m certain they can. Nate can bring the trays in once I get here.”


She and Morgan had decided to order from Jack’s Fish House because they were local and known for serving some of the best cuisine in the Lowcountry. Even her overly critical Grandma Dinah claimed Otis and Luvina Jackson’s chitterlings, fried green tomatoes, and red beans and rice with spicy sausage were beyond exceptional. They’d also decided to place an order for an assortment of mini desserts from the Muffin Corner, the island’s only bakeshop.


On a scale of one to ten, Francine’s cooking skills hovered around a two. If she didn’t eat with her parents or her grandmother, then she was more than content to reheat the leftovers they always put aside for her. Even when she was married, she and Aiden either ate out or ordered in.


Morgan counted on her fingers. “Food, flowers, balloons, and gift bags. I’ve washed the china, crystal, and silver, so all I have to do is set the table and put out the warming racks. Why do I think I’m forgetting something?”


Francine went through the checklist in her head. Everyone would eat in the formal dining room before processing into the solarium, where Kara would open her gifts. Invitations had been sent to Kara’s parents; Dawn, her former roommate; Willie and Iris Todd, Angels Landing Plantation’s groundskeeper and housekeeper; Jeff’s grandmother Corrine Hamilton; and his cousin David Sullivan.


“I think we’ve covered everything. I’m only working a half day tomorrow at the salon, so if there’s anything you need me to do, then call or text me.”


“You’ve done enough, Fran. I told Nate to hang around tomorrow in case I need him to do something.”


Francine and Morgan finished filling the gift bags, and then went into the dining room to set the table. She gave her best friend a thumbs-up when she backed her red Corvette out of the driveway and drove in the direction of the causeway. Turning the radio up, Francine sang along with the all-music station in order to keep her mind off Keaton Grace. I know exactly who you are. His words were branded on her brain. He may believe he knew her, but nothing could be further from the truth. That was something he would discover once they sat down to talk.


Right now, all she could think about was her best friend becoming a mother. When they were younger, she and Morgan had talked about falling in love, marrying the men who would love them selfishly, and becoming mothers. Now that it had happened for Morgan, Francine wondered if it would ever happen for herself. She still hadn’t given up on love.


Keaton sat across the table from Devon Gilmore in Jack’s Fish House going over the partnership dissolution she’d drafted for his approval and signature. He’d come to Jack’s during his first visit to the island and decided it was the best place to eat dinner while conducting business. The restaurant was noisy, but not so much so he couldn’t carry on a normal conversation.


His head popped up, glaring at his attorney as if she’d taken leave of her senses. “You want him to pay me one hundred thousand dollars for breach of contract?”


A sweep of lashes concealed Devon’s wide-set hazel eyes when she stared at a copy of the same document she’d given Keaton. “Financially he reneged on the last project. I could’ve charged him ten times that amount, but figured because he’s your brother-in-law I’d give him a break.”


He watched numbly as she flipped several strands of straightened hair over the shoulder of her suit jacket. Smiling, she picked up a glass of sweet tea and took a sip. Devon was beautiful, cutthroat, and brilliant, and the latter was the reason he’d hired her to represent him. They were also very good friends. They met at New York University when he was taking graduate courses and Devon was a first-year law student. He’d lost track of the number of times they would run into each other at the same coffee shops or occasionally at off-campus mixers. When Devon accused him of stalking her he finally introduced himself. Keaton was used to seeing her seduce men whenever she stared up at them through her lashes before parting full lips and playing with her hair. And for a reason he couldn’t fathom he’d found himself immune to her unblemished mocha complexion and curvaceous petite body. “No, Devon. I’m not going to take food out of the mouths of my niece and nephew or their college fund, even if Hollis did stiff me on the last project. Dissolving our business relationship should be enough.” He didn’t want his lawyer involved in his personal family dynamics; his sister had stopped talking to him once he’d disclosed that he and her husband were parting ways, and Keaton definitely didn’t want to compound the alienation by suing his brother-in-law.


