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      I’ll Stand By You

      ★★★★★ “Brilliant! I’ll Stand By You was a fun, and witty introduction to Violet, Danielle, Whitney, Ford and Sully! Five lifelong friends fresh out of college and working one final summer together at a beachfront hotel before embarking on the next chapter in their lives.” - Goodreads review

      You Get What You Give

      ★★★★★ "I don’t want to wait… to gush about this book! You Get What You Give by Karen Grey was a nostalgic romantic throwback to my teenage years that did crazy good things to my heart." - Goodreads review

      ★★★★★ “This enemies-to-lovers, small-town retro romance is bursting with nineties pop-culture fun, deep-seated friendship, and lots of spice!” - Bookbub review

      What Happens in Carolina

      ★★★★★ “This is so flippin' cute! Probably the most creative rom/com I've ever read.” - Bookbub review

      ★★★★★ “George and Tina are two of the quirkiest people I've had the pleasure to meet in a book.” – Bookbub review

      Hold On To Me

      ★★★★★ “Well I think I fell in love. A little with the characters, a lot more with their story. I mean, office romance and reverse age gap, I’m all for it. Add to that interesting characters, multiple references that speak to me, and some feminist talk, and I’m sold.” - Veroticker Blog

      ★★★★★ “Oh my heart! Sully and Helen were PERFECT. I connect really well with Grey’s writing and characters which is why I continue to devour her books – but this is my absolute favorite of all her books. First, there are so many tropes & themes that I love: office romance, age gap, competent women and men who appreciate them for it, small town romance, found family and lots of laughs.” - Rellim Reads Blog

      I Want It That Way

      ★★★★★ “A fun, sweet and a zigazig-ahmazing 90’s retro story that brings all the feels in the best possible ways.” - Bookbub review

      ★★★★★ “So heartfelt and relatable - I was drawn in and hooked from the first page.” - Goodreads review
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      The content notes below are meant to give readers a generalized view of potentially triggering subjects within this novel.

      
        
          	
        Use of expletives: frequent but not mean-spirited
      

      	
        Sex/Nudity: referred to
      

      	
        Violence: none
      

      	
        Death: none
      

      

      

      
        
        If you’d like a more detailed list of content warnings (which may include spoilers) they are available at:

      

      

      https://www.karengrey.com/contentguidance

    

  


  
    
      
        
        WARNING:

      

        

      
        This novella

        is not a romance.

      

        

      
        It is about love,

        but the characters you meet

        won’t get a

        Happily Ever After

        (or even their Happy For Now)

        in this story.

      

        

      
        This story

        is about Friendship.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            VIOLET

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Wrightsford Beach, NC

        August 31, 1991

        9:35 p.m.

      

      

      As I pour myself yet another cup of coffee, I try to remember why I’d thought it was such a good idea to add another job to my already jam-packed summer schedule. Today I woke at 9 a.m. in order to work an eight-hour day at my theater camp job, then had just enough time to change out of the T-shirt and shorts I wear as a counselor and into my Rumrunner Hotel attire—golf shirt and khaki skirt—and drive across town to begin my graveyard shift here at the front desk.

      I’d hoped to recreate the summers of our early teen years, for my four best friends and I to spend quality time together before we all focused on finding real jobs in the real world. Like, wouldn’t it be so totally awesome to work together at this hotel after college graduation just like we did after junior high graduation?

      Back when we were fourteen, we thought we’d hit the jackpot when we all scored summer jobs at Wrightsford Beach’s most popular resort. Just like on our favorite TV show, Beverly Hills, 90210, all we had to worry about was how deep we wanted our tans to be and whether to spend our wages on burgers or ice cream.

      Unfortunately, just like Melrose Place vis-a-vis 90210, the spin-off hasn’t exactly lived up to the original. For all kinds of reasons.

      No time to dwell on that, however, because duty calls in the form of a very handsome, very worried-looking man.

      A number of guests are in tuxes because there’s a wedding reception in the ballroom, but I’m 99 percent sure this particular man in a penguin suit is the groom. Pasting on a professional smile, I ask, “Is there something I can do for you, Mr. Smith?”

      He seems surprised that I know his name, so I hold up the file. “I’ve got your event details right here, and I recognize you from the bridal party photo shoot. I never forget a face.”

      “Oh, well, thanks. I mean, yes, I hope you can help. My dog’s gone missing.”

      “Dog?” Pets are allowed at the hotel, but I don’t remember seeing anything about one in residence at the moment.

      “We decided at the last minute to bring Ribsy to be our ring bearer.” He drags a hand down his face. “I thought it would make my daughter happy, but if he’s lost, we’ll all be heartbroken.”

      Batting curiosity aside—not too many grooms his age have kids old enough to participate in their weddings—I pull out a pad of paper. “I totally understand. You wouldn’t happen to have a photo of him, would you?”

      He shakes his head. “Back home in Boston I have plenty, but nothing with me.”

      “Okay. Why don’t you give me a description and the last place and time you saw him. I’ll radio the staff to keep an eye out.”

