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      MURPHY

      It looked as if the yoga class was about to end. Thank you, Jesus. And not a moment too soon. Murphy Clarke hadn’t intended to spend the third anniversary of her un-wedding in a yoga class some six hundred fifty miles away from home. But somehow her annoyingly perky sister, TC, had worn her down.

      As a life coach, she couldn’t just take a month off, like her sister, the teacher, could. Her responsibilities didn’t end at the beginning of summer. She had developed a set of rules, and here she was, breaking the first.

      That’s how she found herself in Summer’s Beach, North Carolina, staring at the boyishly handsome instructor who had a penchant for torturing his students with contortionist poses.

      She sat up and was nearly standing when⁠—

      “It’s time for our ending meditation. Take the stillness and peace of this session as well as the silence into the world with you today.”

      Murphy sighed as she sat back down. Apparently, rather loudly. Not only did her sister and their friend, Eli, scowl at her, the instructor fixed a spine-chilling stare at her with his steel-gray eyes. Again. She had walked in ten minutes late—through no fault of her own. Well, her client, Amelia, had a crisis and she couldn’t leave her hanging. She had to take the call. He had flashed her one of those if-looks-could-kill stares.

      Grimacing as she assumed the half-lotus pose, she placed her index fingers to her thumbs and slowly breathed out an om. She checked on her sister. Full lotus. Show off.

      “Ommmm.” The instructor breathed out. The students followed with their own om, strung out so it felt as if the entire room was vibrating.

      Brrnng! Brnng! Murphy’s cellphone broke the silence. Damn it. She reached into her tote bag and fumbled for it.

      Brnng! Brnng! Her cheeks burning, she rooted around the large vacation bag and grabbed it.

      “Murphy here. How may I help you…Josh…wait a second.”

      She rose, gave the instructor a shrug, and walked to the back of the room.

      “No, I don’t think so. I think at this point in your life you’re exactly where you need to be. Don’t you feel it?”

      Josh Millcreek was one of Murphy’s first life coach clients. His level of self-confidence fluctuated over the three years of their relationship. This most recent crisis would end soon. She just needed to be there for him. And vacation or not, that’s what she intended to do.

      She held the phone in front of her, nearly parallel to the floor as she talked. “You’re not your old⁠—”

      A shadow hovered over her phone. She blinked. Frowning, she looked up to see the yoga instructor. His eyes bore into her. He snatched the phone from her hand. She shivered as a spark of electricity skittered up her arm. She swallowed hard.

      “What the…?”

      The yoga instructor grabbed her phone? The tall, handsome instructor? The one with broad shoulders? And loosely curled caramel-colored hair? She imagined if he’d ever smile, he’d probably have adorable laugh lines. For a split second, she was lost in his penetrating eyes and those shoulders—far too broad to belong to a yoga instructor.

      Earth to Murphy. That, however, didn’t excuse him from stealing her phone. She glowered at him.

      “What the hell are you doing?” The nerve of this man.

      “Ma’am” —Ma’am? He called me ma’am?— “we’re in meditation. Silent meditation. Who are you talking to?” He nodded toward her phone.

      “My client, as if it’s any of your business.” She held one hand out, the other on her hip as she waited for him to return her phone. Instead, he raised it to his ear. What?

      “Ms. Murphy is in meditation at the moment. I’m sure she’ll return your call later.” He clicked the phone off and tossed it to her. It bobbled in her hands before she clutched it in her palm.

      “Let’s continue our closing routine.” He pivoted and walked to the front of the room, leaving her to stare at his nicely formed butt. “Now that I’ve put Ms. Murphy’s phone on airplane mode.”

      “How dare you.”

      Murphy grumbled to herself but returned to her spot and sat down next to her sister. She placed her left ankle over her right thigh and huffed.

      “What is your problem?” TC kept her gaze on the instructor.

      “I told you I didn’t want to go on vacation, but⁠—”

      “Ladies, are we ready? Ms. Murphy, you can talk about your fear of vacations after the session.”

      “I’m not afraid of⁠—”

      “Everyone take a deep breath. Think peace and stillness. This is the attitude you’re taking with you as you leave the class.”
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        * * *

      

      Murphy followed TC and their friend Eli, out of the room, her tote bag slung over her shoulder.

      “What kind of jerk was he?” Murphy asked, as she turned to her sister. “The look he gave me. Grabbing my phone and then,”—she waved a hand—“putting it on airplane mode. What⁠—"

      “Oh, no. Noah was not the jerk.” TC stopped. “You were.” She stabbed a finger her way. “You’re the one who interrupted class.” TC’s purple hair glinted from the hall lighting.

      So, the man with the steely gray eyes was Noah. Hmm. Good to know the next time she needed to set him straight about her cellphone use.

