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PRAISE FOR THE BOOKS OF 
#1 INTERNATIONAL 
BESTSELLING AUTHOR
KERK MURRAY






Since the Day We Danced


“Murray’s writing is simply gorgeous.”— The Book Commentary



“This story was heartfelt, hopeful, and so incredibly endearing.”— Reader Review



“An emotional rollercoaster that will make you fall in love with love all over again.” — Reader Review



“A heartwarming story with unforgettable characters who feel like old friends.”— Reader Review



“A beautiful escapist Nicholas Sparks type romance.”— Reader Review



“If you’re searching for a book that not only tells a story but also touches the soul, this is it.”— Reader Review



Pawprints On Our Hearts


“Animal lovers will feel connected to Murray’s almost spiritual awakening and admire his devotion to following his heart, even in the face of tremendous sacrifice. This touching memoir overflows with intense emotion.”— Booklife by Publishers Weekly



“A deeply moving memoir... one of the best books that capture the connection between human beings and dogs... Pawprints on Our Hearts inspires a love for animals while exploring the painful edges of the human heart in need of love and healing.”— The Book Commentary



“A powerful and emotional story.”  — Alyson Sheldrake, Bestselling author of “Kat the Dog"



“This book will touch your soul and make you question your beliefs about love for humanity and animals. The author’s raw and honest depiction of human struggles and the undying bond with a dog will leave you in tears and fits of laughter.”— Reader Review



“I never leave reviews but I had to after reading this sweet book. This book was so good. Had me laughing and crying.”— Reader Review



“It draws you in on such a deep level, touching chords that we can all connect to, moments and memories that we’ve all experienced in our own lives.” — Reader Review











  
  


BEFORE YOU BEGIN…
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You’re invited to join my private Facebook Reader Group, where you’ll make new book friends, meet other animal lovers, and be the first to know about new releases, book clubs, and special deals.




Join here :



Kerk Murray’s private 
Facebook Reader Group





















  
  


STORY PLAYLIST
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Listen to it on your favorite music streaming platform.


Download it by clicking here.




Emma’s listens:



	 “Lose You to Love Me” — Selena Gomez


	 “Whiskey on You” — Nate Smith


	 “Cruel Summer” — Taylor Swift


	 “Everything Has Changed” — Taylor Swift (Feat. Ed Sheeran)


	 “Can’t Stop the Feeling” — Justin Timberlake


	 “Play It Again” — Luke Bryan


	“I Want Crazy” — Hunter Hayes


	 “Back to December” — Taylor Swift


	 “Far Away” — Nickelback


	 “Moments Like This” — The Afters








Luke’s listens:



	“See You Again” — Carrie Underwood


	“There You’ll Be” — Faith Hill


	 “Springsteen” — Eric Church


	 “You Had Me from Hello” — Kenny Chesney


	 “Waves” — Luke Bryan


	“Yours” — Russell Dickerson


	 “Love You Like That” — Canaan Smith


	“Need You Now” — Lady Antebellum


	“Enough (Reprise)” — Lauren Alaina & Phillip Sweet


	“Die A Happy Man” — Thomas Rhett













  
  








To all of my readers who have loved and lost. 


May you have the courage to begin again—this one’s for you.











  
  
DEAR READER,



As I write this letter, my thoughts wander to the summer of 2019, a season that altered the course of my life in unforeseen ways. It was then that I stumbled upon a homeless puppy on the streets of coastal Georgia, and although I did my best to save him, fate had other plans. 

The little pup passed away only days later, and from that moment, I dedicated my life to advocating for animals. And so, I wrote my first book, Pawprints On Our Hearts, a tribute to the animals that touch our lives and an ode to the compassion that drives us forward. At this time, I also founded The Lexi’s Legacy Foundation, a 501(C)(3) nonprofit organization committed to ending animal suffering. A portion of my books’ proceeds are donated to the nonprofit and together with the support of my readers, the lives of hundreds of abused animals have been changed forever. For that, I’m eternally grateful.

The purpose of my writing has always been to elevate the stories of animals and to inspire change. With the release of my debut novel, Since the Day We Danced, I’ve never been more excited to carry the mission forward.

Life has been a winding road filled with unexpected twists and turns. If you had told me three years ago I would start a nonprofit, become a vegan, leave my career at Chick-fil-A, and begin writing romance novels, I would’ve laughed. But as they say, life is full of surprises.

And as I’ve learned, life is also full of second chances, redemption, and love. In my thirty-six years on this earth, I’ve endured tremendous heartache, but I’ve also been blessed with life’s most beautiful experiences. It’s those defining moments that have compelled me to write this book.