      “He’s a pretty typical-looking hound dog, mostly black with a brown face and legs and a few white spots. He’s very friendly. Unfortunately, he’ll follow anybody.” He runs a hand through his hair, mussing it. “Uh, what else?”

      “He was in the wedding with you?”

      “Right. On the beach.”

      “And then what?”

      “I took him up to the room and gave him his dinner. I just went up to take him out one last time to do his business, and he wasn’t there.”

      A woman in a fifties-style blue dress exits the restrooms. When she notices Mr. Smith, she shifts course away from the ballroom doors and toward us. “Is everything okay, Henry?”

      “Hey, Lucy. I hope so. Ribsy’s missing.”

      “Oh no.”

      “Any ideas?” Turning to me, he explains, “Lucy trains dogs. Lucy, Ms.”—he peers at my name tag—“Davenport has very generously agreed to spread the word.”

      I grab a marker and sketch out a “Missing Dog” flyer while they talk. They’re halfway to the ballroom by the time I finish, so I quickly lock up my drawer and trot to catch up with them. “Excuse me, Mr. Smith?”

      When he turns, his brow is still creased with worry. “Please, call me Henry.”

      We’re not supposed to call guests by their first names, so I just hold up the paper in my hands. “It’s a bit late to knock on doors, but if you like, I can make copies of this and we can put them up.”

      He looks like he’s going to protest, but his friend intervenes. “That’s actually a great idea,” she says.

      “Okay, then. Thank you. But I’m sure it’s not part of your job description.” He holds out a hand. “I’ll make the copies in your business center and put them up.”

      “It’s your wedding night, sir. I’m happy to take care of it.”

      I’m rewarded with a half-smile. “How about this? I’ll go check in with my wife and see what she wants to do.”

      “That sounds like a wise plan.” I hold up my walkie-talkie. “Meanwhile, I’ll make copies and get the word out to staff.”

      “Thank you. We appreciate it.”

      “You’re most welcome.”

      After pressing the talk button on my radio, I broadcast, “Ten-seventeen, I repeat, ten-seventeen.” Knowing at least one staff member won’t remember what this means, I add, “This is urgent. A guest’s dog is missing. Please ten-forty-five on channel four. Ten-twenty-seven to four now. Over.”

      Switching to channel four, I hope that everyone will report in as ordered.

      “Ford for Violet. Over.”

      “Go ahead, Ford. Over.”

      “I’m ten-twelve, but negative on the dog. Over.”

      Keeping it brief since ten-twelve means he’s dealing with a guest out at the valet stand, I confirm that I’ve received the message. “Ten-four. Thanks, Ford. Over.”

      “I’ll keep an eye out. Over.”

      Ford’s one of my buddies-since-kindergarten who’s working the hotel this summer. He’s got that all-American hero thing going, so he’d never sit by while an unaccompanied dog ran away. But then I remember that he’s working the valet stand on his own. The kitchen was short-staffed, so Sully, the other valet on for the night, offered to jump in there to help—meaning that a dog could’ve slipped out while Ford was parking a car.

      Before I can ask him if he’s still on his own, static lets me know I’ve got another report coming in.

      “Dani for Violet. Over.”

      “Go ahead, Dani.”

      “I’m also ten-twelve. Lots of people at the bar. No dogs anywhere in sight all evening. Over.”

      “Ten-four, Dani.”

      Dani—short for Danielle—really lucked out with her job assignment this summer. At just twenty-two, she’s mastered tending bar, from the drink making to the empathetic listening. She’s always got her ears and eyes open, so if the dog does make it to the event ballroom, I can count on her to take care of the situation.

      No one in the kitchen wears a radio, but I won’t call over there until the dinner service is over. Chef wouldn’t appreciate the interruption, and besides, any dog that set foot in his kitchen would be lucky to make it out alive.

      No one else reports in with a dog sighting, so I fire up the copy machine. Something tickles my memory as I place the flyer on the glass, so once it’s started spitting out copies, I take the first few and go back to the desk. After a quick scan of the event timeline, I have an idea of what might have happened.

      Knowing that my sweet but scatterbrained friend Whitney has never mastered the walkie-talkie codes, I switch back to the main channel and try English.

      “Violet for Whitney, come in, Whitney. Over.”

      Nothing but static.

      “Please report to the front desk, Whitney. Over.”

      Static, then what sounds like giggling. “Whitney, what’s your twenty? Over.”

      “Oh my god, Vi,” Whitney finally answers. “Enough with the trucker talk.”

      “It’s standard procedure, Whit. Over.”

      “It’s idiotic is what it is. What do you—Hey, stop that! I told you to⁠—”

      The rest of her sentence is cut off by a squeal and then dead air. “Whitney, I’m not messing around. We have an emergency. Please report to the front desk. Now.”

      She may be one of my best friends, but the girl is a terrible maid and a worse flirt. I just hope she didn’t let the dog out. Her family’s connections got us in the door back in 1985 when all every teen in town wanted was to work at the beach. But even your daddy’s influence can’t save your job when you ignore every single rule.

      When she doesn’t answer, I lock up the desk and go looking for her.
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