      “You’re the one who walked in late. And you’re the one whose phone went off during meditation. You’ve wanted nothing to do with this trip since we proposed it.” Her sister’s typically upbeat persona had vanished. Of the two, TC spewed optimistic platitudes. Murphy employed caution in every aspect of her life. At least, for the last several years.

      “I don’t have time, you said.”

      “It violates your rule number one, you said.” Eli hiked her tote bag on her shoulder. “You and those rules.” Their friend’s blonde ponytail wagged, as if it too were chastising her. Were they ganging up on her?

      “I know you think they’re stupid. But they’re my North Star. They’ve served me well for the last three years.” Being in North Carolina broke her first rule: Never take vacations. She had told herself she was merely working from a different location. But even she knew she had violated it. She vowed she’d redouble her efforts to keep up with her work schedule.

      “All those rules have done for you,” TC said, “is keep you cooped up in your own little world. You’ve done absolutely nothing but work since…”

      Thank God, she didn’t say it. She was about to say the un-wedding. The day I got dumped for the gig of a lifetime. Three years ago, to the day. To this very day.

      “Let’s get back to the condo. Sky probably arrived.” Eli’s tone was deliberately bright. “I’m eager to see how her trip was.”

      TC and Murphy exchanged furtive glances. Murphy shrugged. “Well, we better get going then,” she said.
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      NOAH

      Noah Andrews waited until the students had left before he rolled up his yoga mat and packed his water bottle in his backpack. He took a deep breath. Yoga should have a calming presence. Not irritate him. Wait. The woman irritated him. From the moment she entered the class. Not yoga.

      How dare she nonchalantly walk into his class late. She disrupted everyone by stepping over people. She tried to be polite, but even her continuous whispering of excuse me disturbed the atmosphere and broke everyone’s concentration.

      Did she know how her hips swayed as she slowly made her way to her friends? Sure, his view was from his downward facing dog pose, but from his angle it looked, well, enticing. Stop it, Noah.

      Still, as he walked out of the classroom, he couldn’t stop thinking about her. The way her brown eyes flashed when he grabbed the phone out of her hand. Her short, slim frame. Her small wrists. The brown hair pulled back in a ponytail. How long would it be if she let it down?

      Stop it. Right now. Don’t let her get under your skin. She didn’t appear to be very comfortable with yoga. Her friends, though, seemed to be. Hopefully, she won’t be back. That way, she wouldn’t distract him again. Boy, it was hard to keep his mind on yoga with her in the room. And what zipped up his arm when he grabbed the phone from her? His imagination. He sighed. Of course, it was his imagination.
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        * * *

      

      “You’ll never believe the woman I had in class today.” Noah was glad to be home.

      He opened the fridge and retrieved a bottle of water. “She came in late and then…get this…her cell phone rings in the middle of our final meditation. She’s taking a business call. Can you believe that, Aurora?”

      He sat at the kitchen island across from his aunt, his mom’s sister. She’d become his surrogate mother, ever since his own mom died seven years ago. At seventy-something, her hair was still golden blonde, shimmering under the track lighting of the kitchen. Her short stature—he swore she was no taller than five three—belied the fiery spirit that burned within her. Despite having lived through several tragedies, she loved life fully and enjoyed every moment.

      “She disrupted your class, huh?” She let out a laugh.

      “Yeah, she did. It was very rude.” Noah twisted the lid open and took a long sip. “You’re laughing? You find this amusing, don’t you?”

      “This woman sounds so much like you, oh, five years ago or so.”

      “What?” Noah narrowed his eyes at her. Aurora rose and went to the counter. She powered on the coffee machine and grabbed a pod.

      “I wasn’t even taking yoga five years ago. How could it be me?”

      But he knew the answer, and he knew, by the gleam in his aunt’s eye, she’d relish explaining what she meant.

      “No, not yoga. But she reminds me of you at every family function back then. We’d be in the middle of celebrating your mom’s birthday and your phone would buzz. You would excuse yourself, go into another room and miss us singing happy birthday and cutting the cake. Or it would be Christmas Eve and you’d miss everyone opening the presents.”

      She pivoted, pulled a mug from the cabinet, and put the pod in the machine.

      He winced. Aunt Aurora spoke the truth. He always made it to family celebrations, at least physically. His mind, though, was always on work.

      “Okay, I was a workaholic. But events changed me. I no longer⁠—”

      “It’s not your computer stuff these days.” Aurora pulled the now-filled cup from the machine and sat it on the counter before she sat next to him.

      His aunt always referred to his career as his computer stuff. It kept him humble. “What other stuff is there?” In the last several years, he had worked hard at transforming himself from a career-driven overachiever. Hadn’t he shed his corporate mindset?

      Aurora let out a sigh. Damn. She was about to state something painfully obvious—at least to her—he had never considered.

      “Your yoga thing. Your meditation,” she said, her eyes bright for her many years on this earth.