Since the Day We Danced is a tale of love, loss, and the courage to begin again. It’s a story of the unexpected connections that can change our lives forever and the hope that lies beyond the pain. When you turn the final page, my wish for you is that you’ll have found a piece of yourself in these characters, and through their journey, begin to see the endless possibilities living within you. 

Welcome to Hadley Cove. I hope you enjoy reading this story as much as I did writing it. Be sure to check out the extras I’ve left for you in the back of the book.

With love,
Kerk









  
  









“Everything good, everything magical happens between the months of June and August.” 


—Jenny Han, The Summer I Turned Pretty















  
  

1

Emma
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Hadley Cove, Georgia

Emma Wright pushed her untouched veggie sandwich away, haunted by the image of Chad, her soon-to-be ex-husband, and his new girlfriend, Ashley, leaving the courtroom arm in arm. A sigh escaped her lips as she reclined in the chair, her fingers sweeping the auburn curls away from her face. She had taken great care in preparing herself for the day’s court appearance, aware of the inevitable encounter with the man who had vowed to love her forever and the young woman who had now stepped into the role that was once hers. 

Now at forty, Emma’s beauty had ripened with time. Her features, though etched with the subtle lines of life’s experiences, held an alluring charm. Yet, next to Ashley’s youthful glow, she felt the weight of the years she had weathered. Fifteen years younger, Ashley had sun-kissed blonde locks and a vitality that accentuated the striking contrast between her fresh bloom and Emma’s seasoned grace—a poignant reminder of the relentless march of time.

“You should try to eat something, Em. We have to head back soon,” Lisa said, the contours of her face shaped by worry.

“I know. I just want this all to be over.”

“It will be. We just have to hear the judge’s ruling. That’s it. Soon, today will be a distant memory.” Lisa gave Emma’s arm a comforting squeeze and rose to her feet, picking up the red plastic basket. “I’ll have them wrap this up. You can eat it later.”

Emma nodded as Lisa walked away, barely hearing her friend. She sipped the last bit of water from her cup, staring out the deli window. Her brown eyes fixed on a tree, where two birds swooped by. She watched them with a wistful longing as they soared through the air, landing gracefully on the rooftop of the Hadley Cove courthouse. Their effortless flight made her heart’s heaviness even more pronounced. Unlike the birds’ carefree flight, Emma’s life had taken a far rougher path over the past few months.

Sixteen years ago, as she’d said “I do,” she couldn’t have imagined this day would ever arrive.

“Alright, you ready?” Lisa asked, returning.

Emma stood, clutching her purse. “Let’s get this over with.”

Back at the courthouse, she took a seat next to her lawyer. He may not have been the most renowned attorney in Coastal Georgia, but he was all she could afford.

Turning to Lisa, seated a row behind, she was met with a soft smile that felt like silent reassurance. But when Chad strolled in with Ashley hanging from his arm, Emma’s heart raced, pounding like a drumbeat through her body.

Every step he took with Ashley felt like a deliberate twist of a knife. She looked on as Ashley reached up to Chad’s lapel, picked off a piece of lint, and kissed him on the lips. In return, he gave a light tap on her behind.

The color drained from Emma’s face as she swiveled around and drew in a deep, shaky breath, fighting off the tears stinging her eyes. Years that seemed like a lifetime spent beside this man, filled with memories of the relationship she thought she had—and this was how it would all end.

“Don’t let him and that homewrecker get to you,” Lisa said, placing a hand on her shoulder, gently kneading to ease the built-up tension. “You’re worth more than both of them put together.”

Emma turned and mouthed, “Thank you,” and dabbed her eyes with a tissue from her purse.

Lisa shot daggers at Chad. “That man’s audacity never ends. Just say the word, and I’ll give them both a piece of my mind.”

“Lisa, I love you, but please don’t. Remember the last time I confronted him? I can’t go through that again. I just want today to be as drama-free as possible.”

Lisa’s expression softened. “I understand. But if he sends you one more threatening message, we’re going to the police. No more excuses. I love you, Em, but you deserve so much more.”

Emma’s eyes welled up. “I know.”

At that moment, the judge walked back in from his chambers. An officer followed him out and stood to the left of the bench. “Court is now back in session with the honorable Judge Hawthorne presiding. All rise.”

Emma stood, smoothing out the knee-length black skirt she was wearing, and kept her eyes straight forward. The last thing she wanted was to look at Chad again, knowing she wouldn’t be able to control her emotions. It was bad enough her eyes were probably red and puffy. If only she could run to the bathroom to fix her face. But there was no time for that now.

“Please be seated.” Emma’s heart thudded in her chest as Judge Hawthorne spoke.

“Now that we’ve had a recess, it’s time to finalize the divorce between Chad Alan Jones and Emma Leigh Wright.”