Devon reached for the page, tore it in half, and then did the same with the page in her copy. “I’ll go along with whatever you want.”


“I want out and nothing else. It’s enough…” His words trailed off. From where he sat he could see Francine as she walked into the restaurant. And if it hadn’t been for her hair color he wouldn’t have recognized her. A smooth hairstyle, parted off-center and barely brushing her shoulders, had replaced the tousled curls. He was close enough to see the light cover of makeup that enhanced her eyes and mouth, and Keaton couldn’t take his eyes off the chocolate-brown body-hugging dress accentuating every curve of her slender frame. His gaze was drawn to a pair of long legs that seemed to go on forever in a pair of stiletto leopard-print booties.


“You really shock me, Keaton. I didn’t know you were into redheads,” Devon teased, grinning from ear to ear.


“I know her.”


Devon leaned over the table. “How well do you know her?”


Keaton continued to stare at Francine. “I should’ve said that I recognize her.”


“It’s been a while since I’ve seen you this interested in a woman.”


His gaze swung back to his attorney. “How often do you see me with women?”


Devon sat up straight. “Probably not often enough. At least not since you broke up with that uptight bank auditor.”


Devon was wrong about Lisa’s being uptight. He’d dated the three-time-married CPA because she was straightforward, wasn’t into playing head games, and was okay with having a casual relationship. “Is there anything else in this document I should be aware of before I sign it?” he asked, deftly changing the topic of conversation. Reaching into the breast pocket of his jacket, he took out a pen.


Devon flipped through several pages. “No. The rest is self-explanatory.”


“To whom, Devon? It may be self-explanatory to you, but I don’t want Hollis to sue me because of some legalese technicality.”


“If he decides to sue you, then I’ll represent you pro bono.”


Keaton leaned closer. “I don’t want him to sue me at all. As it is my sister isn’t talking to me and that means I’m cut off from my niece and nephew. And my parents, who’re trying not to take sides, are barely speaking to me. This isn’t just about business, Devon. It’s about family.”


Devon smiled. “Trust me, Keaton. He’s not going to sue you.”


Unscrewing the cap to the pen, he scrawled his signature across the last page. It was apparent his legal counsel was a lot more confident than he felt at the moment. His decision to dissolve his professional partnership with Hollis wasn’t an easy one. If it hadn’t been for his brother-in-law, Keaton wouldn’t have had the financial backing he needed for his first film. Things had worked well between them until Hollis demanded more creative control, while Keaton was quick to remind him that he was the creative partner. Hollis conceded, but with each subsequent project he would again ingratiate himself only to be told to back off or stand down. Their working relationship ended when Hollis refused to release the funds needed to complete an independent film Keaton wanted to submit to the Sundance Film Festival.


Gathering the pages, he handed them to Devon. “That should do it.”


She nodded. “As soon as I get back to my office I’ll make the corrections and overnight it to your brother-in-law.” She slipped the document into a leather portfolio, and then glanced at her watch. “I think I have enough time to eat before I catch my flight.”


Devon had told Keaton that she had a reservation to take a red-eye out of Charleston for Newport News, Virginia, instead of returning to New York. “You can always stay over and catch a flight in the morning.”


She affected a sexy moue. “I can’t. I’m scheduled to meet someone early tomorrow morning.”


A hint of a smile softened his firm mouth. “That means I’ll have to cancel the room I reserved for you at the Cove Inn.”


Leaning back in her chair, she gave him a long, penetrating stare. “Living here has changed you, Keaton.”


“Why do you say that?”


“Just look at you. Whenever I came to see you in L.A. we always ate at three- or four-star restaurants, not in a family-friendly one like Jack’s Fish House. Instead of a tailored suit you’re now wearing a leather jacket, a pullover, and jeans. You look like you did when we met in grad school.”


“That’s when we were both struggling students, stretching dollars and pinching pennies to make ends meet.”


“I was the struggling student, Keaton. All you had to do was call your father and he would send you money to cover your rent and other living expenses. It was very different for me because I’ve always been on my own.”