      “You think I’m a workaholic when it comes to my yoga instruction?”

      “And your meditation.” Her lips curled up. “And your running.”

      “I took up yoga and meditation for my health.”

      “That doesn’t mean you’re not obsessing over them.” She put the mug to her lips.

      “Obsessing?” He raised his eyebrows.

      Aurora put her mug down and patted his hand. “It’s nothing to worry about, Noah. You’ll find balance in your life. Life’s like a pendulum sometimes. It swings from one side”—she swung her arm upward to the right— “to the other.” Her arm went downward and to the left, then upward. “You’ll get there. You’ll find the balance that works for you. Give it time.”

      She got down from the stool and kissed him on the cheek. “I’m going to be late for my lunch with Joan if I don’t hurry.” She took a step then stopped. “Oh, by the way, there are new summer people next door. Mary said they have the condo for at least a month.”

      Mary Montgomery had been Aunt Aurora’s long-time neighbor. Mary had moved and, instead of selling her condo, turned it into an upscale rental. Aurora worried about the quality of renters the place would attract. When the first summer people arrived, she invited them over for an evening, as her way of checking them out.

      She’d invite them back if she got along with them. And she’d done it with every summer person since. And there wasn’t a one who didn’t get invited back. He made a mental note to expect company in the coming days.
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        * * *

      

      Noah threw the empty water bottle into the recycling bin and stepped out on the back deck. His aunt’s condo didn’t hit up to the beach but there was a trail leading down to it. The home sat close enough you could smell the ocean. Merely inhaling the scent calmed his whole spirit.

      As he lowered himself onto his meditation pillow, he considered his aunt’s words. Had he really gone overboard on his spiritual quest? She knew he chucked the corporate world for his health. Meditation, yoga, and even running had made him physically whole again. And the side benefit? He viewed life differently now.

      As soon as the question entered his mind, he dismissed it. You can’t overdo spiritualism. At least he didn’t think you could.

      He twisted at the waist to the left and then the right as he cleared his mind. With crossed legs, and his forefingers touching his thumbs, he shut his eyes. He pushed all thoughts out of his mind, including those of Ms. Murphy. He wondered what her first name was? Shoo, thoughts. Omm. Omm.

      “But, April, your situation has changed. Hasn’t it? It’s not my job to tell you what to do, just to present you options.”

      Noah’s eyes snapped open, and he jerked to alertness. His muscles tightened. Her voice? In his backyard? Okay, technically his aunt’s backyard.

      He glanced toward the condo to his left where the conversation was coming from. His worst thoughts were confirmed. He turned in the direction of the woman who sat on the deck next door. Ms. Murphy. He emphasized her title in his head.

      She was the summer person? No, it couldn’t be. He couldn’t have three months of this. Wait, Aurora said they rented the condo for the month. Well, that didn’t help much.

      Noah pushed himself up and deliberately forced himself to casually cross the yard to her deck. She sat at the patio table under the umbrella. Her dark hair was still pulled in a ponytail. Her eyes were narrow. She chewed on her lower lip. Probably thinking about what to say next to her client. Odds were high, given the little he saw of her, it was another client. He lowered his eyes to her legs. No longer in her yoga pants, she wore capris that teased him. Were the rest of the legs as spectacular?

      He tried to paste on the friendliest, most neighborly smile he could. He’d tell her, diplomatically, of course, her phone call interrupted his meditation.

      “Excuse me, Ms. Murphy.” She seemed startled to find him there, just a few feet from the raised deck. He looked up at her.

      “You? Again? Are you…?” Then she looked at his condo. “Don’t tell me you live there?” She pointed to it. “What the hell are you doing here? Are you the cellphone police? Is cellphone use in North⁠—"

      He thought she’d ramble on forever if he allowed her to. The only kind thing to do was to stop her. He held up a hand. “I won’t be but a minute. I was out on my deck meditating before you came out. I’d appreciate if you could”—he wanted to say throw the damn phone into the ocean—“keep your voice down, just a bit.”

      “April, I’m sorry. I have to call you back. I promise we’ll talk about your decision in about five minutes. Something’s come up.” She disconnected the call and glared at him.

      “I’ve just cut off a client because you saw fit to come over here and harass me. How unprofessional.” Her brows furrowed, brown eyes bore into him just like the last time, and something inside him stirred. “I’m not in your class at the moment.”

      True. She wasn’t. “I understand.” Should he apologize for his earlier actions? Nah, she had been rude and inconsiderate. He did the right thing. “But⁠—”

      “And just how many times a day do you meditate? Is it something with your religion or are you just…?” She shrugged.

      “I have a regular meditation schedule.” As if it’s any business of yours.

      “I see…And I have a regular client schedule.” She crossed her arms over her chest.