The judge shuffled through the papers in his hands, then began to read. “The combined assets of Mr. Jones and Ms. Wright, acquired during the time of their marriage—furniture, jewelry, etcetera—shall be sold, and the profits will be equally divided. Since Ms. Wright has refused alimony from Mr. Jones, she will keep all her personal belongings, as well as full custody of Riley, the rescue dog they adopted together. Next, their place of residence at Fourteen Twenty-Two Muscadine Drive will be sold, with the profits being equally divided between Mr. Jones and Ms. Wright. This will conclude all conjugal property...”

A tear rolled down Emma’s cheek at the mention of her house. The mere thought of selling it tugged at her heartstrings, as it had been her grandparents’ home before they’d gifted it to her as a wedding present. She had always envisioned it as the place where she would grow old and spend her twilight years sitting on the porch and watching the sunset every evening. Then again, Chad had always been in that picture too. At that point, Judge Hawthorne had finished reading and banged his gavel on the wooden block in front of him, declaring the court session over.

Emma’s gaze shifted to Chad. A wry smile stretched across his face as he shook hands with his lawyer. He turned toward Emma with a shrug and flashed her a smirk. A knot tightened in her stomach.

Unable to bear the sight, Emma looked away, closing her eyes. She focused on her breathing, inhaling and exhaling in measured rhythm. Silently, she counted down from ten to recenter herself. Before she could finish, Lisa came to her side.

“You alright?”

“No, not really. I just need to get home. While it’s still home, anyway.”


      [image: image-placeholder]A few days later, Emma was in her bedroom, packing knickknacks and books into a box. Her heart sank into a bottomless pit when she came across the snow globe that Chad had given her on their second date. With trembling fingers, she grazed the smooth surface of the glass dome as if it held all her broken dreams inside.

Lisa entered with an empty box. “How are you holding up?”

“I’m okay. It’s the packing.” Emma set down the globe and collapsed onto the bed. “I’m feeling a bit...I don’t know. This is all just a lot.”

Lisa took a seat beside Emma. “Well, how about a break? I’ll make us tea.”

“Sure,” Emma said, her voice almost too quiet to hear.

“Or we can go out. We could get dressed up and grab some drinks.”

“Now that’s tempting...” A hint of interest flickered in Emma’s eyes as she paused, almost tasting the long-overdue strawberry margarita. “But not tonight. I’d rather stay in. I don’t have much time left here.”

“How about a movie night, then? We can watch something funny, get our minds off things. I can grab some ice cream—the chocolaty kind with the peanut butter chips that you love.”

“I guess. I’m not hungry though.”

“You might be in a little while. For starters, let’s go downstairs and pick out a movie. We can finish packing tomorrow.” Lisa grinned, extending a hand to Emma. “Come on, let’s go get our Netflix on!”

Before Emma could stand, all seventy pounds of Riley bounded onto the bed, sending tremors through the mattress. He scrambled onto her lap, his tongue lolling out of his mouth as he whined for attention. It was as if he had forgotten he was no longer the little golden retriever pup she’d adopted five years ago. “Riley, be careful, boy. You’re squishing me.”

“Ah, canine therapy,” Lisa said. “Works every time.”

Emma chuckled at Riley’s antics and reached down to rub his belly, feeling the soft fur beneath her fingers. Through every tear, every rage-filled rant, he had been her constant. The judge had been right to give her custody. Chad had never been a fan of animals and had even scolded her when she picked him up from the rescue. But since Riley had kept her occupied and out of Chad’s business, he tolerated him.

The divorce proceedings had brought to light the signs that were there all along but were difficult for her to see. Deep down, she had known their marriage was crumbling. Although she’d tried to hold on, to believe that things would get better, they never did. Chad, the man she had once fallen in love with, had changed over time, and the reality of it all was too painful to bear.

Emma eyed the unfinished boxes scattered on the ground.

“So, have you thought about what you’re gonna do?” Lisa asked, sinking back on her elbows.

Emma moved up to Riley’s ears, scratching behind them, and looked up at the wall. There, above the side of her bed, hung a painting of the ocean that she hardly noticed anymore. But today, her eyes were drawn to its crashing waves, which seemed to mirror her own desire for change. “I think I’m gonna look for a place closer to the water. A small cottage for me and Riley. Don’t need a big place...just something cozy and quiet.”

“That sounds lovely. Have you started looking yet?”

“No—I should, though. It’s a lot to think about right now.”

“Don’t let this stress you out.” Lisa took Emma’s hand. “I’ll text a few of my realtor friends to see if they have any listings near the water. I’m sure we can find you a place in no time.”