Reaching across the table, Keaton covered Devon’s hand with his. He wanted to tell her that his father had stopped sending him money once he earned his undergraduate degree but decided not to. “You can’t dwell on the past. Don’t think of where you’ve come from but where you are now. You’re an incredible attorney, Devon. You’ve worked deals for me that would’ve been impossible for a lawyer with less tenacity.”


“That’s because as a female entertainment attorney I’m forced to swim with sharks and piranhas in three-thousand-dollar suits who are masquerading as gentlemen. You’re the only client of mine who’s also a friend.”


He gave her fingers a gentle squeeze before releasing them. “That’s good to know.”


“How long do you expect to stay at the Cove Inn?” she asked.


“Probably another two months. I’m really anxious for the contractor to finish renovating the house so I can move in.”


Devon exhaled an audible breath. “Will you hire a new housekeeper?”


“No. Mrs. Miller is prepared to move from L.A. as soon as the house is finished.”


Devon frowned. “The woman hates me.”


“Mrs. Miller doesn’t hate you,” Keaton countered. “We just happen to look out for each other.”


A slight frown marred Devon’s smooth forehead. “What’s the connection?”


“The connection is she’s a very trusted employee. She says I remind her of her son.” Keaton smiled when Devon grunted under her breath.


As soon as the renovations for the farmhouse were completed Keaton would arrange for Susie Miller to settle into her own suite of rooms in one of three guesthouses that would be erected on the property. His housekeeper would occupy one and the production company’s full-time permanent employees the other. His initial encounter with Mrs. Miller had begun with her panhandling behind the building that housed the office he’d rented to produce his films. When his office manager talked about having her arrested for vagrancy he intervened. He discovered she wasn’t homeless, but was experiencing reoccurring panic attacks after she’d lost her son to a drug overdose and then her grandson to gang violence all in the same year.


Susie had admitted she had been fired as a sales clerk because she feared getting out of bed. Keaton instructed his office manager to add Susie to their maintenance staff. She’d proved to be an exemplary employee and two years later he asked her to become his live-in housekeeper.


Unlike some men, he’d never flaunted his affairs, rarely entertaining women at his home. The few who were lucky enough to cross the threshold had to contend with Mrs. Miller. Keaton had been forthcoming with his housekeeper when he told her about Jade, his ex-girlfriend, and the older woman’s Don’t worry, Keaton, I have your back translated into “I’m going to look out for you.” Twenty years her junior, he’d become the son she’d lost to the streets.


Devon picked up a menu, studying the selections. “I can’t decide what to order.”


Keaton wanted to ask her who or what was in Newport News that had her rushing back there, but didn’t. He studied the menu even though he knew what he wanted to order. His perusal was interrupted when a piercing whistle rose above the babble in the restaurant. “You’re looking real pretty, Red,” a man called out.


Francine, who’d followed two waiters carrying covered aluminum trays, blushed to the roots of her hairline. Keaton wanted to give her a standing ovation when she tilted her chin and continued to walk. At the last possible moment her eyes met his before she disappeared from his line of vision.


“Hello? Earth to Keaton? Looks like someone has caught your interest,” Devon said, before laughing and taking a sip of her drink. Keaton cleared his throat before forcing his eyes away from Francine.


“She’s an actress. I saw her perform in an off-Broadway play years ago.”


“She’s very pretty.”


He nodded in agreement. “That she is, but I’m not interested in her in the way you might think. I was involved with an actress when I worked as an assistant director on my first film. She took her own life and I swore an oath I would never become involved with anyone in the business.”


Devon’s eyes were as large as silver dollars. “Why didn’t you tell me about this before? What happened, Keaton?”


“I missed all of the signs. Jade had been emotionally unstable for a long time, until it was too late. It’d begun with mood swings vacillating between euphoric highs and moody lows. She wanted marriage and a baby and when I told her I wasn’t ready for either at that time in my life she would lapse into crying jags that went on for days. I suggested she seek professional help, which she refused. I issued a final ultimatum: go to a psychiatrist or our relationship was over. She chose to end it by swallowing a bottle of sleeping pills. Jade’s mother accused me of taking advantage of her daughter’s fragile mental state, but investigators for the studio uncovered documentation that as an adolescent she’d been confined to a mental hospital for several months because she’d attempted to take her life after a breakup with her boyfriend. Studio suits paid the late actress’s mother a large sum after she signed a nondisclosure agreement never to connect me with her daughter’s death.”