      “Okay, just forget it.” He waved a hand. He had enough of her rudeness. “I don’t know why I thought you’d do the considerate thing and keep your voice down some. I’m not sure why you want the entire world to know your client’s business. Whatever business you’re in. None of my business, though.”

      It was going to be a long month.
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      MURPHY

      Murphy studied him as he walked away. Those broad shoulders of his caught her eye. Again. And his tush? She didn’t realize how defined it was. She narrowed her eyes. His golden blond curls took on a shade of honey in the sunlight. She shook herself as a shiver skittered down her spine.

      The fact remained the man was rude. The audacity of him to march over and criticize her phone usage. She was on property she had rented. It was none of his business what she was doing in her own yard.

      She took a deep breath. Calm yourself, Murph. Don’t let him get to you. You’ve met many men like him. Arrogant. They think they’re better than you simply because they’re male. Just let it go. At least that’s what she told her clients.

      Speaking of clients—April. She left her hanging. She pulled her phone from her pocket and found her speed dial number and hit it.

      Shit, I better take this inside. She didn’t need Mr. Keep-It-Down to get all agitated over the call. Again. It might disturb his meditation, and nobody wanted that.

      She opened the sliding glass door into the spacious dining room and pulled out a blue chair from the table.

      “April, let’s talk. I’m so sorry about the interruption. I’m in North Carolina for a while.”

      “Oh, sounds like fun.”

      Yeah, right. “So, let’s talk about you. What’s going on?”

      April had man problems. It happened a lot to her clients. She tried to take a step back and be as objective as possible, but…inside she ached. Her clients’ issues brought to the surface her own. Granted they were three years ago. Ouch. Three years to the day. Damn it. But she saw her job as providing the guidance, encouragement, and love she wished she had.

      TC had always encouraged Murphy to talk about what had happened. She was more than generous with her time. But more and more lately, her sister had told her it was time to move on. Move on to what? Another man who’s just going to break my heart? Sure, maybe the inciting incident wouldn’t be an unbelievable gig with the international rock band Counterculture, but it could just as well be someone like Noah, who can’t stop meditating. I wonder whose heart he broke?

      “And so now I have to decide if I even want to forgive him.”

      April’s last remark jolted her back to reality. “Listen, take it slowly. Give yourself some space from him. Time to think. If he loves you, he’ll be there when you’re ready—if you’re ready. There’s no timeline to love.”

      “Murphy, you’re so right.” Her voice brightened. “I’m not going to make any decisions right now. And I certainly won’t allow him to pressure me into choosing him. If he can’t wait, he wasn’t worth it to begin with. Thanks.”

      One more satisfied client. Two in one day. She shoved her phone in her pocket.

      “There you are, Murphy,” TC said. She and Eli appeared from the hallway. They must have been unpacking. She still had items to unpack. Unless she decided to chuck it and leave. But she didn’t want to leave TC alone with Eli and Sky. She didn’t wish that on anyone. Speaking of Sky, she should ask about her

      “Did Sky make it safely?” Murphy tried to keep any hint of sarcasm out of her tone.

      “She did.” Eli smiled brightly. “It was a long drive, so she’s resting.”

      “We were thinking about finding someplace for lunch. The downtown area is just a couple of blocks away. Coming with us?”

      “Sure, I’m starved…but what about Sky?” Murphy asked.

      Eli waved a hand. “I already asked her. She said she was more tired than hungry. I told her we’d bring something back for her.”

      Murphy nodded, because what else could she do but agree? It was easier. Time was of the essence, even on her so-called vacation. She needed to go to lunch, then come back to the condo and write her blog on interviews dos and don’ts. She had gotten the inspiration for the topic in class during the cobra pose. Go figure. Then she’d unpack. She prayed TC and Eli didn’t want to go down to the beach.

      “There’s a little place on the square called Suzanne’s Cafe,” TC said, “I read about it on the town’s tourist site. It sounds so cute—and southern.”

      Her sister had insisted they take their vacation down south. “I love the southern accent,” she said. “and North Carolinians have the most adorable one. It sure beats how we talk in Ohio.”

      “Let’s go.” Eli reached for her purse. “Why are we wasting time talking?”

      Murphy patted the pockets of her capris—she had changed since yoga class—to make sure she had her phone. “I’m ready.”

      The Summer’s Beach town square was only four blocks away and it was everything Murphy thought a small, southern town should be. A gazebo sat in the middle of the square, surrounded by a well-kept small park. Any irritation she had felt about her double encounter with the yoga instructor faded away.

      Old-fashioned benches, randomly placed around the square invited passersby to linger. A colorful array of flowers adorned the sidewalk planters. Purple and pink petunias. White petunias with delicate purple veins. And snapdragons. One of her favorites.

      She stopped at one planter and tugged TC’s arm. “Remember, we called these dragon snappers when we were young?”