“I can’t thank you enough.” A lump formed in Emma’s throat, and her voice quivered. “Seriously, I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

Lisa leaned in, giving Emma a quick hug. “That’s what friends are for. Now let’s pick out that movie.”

She nodded, then followed Lisa out of the room. As she closed the bedroom door, her thoughts ventured to the prospect of moving into a beachside cottage. The idea filled Emma with hope and excitement, a glimmer of happiness amidst the chaos of her divorce. A small smile tugged at the corners of her mouth as she envisioned herself walking along the shore with a salty breeze in her hair, basking in the serenity of her new coastal sanctuary.

Though as she descended the stairs, a mix of sadness and resolve weighed on Emma. The future loomed, uncertain and intimidating. Yet, she knew she couldn’t cling to the past.

Somehow, some way, she would have to learn how to begin again and leave behind the life she thought she’d always have.
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Luke
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Chicago

The sun hung high, its glare turning the office windows into mirrors as Luke made his way back from the vibrant pulse of the city at midday. A morning drowned in conference calls, client meetings, and a mountain of paperwork had driven him to seek a rare breath of fresh air—a decision that broke his usual routine of working through lunch. 

Returning to the hushed confines of his workspace, Luke hung his coat behind the door and sank into his chair, which felt more like a command center than a simple piece of office furniture. He powered up his computer, and as the screen flickered to life, a barrage of new messages flooded his inbox. One subject line among the rest leaped out: Urgent.


Luke,

Upon reviewing the team’s performance, I’ve noticed a concerning trend with your recent work, especially considering you’ve been our top performer for years. I understand that balancing work and a personal life can be challenging, but clients have started to ask about you, wondering why you haven’t been as present. Let’s discuss this when I return from New York.

Mark



Luke let out a slow breath, his gaze fixed on the screen. Before he could craft a response, his train of thought was interrupted by Jeannie’s voice at his office doorway. “Mr. White’s holding again.”

Glancing up from the email, Luke sighed. “Thanks, Jeannie. I’ll take the call.” He reached across his desk and picked up the phone. “Mr. White. I’m sorry I missed your calls earlier. It’s been a hectic day. What can I do for you?”

“Ah, Mr. Grayson, yes. I need to talk with you about your son, Jeremiah.” Mr. White cleared his throat. “This morning, he was involved in another altercation with a male student, who ended up at the school nurse’s office with a bloody nose.”

Luke’s grip on the phone tightened. He listened while Mr. White detailed his seventeen-year-old son’s latest antics: the truancy, the fights, the rebellious angst that had become a shadowy specter since his mother Kate’s death almost two years ago. Now, at forty-two, life had brought him through a tapestry of trials, yet the raw, relentless test of guiding his son through this turbulent time was a challenge that left him as uncertain as a ship in a storm.

Mr. White continued after a moment. “I spoke with the young man and a few other witnesses, and it seems Jeremiah was the instigator. He’ll be suspended for the rest of the week. We understand things have been difficult for you both, but the discipline policy states that Jeremiah could be expelled, since this isn’t the first incident, as you know. There’ll be a hearing with the board in a few days to make that decision. We’ll call you with further details.”

Luke thanked him and ended the call. He let out a long breath, slumping back into his chair. He would need to cancel his afternoon meetings to pick Jeremiah up from school.

As Luke gathered his items to leave, he found himself lost in his thoughts, grappling with a difficult truth. For years, he had tried to justify his absence from Jeremiah’s life. Working as a financial consultant at a leading Chicago firm, his job took him far away from home, often traveling to meet clients. Kate learned to live with it, but Jeremiah never did.

After her diagnosis, Luke had made a conscious effort to be a more present husband and father. He cut back on business trips and accompanied her to every doctor’s appointment and chemo treatment. Even with the care of the best doctors in the country, the cancer had progressed to stage IV. The harsh reality set in: Kate had a year, at most, to live.

When he took time off from work to care for her, Jeremiah’s frustration only grew. They would have frequent shouting matches, with Jeremiah blaming him for not being there during his childhood, which Luke couldn’t deny. It was true he had missed many important events—soccer games, family dinners, and birthdays—due to work obligations.

After Kate’s death, Luke struggled to bridge the growing divide between himself and Jeremiah. Although they both sought solace with a grief counselor, Jeremiah’s animosity toward his father continued to escalate. Kate had always had a way with Jeremiah, and now that she was gone, he thought it would be impossible to connect with his teenage son.

Luke could see it now, clear as day: his absence had left a void in Jeremiah’s life. His heart ached with guilt, realizing he had failed his son in a profound way.

He grabbed his coat and headed out the door, passing Jeannie’s desk. “Can you cancel all my afternoon appointments? I need to pick my son up from school.”