It’d been the first and the last time he’d dated an actress assigned to any of the films in which he’d been involved. Jade’s death had affected him more than he’d wanted to admit. It wasn’t that he had been in love with her, but he had liked her and enjoyed her company. When she wasn’t in a funk she was upbeat and lots of fun. He’d thought of her as an extremely talented small-town girl with big-city dreams of making it in Hollywood. Unfortunately, all of her dreams died with her.


Devon blew out her cheeks. “I’m sorry I asked.”


He gave her a half smile. “Now you know.” Raising his hand, he signaled a waiter closer. “We’re ready to order now.” Devon gave him her selections, changing her mind twice about whether she wanted gumbo or conch stew. She finally settled on the stew with a side dish of collard greens, while he ordered oxtails in gravy and white rice.


Waiting until the young man walked away, Devon smiled at her client. “I hope the food is good here.”


“I’ve eaten here before and it’s excellent.”


“They need to add sushi to the menu.”


Keaton laughed under his breath. “I doubt if that will ever happen. The next time you come down I’ll arrange for us to eat in Charleston, where you can order sushi.”


Devon shook her head. “That’s okay. Cavanaugh Island is a nice place to visit, but I doubt whether I’d want to come here too often.”


“What’s the matter, counselor? Is it too quiet for you?”


“It’s too quiet and too slow for this Big Apple sister. However, I’m willing to come back to see your house once it’s renovated.”


Keaton smiled. He welcomed the solitude and slower pace after spending nearly fifteen years off and on in the City of Angels. Although born and raised in Pittsburgh and having attended college in New York City, he still thought of himself as a country boy. He never felt more carefree than he did each summer when he visited his relatives’ small farm in rural Tennessee. He woke early and when not working on a project he went to bed early. Drugs, frat parties, and clubbing were never a part of his social repertoire. While in college, going to plays and viewing films had taken up all of his free time.


“The next time you come down I should be able to put you up in one of the guesthouses instead of a hotel.”


Devon’s smile was dazzling. “Now I know I have to come back, just to see your house when it’s done,” she said.


All conversation ceased when the waiter returned, setting down a plate of fluffy, buttery biscuits. Keaton knew his dining partner was as intrigued by Francine as he was with the former actress. However, his interest in her had nothing to do with romance. He’d learned his lesson well after his involvement with another actress.


Their entrées arrived quickly and Keaton gave Devon a thumbs-up when she asked if he was enjoying his oxtails. Not only was he enjoying his meal but also the casual, laid-back, family-style restaurant. All of the mounted televisions were muted, while diners craned their necks to see what the waitstaff carried in trays balanced on their shoulders, and the various mouth-watering aromas wafting throughout the restaurant always made it difficult for him to choose his meal. That’s when he decided to systematically order a new dish each time he visited Jack’s.


Keaton became suddenly alert when he heard someone at a nearby table mention Francine’s name, referring to her as Red. Some of the customers in the Beauty Box had called her that. It was probably a childhood nickname that had carried over into adulthood. The locals called her Red but he knew her as Francine Tanner, actress extraordinaire. It’d been more than twenty-four hours since he’d given her his business card, and he hoped she would call him before he was scheduled to return to the salon for his next haircut.


Devon finished eating and Keaton settled the bill, then drove her back to Charleston in time for her flight to Virginia. Waiting until she disappeared into the terminal, he maneuvered away from the curbside. During the drive back to Cavanaugh Island he realized the document Devon would send to his brother-in-law would end what had become a contentious business relationship. It was time he began anew in a new state, a new house, and eventually a new film studio. He also thought about Francine and what she could mean to his life both professionally and personally.
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