      “I haven’t thought about it in ages.” TC gazed at the planter.

      “Dragon snappers?” Evidently Eli had never called them that. “Why?”

      TC and Murphy shared a look. “You mean you never played with them?”

      Eli shook her head slowly as if playing with a flower sounded like a screwball idea.

      “Here, let me show you.” Murphy motioned for her to come closer.

      Murphy bent over the planter. She put her thumb and forefinger at the velvety bottom of a pale lavender bloom and squeezed. The two lips of the flower opened as if it were a mouth ready for food.

      Eli giggled. “I never knew you could do that. Let me try.” They played with the flowers for a few moments.

      “That’s it.” TC straightened up and massaged her hand. “My hand is cramping up and I’m hungry. Let’s get moving. The café should be just a few storefronts from us.” She glanced at the GPS on her phone. Murphy and Eli obliged.

      “Here it is.” TC entered first, with Eli and Murphy trailing. Wow. Murphy didn’t know how many residents lived in Summer’s Beach, but it looked as if they all were here. The place buzzed with conversation and laughter.

      “Look at the décor,” Eli said. “It’s so retro. I love it.”

      Murphy had to agree. The nineteen-fifties era chrome tables may have lost some of their shine, but they were still intriguing. And the chairs in the same style chrome legs had vinyl seats and backs in red, yellow, and even aqua.

      “Did we just slip through some time vortex?” TC asked, as they waited in line to order.

      “I hope we’ll find a seat.” Eli shifted her gaze from the dining area to the counter. “Oh, look, the menu is up there.” On the wall behind the counter hung a large blackboard with the items written in white chalk.

      Murphy studied the menu, but her mind was still on the encounter in the backyard with Noah. How dare…

      “Murphy, the nice lady asked what you want.” TC’s teacher voice was tinged with sarcasm. “Are you going to order?”

      She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I’ll have the BLT with fries, please.”

      TC ordered a turkey melt with fries, and Eli took a chef’s salad. “White balsamic dressing, please. And later, I’ll order something to go, if I may.”

      “Of course. Just let me know and we’ll whip it up for y’all.”

      They all ordered sweet tea. Murphy looked forward to tasting it. Supposedly, it tasted different in the south than it did in Ohio.

      “And these are all together,” TC said. She turned to Murphy and Eli. “My treat.”

      “You have delightful accents,” a voice behind them said. Murphy, TC, and Eli turned their heads at the same time. An older woman stood behind them. “You must be from the Midwest.” She held two empty cups. Murphy figured she was getting refills of coffee.

      “Down here on vacation?” Murphy thought the woman’s sienna hair looked familiar. They had just arrived in town. How could she know this person? Something about her eyes felt familiar. A blue gray. Flecks of light seemed to flicker around the color. Where had she seen those eyes before?

      “We are. For about a month,” TC said, “though, two of us are teachers and have the summer off. It’s been a while since we’ve been outside Ohio, so we may stay longer.”

      The woman’s eyes danced in delight. Evidently, she enjoyed having visitors in her town. The person behind the counter placed their drinks on a tray.

      “Well, enjoy your stay. I hope you fall in love with this little town.”

      “Thank you,” TC said as she retrieved the tray.

      “Ooh. Look, there’s a family just leaving. I’ll go claim the table.” Eli hurriedly headed for it, maneuvering around other diners. She arrived at the white table and sat down in the red chair. “Ta-da! Success.” She smiled.

      TC took the other red chair, which left Murphy with the lemon yellow.

      A moment later, the woman who had spoken to them, strode over to a nearby table and joined a woman with short dark hair. They both appeared to be in their…oh, Murphy didn’t care. She didn’t even know why she noticed the lady.

      “Your first time here?” Though it was an easy southern drawl, it startled Murphy. She’d been concentrating on the women at the other table.

      An older woman stood at their table. Murphy naturally assumed she was the owner, Suzanne.

      “Yes,” TC said. “We’re from Ohio. This is our first day in town.”

      “This is a cute place,” Eli said. “I love your chairs and tables. So retro.”

      The woman laughed. “So retro they’re original. I did a lot of thrift shopping to find this furniture. All over the state.”

      “It’s also a popular place,” Eli said. “Super busy. Are these all tourists?”

      “Oh, no,” the woman said. “We aren’t in our prime tourist season just yet. Just about all of these people are residents of Summer’s Beach and the surrounding smaller communities.”

      Murphy fought back a laugh. The town was small by her standards. How small were those surrounding communities?

      “The family over there,”—the woman pointed to a mom and dad with three teenagers—“has been eating here since those kids were toddlers. The girl, Tiffany, wants to be a doctor.”

      The woman scanned the restaurant. “And that couple. She was a teacher, but she was frustrated because she couldn’t get any parental support.”

      “Oh, we know the feeling.” TC shook her head. “It’s tough these days.”