“Consider it done.”

For years she’d been a godsend to Luke, always two steps ahead, handling anything at a moment’s notice without breaking a sweat. He never quite figured out how she managed to do it all.

“What would I do without you? Thanks, Jeannie.”

As Luke approached the school, gray clouds hung low in the sky, threatening a downpour. While he waited for Jeremiah, he recalled advice from a parenting blog he had read earlier in the week: Breathe. Ask questions. Don’t lash out.

When his son finally emerged, it seemed as if time had unfolded upon itself. Jeremiah’s features held an undeniable resemblance to his father’s—a strong jawline, dark tousled hair, and piercing blue eyes that seemed to hold a thousand unspoken words. In that moment, Luke saw his own troubled journey through adolescence, a reminder of the grace they both desperately needed.

As Jeremiah slid into the passenger seat, Luke braced himself for a surge of anger and defiance.

But instead, he was met with silence.

During the car ride home, the only sounds between them were the occasional tapping of raindrops on the car roof and the engine’s hum. Jeremiah sat with his arms folded, staring out the window. Every now and then, Luke would steal a glance at his son, hoping Jeremiah would meet his eyes, but he never did. As they drove, the wind picked up, bending the smaller trees under its force. The weather reflected the storm brewing inside Luke. He knew he couldn’t keep ignoring Jeremiah’s behavior, but he also didn’t want to make things worse by punishing him.

Later that evening, Luke turned off his phone and cooked dinner. It surprised him when Jeremiah, who had been holed up in his bedroom, joined him at the kitchen table.

This was a rare occurrence.

As they ate, the silence between them was deafening. “Want to talk about what happened today?” Luke asked.

“Not really.”

“Well, we’ve got to change something, Jeremiah. You can’t keep getting into fights like this. The principal is talking about expelling you.”

“So what? I’ll go to another school. Or maybe I won’t go anywhere anymore. It doesn’t matter to me.”

Luke slid his plate aside; any remaining space in his stomach felt filled with a deep sadness. Remorse lodged itself in his chest as he looked into his son’s eyes, seeing the hurt reflected back at him. He hated himself for not knowing how to connect with his own child, for not being there when Jeremiah needed him the most. Pausing, he drew in a deep breath as he searched for the right words.

“I’ve made big mistakes, Jeremiah. Missing important moments in your life, and I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you like I should’ve been. I let you down, buddy, and I can’t change that. But know that I love you more than anything, and—”

“Just stop. It doesn’t matter now,” Jeremiah said, picking apart a piece of bread on his plate.

“It does matter.” Reaching out, Luke’s touch on Jeremiah’s arm was both an attempt to comfort his son and a silent admission of all the things he had said years too late. “I’ll never be able to change the past, but I want to make things right. I know it will take time and—”

“I told you, I don’t want to talk about it, okay? Just leave it alone!” Jeremiah yanked his arm away and shot up from his chair, which nearly toppled over.

Luke swallowed the lump in his throat, nodding slightly. “I understand. But please know that I’m here for you whenever you’re ready to talk. I love you and I’m sorry.”

“Yeah, whatever.” Jeremiah avoided eye contact, taking his plate to the sink.

Luke’s eyes lingered on the now-empty chair where his son had been moments before. With a deep sigh, he pushed back from the table and followed Jeremiah’s path to the kitchen sink.

While rinsing the dishes, his mind replayed the words exchanged during dinner. Once more, Luke’s attempts to fix the relationship had fallen flat. As with numerous times in the past, he was left disheartened and unsure of how to bridge the growing gap between him and his son. All the suggestions online and even the advice from the grief counselor weren’t working. No matter what he did, Jeremiah had remained distant and unresponsive, shutting Luke out and refusing to communicate or engage in meaningful ways.

After wiping his hands with a kitchen towel, he returned to his office to research more about connecting with his son. For hours, Luke scoured countless articles and forums, yet found no new advice he hadn’t already attempted.

Releasing a weary exhale, he eased himself back into the worn comfort of his office chair as his gaze wandered to the laptop’s background photo. In the picture, Kate stood in the middle, her arm curled around a much younger Jeremiah. With one hand, she playfully hoisted a sandcastle bucket near the smudge of chocolate ice cream on Jeremiah’s cheek. Near the edge of the frame, Luke leaned in toward his family, his arm slung over Kate’s shoulder. This treasured snapshot held everything he longed to recapture.

His thoughts drifted to a topic that had often been a source of joy for Kate—the possibility of living on the Georgia coast. A change of scenery from the big city could be exactly what they needed. It was something he hadn’t considered before, but the idea starting over in Georgia, all at once, tugged at his heart and filled him with sorrow, knowing that Kate would never get to experience it. Despite the bittersweet emotions, Luke started searching Zillow for properties in the area.