      “So, you’re a teacher?”

      “Me too,” Eli said. “I teach kindergarten so it’s not as hard for me, but TC teaches middle school.”

      “I swear,” TC said, “even the good kids are frustrating at that age.”

      “And y’all from where in Ohio?”

      “Northeast Ohio,” Murphy said. “A small town called Bell Wyck—south of Cleveland.”

      “Are you a teacher too?” the woman asked.

      “No, I’m a life coach.”

      “Do you like it?”

      “I do.” It helps me deal with my own issues—like being jilted, so the jerk could further his career.

      “I’m Suzanne, by the way.”

      Murphy, TC, and Eli introduced themselves.

      “How long has this restaurant been here?” TC sipped her tea.

      “Nearly twenty years. I’m not sure what came over me back then. There had been a restaurant here before this one. And the owner retired. This space sat empty for, oh, about a week. I couldn’t bear to see a vacant business on the square.”

      “Had you ever run a business before?” Murphy was intrigued by this woman. Who just decides to open a restaurant?

      “A little. I had some positions in restaurants and some managerial experience. ‘How hard could it be?’ I asked myself.” Suzanne laughed. “It was a bit tougher than I thought it would be, but it was worth it.” She scanned the room.

      And Murphy did too. And what she saw was a community. A community bound in the laughter and conversations at a small restaurant.

      “Hi, who got the turkey melt?” A tall man with wavy black hair stood at the table, balancing three dishes.

      “I’ll let y’all eat,” Suzanne said. “If you need anything at all, flag me down.” Suzanne turned her attention to a young couple with a child in a high chair.

      “The turkey melt’s mine.” TC raised a hand.

      He set it in front of her. “Good choice. My personal favorite.” Did he wink at TC? Murphy suppressed a smile. Maybe he did.

      “The BLT?”

      “Me,” Murphy said. The man set it down without a comment and definitely without a wink of his chocolate brown eyes.

      “This means the salad is yours,” he said as he gave Eli her meal—without a wink. It was probably her imagination.

      “Y’all enjoy.”

      Eli scrutinized him as he walked away. “Did that man wink at you, TC?” Her hushed tone held an element of awe.

      So, she noticed it too.

      “Did he?” TC’s cheeks were bright red. She picked up her sandwich.

      “I’m glad he did, sis.” Murphy smiled. “You deserve some attention.” Just because she didn’t want to have anything to do with a man didn’t mean her sister couldn’t be happy if she was interested in one.

      Eli stabbed her salad. “He looked rather mature. Not some high school kid picking up extra money.”

      “You’re right. I’d say late twenties.” Murphy picked up a fry.

      “Stop it,” TC said. Her cheeks were still ablaze.

      “It’s not every day you get a wink from a cute guy. You need to savor it.” Eli put a forkful of romaine lettuce in her mouth.

      “I wonder what he’s doing working here?” Murphy bit into her BLT. “Ooh. This is so good.”

      “Enough.” TC used her teacher voice. “Let’s talk about this afternoon. A visit to the beach. We live so close.”

      Murphy sighed. The beach did sound appealing. But she had to get some work done before she could go. How would she juggle this so-called vacation with her work? She certainly couldn’t fritter away the entire month. She had goals to keep, clients to help, and a career to build.

      The women several tables over stood. “I’ll see you next week,” the dark-haired woman said. “I’ve got to run. I’m babysitting my grandchildren this afternoon.” They hugged and she hurried out the door.

      The other woman walked over to their table. “It was nice meeting y’all. I hope to see you around the town again.” Her sister was right. There was something about a southern accent. This stranger’s accent could lull Murphy to sleep.

      “That would be great,” TC gushed. Her sister enjoyed meeting new people. “Is Summer’s Beach your home… if you want, pull up a chair. If you’re in no hurry. We could use some recommendations on the good spots in the area.”

      “Are you sure? I don’t want to impose or interrupt anything.” The woman’s natural glow comforted Murphy. It was if the woman had a secret to inner peace.

      “Please,” Murphy found herself saying. She wasn’t sure where that came from.

      The woman obliged. “My name’s Aurora, by the way. Aurora Corbin.”

      They introduced themselves.

      “Have you lived here long?” TC asked.

      “Born and raised here. Lived most of my life here. Except for a short time when I lived in the San Fransico area. My nephew was working there for his computer stuff. My husband had just died, and he thought the change would do me good.”

      She left it there and Murphy’s curiosity got the best of her. “Did it?”

      “For a while I think. But I missed my home. And I returned.”

      “Is your nephew still out there?” Eli had been quiet until now.

      “No, he lives with me. He had, well, a few health challenges.” Her gray eyes grew dark. The flecks of light Murphy saw earlier vanished. “He’ll be fine.”

      Murphy wondered if he would, though.

      “Now, about places you should see in Summer’s Beach…”

      Aurora rattled off several places, and TC opened her phone and looked like she was getting everything down.

      But Murphy couldn’t get Aurora’s nephew out of her mind.
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      NOAH

      Noah loved the tranquility of Summer’s Beach just before dawn. It was as if the town was abandoned and forgotten by time. No tourists snapping photos, clogging the sidewalks, just the occasional runner like himself. And then they’d acknowledge the other with a small nod in passing.

      The air smelled fresher somehow before the sun pierced it and it became laden with humidity. Even the palm trees stood still in awe of the glorious sunrise awaiting them.

      Running exhilarated him in a way yoga and meditation didn’t. It was a nice rounding out of his health routine. He especially needed it this morning. Yesterday’s double-encounter with Ms. Murphy and the shock of her living next door annoyed him. As well as his aunt telling him he had gone overboard on his health habits.

      He slowed his pace as he came upon the town square—the gazebo sitting in the middle of the small, town park. As a kid, he’d love to play in it when he’d come to visit Aunt Aurora and Uncle Austin. Noah stood still as he considered the structure and all the summers he’d adopted it as his fort. So many of the good times of his childhood were in this small town.

      He’d been thinking about his past a lot lately. He didn’t have one memory of a San Fransico sunrise in all the fifteen years he’d lived there. But of course not. He commuted to his office before sunrise and most days didn’t leave until after the sun had set. If meditating and doing yoga served any purpose in his life beyond boosting his physical health, they taught him what really mattered in life.

      And it was less and less computer operating systems—though he still liked to dabble with his computer stuff—and more and more just the feeling of being alive.

      He turned from the gazebo to do a final run around the town square before he called it quits. He did have a yoga class to teach. He settled into a nice steady pace, more of a jog than a run.

      He inhaled the fragrances of the flowers in the planters along the sidewalk. They were placed so the moment the scent of the blooms in one container faded, the scent of another tickled the nose. He had rounded the corner when he saw someone on a bench. No, it couldn’t be.

      He slowed his jog even more to a fast walk and approached the woman who had her hands all over the flowers—the snapdragons to be precise.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” He narrowed his eyes. “The tourist committee and the Chamber of Commerce spent a lot of money planting these flowers.”

      Ms. Murphy flinched but didn’t seem the least bit fazed by his words. “Excuse me but are you now the flower patrol as well as the phone police? Just how much is this little town paying you for your duties?”

      Her chin jutted out, and her brown eyes darkened.

      “I’m not⁠—”

      “Let’s get this straight. Unless you’re the mayor, I doubt you’re the overlord of this town. It’s one thing to criticize my cell phone use, it’s completely another to stop me from enjoying the flowers.”

      “Enjoying the flowers?” He chose to ignore the overlord remark, mostly because he had no comeback. He had spent the last several years trying to be less rigid, and she dared to call him an overlord.

      “It looked like you were pulling it apart.” He crossed his arms and waited. She was dressed in shorts, which highlighted her lovely, if pale legs, and a sports bra. Of course, women attended his class in sports bras all the time. But this woman made it look sexy.

      “Look, calm down. I’m not hurting the flower. I was just…”—she sighed—“It’s hard to describe. Here, let me show you.” She reached for a snapdragon. It took every ounce of his strength not to grab her wrist. God, Noah. It’s only a flower. Maybe Ms. Murphy is right. Just calm down.

      “See where I’m touching it? At its base.” Her fingers hovered over the red snapdragon before she took hold of it. Noah leaned in closer and inhaled her scent. Fresh. Shampoo? Body wash?

      “And then you squeeze. See, the mouth of the little dragon opens. People call this a snap dragon, but it’s really a dragon snapper.”

      Noah laughed. “You’re right. It looks like a tiny dragon.”

      “Do you want to try?” Ms. Murphy’s eyes shone. “That is, if you’re not breaking any Chamber of Commerce rules?”

      “Okay, I deserved that.” Who would have thought the woman had another side to her? “And yes, I’d love to try it.”

      He reached for a lavender flower and placed his thumb and forefinger where he had seen Ms. Murphy put hers.

      “No, your fingers are a bit bigger than mine.” She took his hand and lowered it by half a centimeter. A tingle skipped up his arm. “You’ll want to hold it down here.”

      He took his attention from the flower and glanced at her. “Thanks.” Her lips were closed, and it looked like she was trying hard to suppress a smile. Her eyes, though, gave her amusement away.

      Noah tilted his head and pinched the flower. “Oh, look. I can do it, too.” He laughed. He hadn’t done anything random in a long time. “I want to do it again.”

      He reached for a pink snapdragon this time. “Here, right?” He looked at Ms. Murphy to make sure he had the correct position.

      This time she outright smiled. And it looked quite alluring. “Absolutely. You’re a quick learner.”