Scrolling through listings, each one painted a picture in his mind of a new beginning in that idyllic place. But none of them felt like the right fit. So, he entered his email and signed up on the site, hoping the perfect place would soon come on the market.


      [image: image-placeholder]The next week, at the hearing, the disciplinary board delivered their verdict—Jeremiah would be expelled for the rest of the year. Luke’s heart sank as he pleaded with them to give his son another chance, but it didn’t sway their decision. Jeremiah hardly spoke a word, as if unfazed by the gravity of the expulsion.

Luke’s idea of moving to a new place was now making much more sense. He knew something had to change.

And, as if by fate, change was on the horizon.

One morning, as Luke sat sipping his coffee, his phone buzzed with an email notification from Zillow, showcasing a house that had just become available in Hadley Cove, Georgia. His fingers tapped on the edge of the table as he read the details; the house checked all the boxes for everything they would need. Lost in thought, he barely noticed Jeremiah’s heavy footsteps entering the kitchen.

Luke spoke up as Jeremiah poured a bowl of cereal. “Hey Jer, I need to talk to you.”

“Okay? I’m here. Talk.”

Luke set down his phone and straightened. “Look, we need a change. We’ve been doing the same thing over and over and it hasn’t helped. You’re expelled and are going to have to do summer school online so you can go into your senior year. I don’t want you to throw your life away. I can’t let you do that.”

Jeremiah stirred the spoon around the bowl. “Okay...so what changes?”

Luke took a deep breath. “Well, I think moving might be good for us, starting fresh—”

Jeremiah slammed his fist down onto the table. “You’re always thinking about what you want! What about what I want? I don’t want to leave Mom’s memory behind. This is the only place where I still feel close to her. And you want to take that away from me too?”

Despite the stifling air that seemed to grow heavier with each passing second, Luke forced himself to breathe evenly. “Son, it’s not about leaving her memory behind. You know your mother always wanted to live on the Georgia coast. There’s a house I saw that would be perfect for us. She would’ve loved it. In a way, this would honor her and be a fresh start for us. It’ll be a good thing.”

Jeremiah folded his arms as tears streamed down his face. “I don’t want a new life. I want Mom. I can’t believe you would even consider moving away from here.”

The depth of Jeremiah’s pain struck Luke hard. “Jeremiah, you can hate me, but I’m out of options,” he said. “I’m going to call the realtor soon.” He glanced back at his phone, letting a momentary silence fill the air. “We’re going.”

“If you make me leave, I’ll never forgive you. Ever.”

“If I let you throw your life away, I’ll never forgive myself.” Luke’s voice wavered. “I love you, and I know you can’t see that now, but someday you will.”
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Three Months Later

Emma wiped the sweat from her brow, stepping out onto the small front porch to take in the view of the new cottage she now called  home. The blue exterior with white trim sharply contrasted with her old house’s dark-brown façade and forest-green shutters. She only hoped the change of scenery would help her move forward and that the new owners would take good care of her former home.

The sun was setting as she retrieved the last box from the trunk. She sighed feeling a tinge of anxiety, wondering if there would be enough space for all her belongings. Despite giving away several bags of clothes and unneeded items, her thousand-square-foot one-bedroom cottage still felt cluttered.

Upon entering, Riley greeted her, tail wagging, before attempting to dash for the yard, only to be wrangled back in by Emma’s quick Dog Mom reflexes. With one arm carrying the box and the other hand holding Riley’s collar, she kicked the door behind her and sat down in a nearby armchair, exhausted. She had sent Lisa home an hour ago after getting most of the boxes in, but she didn’t realize how much work would be left for her to do on her own.

Emma had moved in just a few days before the much-awaited Fourth of July celebrations in Hadley Cove. The town was known for its grand festivities, which included a bustling street fair, the parade, and a stunning firework display to end the night. Emma and Chad had made it a tradition to attend the festival together, then lay a blanket in their backyard to sip wine and admire the show. The memory of those happy moments made her eyes well up with tears. Blinking them away, she rose from her chair and headed to the kitchen to prepare dinner for Riley.

After placing his dish on the ground, Emma walked toward the window and looked outside, scanning the horizon. The back of the house led to the beach, and the soothing sound of the waves lapping against the shore was a balm to her frayed nerves as she closed her eyes and pictured herself lying on the sand, lost in a captivating novel. But the reality of the week’s daunting tasks ahead brought her back from her daydream.

Returning to the living room, Emma surveyed the chaos of boxes and furniture with determination. She paused, envisioning the room with her desk nestled in the corner and a cozy reading nook by the front window, with enough space for a couch and a TV on the opposite wall.