      Her praise over something as silly as playing with a flower warmed him in a way he couldn’t understand. He recovered quickly and pushed the base together.

      “It’s addicting.” Ms. Murphy laughed. She had an extraordinarily lovely laugh.

      He didn’t think he should squeeze another, so he just stood there like a fool. “Uhm…where did you learn that?”

      “My grandmother. She had a large flower garden. As a kid I’d follow her around while she weeded it and snapped off old flowers. I learned a lot about plants from her. I’ve just never had a garden of my own.”

      “Such good memories you have. No wonder you continue the tradition.”

      Ms. Murphy rose. “I guess I better get home. Well, back to the rental. I’ve taken a long enough break from running.”

      “I was out running too.” Duh. Wasn’t that obvious, Noah? After all, you’re dressed in shorts and T-shirt. Why did he suddenly turn into an awkward teen? My God, he had commanded the attention of stockholders in board rooms.

      “I know it’s a solitary activity…but if you don’t mind the company, I’ll run along with you?” Of course, she doesn’t want anything to do with you.
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      MURPHY

      Well, what a surprise? She could hardly say no. What would she do? Sit here until he got far enough ahead of her? Talk about being uncomfortable.

      “Sure, it’d be good to have some company for a change.” As long as you’re not telling me I can’t do something.

      “After you,” Noah said with a slight bow and a wave of his hand. “You set the pace.”

      Murphy laughed. “I am short. So, you’re probably not going to get a very good workout.” The man had to be at least six-two. When he tore the phone out of her hand the day before, she was too appalled by the action to notice his height.

      She jogged toward the condo, and Noah fell in naturally beside her. “This is nice.” She looked up at him and nodded. “I don’t have anyone to run with me in Ohio. An occasional companion would be nice.”

      What came out of her mouth? “Not that I expect you to run with me every morning. I didn’t mean that.”

      “Noted.”

      She glanced at him. He was smiling. And she noticed his dimples. And his cleft chin. How did she not notice it before?

      “Am I going too fast for you, Ms. Murphy?” Noah slowed his pace some. She didn’t realize she had slowed her gait while she studied his face.

      “Sorry. No, you’re fine.” And what was with this Ms. Murphy stuff?

      “I know you southern gentlemen are always extremely polite. But you don’t have to call me Ms. Murphy. Murphy will do.”

      She ran a bit faster.

      “No, I can’t. I can’t call a woman by her last name.”

      She stopped. “You think Murphy’s my last name?” She smiled up at Noah who had stopped as well. The dimples were gone, replaced with a frown and narrowed eyes.

      “Well, yeah. You answered your phone during meditation with Murphy. I assumed it was your last name. It’s not?” The man’s golden curls shined in the morning sun.

      “No, it’s my first name. My last name is Clarke. Clarke with an e.” Was she really now just introducing herself? It sounded like it, so why not go the whole nine yards? She smiled brightly. “I’m Murphy Clarke. Nice to meet you.” She stuck out her hand.

      Noah took a moment, his eyes unblinking. Then his dimples reappeared and he shook her hand. Whoa. She wasn’t expecting the skitter of electricity. “I’m Noah. Noah Andrews. Nice to meet you, Murphy.”
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      Well, wasn’t that a shock? As Murphy unlocked the door to the condo, she glanced back at Noah just as he turned to look at her. He quickly turned his head and continued on. She studied him for a moment, then stepped inside, ignoring whatever flutter her heart did.

      She didn’t have a chance to consider their conversation, however civil it might have been, or the damn flutter because TC and Eli pounced on her.

      “Where have you been?” TC sprinted around the kitchen island and got within inches of her. “We were getting worried.”

      “Yeah,” Eli echoed her concern. She had jumped off the couch. “You leave a note saying you’re going out. That was before dawn.” She pointed toward the sliding doors in the dining room. “The sun has been up for a while. We thought an alligator ate you.”

      She laughed. “No, I went jogging. Stopped for a moment and got caught in the act of playing with snapdragons by Noah of all people. It seems⁠—”

      “Noah, the yoga instructor?”

      “Yeah, the yoga instructor. He runs. He saw me playing with the flowers and thought I was destroying public property. Let me get a quick shower and we can go get breakfast. The sooner we do that the sooner I can continue the research for my blog. I’ve got to get it up today.” She prepared herself for TC to chastise her for working while on vacation, but apparently that wasn’t what caught her attention.

      “Noah, the yoga instructor?” TC asked. They both stared at her.

      “Yes, you do know he lives next door?” She pivoted and on her way to the bathroom, said, “I know you have questions. Just hold them until I’m done. Not that I have any answers for you.”

      “He lives next door?”

      Murphy closed the bathroom door.
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t believe he lives next door.” Eli laughed as she entered Suzanne’s Cafe.
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