It’s all coming together.

She was going to be happy in this cottage. At least, she hoped so.

With each passing day, Emma grew more settled in her new home. Only a few unpacked boxes remained, and she was certain most of what was left would go into the attic. The first box she opened overflowed with Christmas decorations. She closed it and peeked into the next box, which brought a smile to her face. Inside were Riley’s adoption papers, tucked away alongside his old collars and some chew toys.

Emma placed his papers on the coffee table, glancing over at him as he snoozed away in his dog bed next to the couch. She let out a gentle sigh, relishing how Riley had been her biggest comfort through it all, especially now after the divorce.

Her thoughts wandered back to the afternoon she found him at Second Chance Rescue, huddled in the corner of his kennel. A volunteer had told her his story: some cruel person had left him in a trashcan at the park with a broken leg where some kids had discovered him. The rescue nursed Riley back to health, and a family had adopted him as a Christmas present for their son. But two months later, they returned him because he kept having accidents in the house. She couldn’t believe someone would give up such a sweet dog after all he had been through.

When Emma saw him that day, it was love at first sight. “How could anyone ever hurt this beautiful soul?” she told herself.

She knew the scared little pup was exactly who she needed in her life and adopted him on the spot. There would be no returning Riley, and he would only experience the kind of love that all living beings ought to know, a firm resolve set in her mind. The first few months were challenging as she poured all her effort into training him and helping him overcome his fears. They attended classes together, practiced commands, and took walks on the beach. Before long, Emma’s love for Riley had transformed him into a confident and well-behaved dog.

Riley’s soft whine pulled Emma from her musings. He sat up and trotted toward her, pawing at her as he rubbed his head against her legs. She smiled, setting down a stack of photos onto the corner of a nearby box, and scratched behind his ears.

“Looks like it’s time for your walk. Let me grab your leash.”

Riley’s bark echoed throughout the cottage as he bolted toward the back door, with Emma closely following behind. His excitement caused him to bump into the box, sending the photos spilling out. She bent over to gather them, and as she did, her heart skipped a beat.

There, amidst the pile of photos, was a snapshot of her and Chad from their carefree college days. Her hand trembled as she shoved it back into the box. The memories flooded her mind with a bittersweet pang. Sealing it shut, she pushed it aside, trying to fight off the rush of emotions.

With a deep breath, Emma attached Riley’s leash and opened the back door. As the salty sea breeze brushed against her face, she resolved to let the sound of the waves and the melodious call of distant seagulls soothe her troubled mind.

But as they moved further along the beach, the memory of the photo remained vivid in Emma’s thoughts. On the day they met, she had gotten caught in the rain, rushing to class. Chad appeared out of nowhere, heading to the same lecture, and offered to share his umbrella.

From that moment on, they became inseparable.

It hadn’t taken long for Chad to ask Emma out before becoming a couple in their freshman year. Their love had blossomed throughout college, and they’d shared countless memories. Late-night study sessions, impromptu road trips, and stolen kisses under the stars had filled their days with happiness and laughter.

Chad proposed to Emma at her graduation party, getting down on one knee and holding out his grandmother’s ring. She was standing in the middle of the crowd as she said “yes” with a swift, excited nod of her head that sent her long hair flying around her face. Laughter and cheers pulsated through the air alongside the scent of homemade lemon cake and the faint aroma of the summer blossoms outside. Fairy lights strung across the backyard twinkled like little stars, crowning the evening as the perfect scene of joy and celebration.

As he slid the vintage ring on Emma’s finger, her eyes traced the intricate patterns on the band, each delicate swirl a symbol of a story told and retold. It was a treasure from Chad’s family, an heirloom that had seen several generations now gracing her hand as a promise of their future.

They had plans to move to Savannah post-wedding, where Chad had landed a job at a prestigious consulting firm. But those plans changed when Emma’s grandfather, Liam, gave them his house in Hadley Cove as a wedding present. Liam had downsized to a smaller place and moved closer to the water after her grandmother, Amelia, passed away a few years earlier. It was the perfect place for the young couple to start their life together, just an hour south of Savannah.

Their early weeks in the new home had been blissful. She and Chad were still in their honeymoon phase, and the house had been the idyllic backdrop for their love story. Thanks to Liam’s meticulous care of the house over the years, it was in excellent condition. Only minor updates were needed, like changing a light fixture here or applying a fresh coat of paint there, to truly make it their own.

Even with everything else falling into place for Emma, she struggled to find a job in Hadley Cove. With an art history degree, she settled for a substitute teaching position and became the head of a tutoring program at the local high school. Although things were going well for a while, Chad started coming home late from work, leaving Emma to eat dinner by herself. 

As time passed, their once loving relationship turned into a battlefield of passive-aggressive comments and cold shoulders. Chad’s criticisms became more pointed, his voice raising just enough to cut through her, reminding her that her job as a substitute teacher wasn’t good enough, that she was not the partner he’d envisioned. It wasn’t just her career choice that drew his disapproval, Chad had opinions on everything, down to the very clothes she wore. “You’re not wearing that, are you?” he’d say as his eyes scanned her head to toe. If the colors were too bright or her heels too tall, he’d make her change into something “more appropriate” or “less attention-seeking.”

Emma exhausted herself appeasing Chad, but nothing ever seemed right, and he remained unhappy with her no matter what she did. The more she tried to mold herself into the image he desired, the more she felt herself fading away. 

That’s when she decided they needed help.

Determined to save their relationship, Emma begged Chad to go to counseling with her. While their situation seemed to improve after they started sessions, she eventually discovered lipstick stains on his shirt collar and the scent of a woman’s perfume on his clothes. Despite the tears and heartbreak, Emma held on to the hope that counseling would help him change his ways—but he continued to see other women.

Her very last attempt to salvage their marriage was on their most recent wedding anniversary. She’d taken a day off to whip up a lavish feast for Chad, featuring all his favorites. Emma had spent hours in the kitchen, chopping vegetables and stirring pots, determined to make this day special, to remind him of the love they once shared.

As the day wore on and the clock ticked closer to Chad’s expected arrival, Emma stood waiting in her brand-new dress and heels, checking her phone for a call or a text to let her know he was on his way. But as the hours went by, the silence grew louder, suffocating her with each passing minute.

The sudden chime of the doorbell snapped Emma out of her anxiety-fueled stupor. She rushed to answer it, hoping to see Chad’s face on the other side. Instead, there was a man wearing a uniform, who handed her an envelope and left without a word.

As Emma read its contents, her chest felt heavy, forcing the air from her lungs. The sudden rush of blood from her head triggered a dizzy spell, blurring her vision. Her legs gave way, and she collapsed onto the couch. Tremors ran through her hands as she fumbled for her phone, dialing Lisa’s number.

Lisa dropped everything and drove over right away. Emma sobbed and crumbled into her friend’s embrace, letting the envelope and the divorce papers inside fall onto the floor.

Together, they cleaned up the meal that Emma had prepared with such love and care. Every cleaned dish, every wiped counter seemed to erase a piece of the life she thought she had, leaving an emptiness within her, a void where love and trust had once been that now echoed with betrayal.

What made the situation even more devastating was that Chad hadn’t been the only man in her life to betray her.

The first had been her own father, Paul.

Emma’s thoughts trailed back to her twelve-year-old self, when she was left in her father’s care after her mother’s passing in a tragic car accident. Paul had begun drinking to cope with the loss, and what had started as an occasional indulgence soon spiraled out of control.

Under alcohol’s grip, Paul fell behind on the mortgage payments, eventually losing their home. In a moment of desperation, he dropped Emma off with her grandparents and left town. Many nights she had cried, hoping and praying he’d come back for her, but he never did. The most daunting part for her was grieving someone who was still alive, and in her mind, she had killed him to protect what was left of her shattered heart.

Just then, Riley started barking at a few seagulls up ahead. He yanked on the leash, snapping Emma out of her glum thoughts.

“Riley! Don’t scare the birds. They didn’t do anything to you.”

Riley looked back at Emma and let out another bark, but eventually gave up his quest. Emma turned and headed back down to the beach toward the cottage when her phone began to vibrate. Her face lit up when she saw the caller ID—Kara, the founder of Second Chance Rescue.

“Hey Kara. What’s up?”

“Hey Em. It’s going well, especially for you.”

“Is that so? Tell me more.”

“Well, we’ve completely sold out of the dog treats you brought in last week. I’ll need more as soon as the Independence Day festival is over. People love your Barking Orders brand. You’ve even grown a little following at the rescue. I’ve already had three people ask today when we’re gonna be back in stock!”

Her obscure brand of dog treats, which she had launched last year, was finally gaining traction. 

Emma felt much better than she had a minute ago. “My goodness, Kara! I had no idea they’d be so popular. And I can have another batch ready for you soon. Thanks again for carrying them. I know it’s not like the usual stuff y’all have.”

“Oh, it’s nothing, girl. It’s time for the pet owners around here to try something different. How’s everything else going?”

Approaching the cottage’s back door, Emma fished out her key. “Oh, it’s fine. I’m fine. Just...getting the house together.”

“You can tell me anything, Em. No one expects you to be doing okay right now. Listen, I’m gonna come over soon with some ice cream so we can celebrate your housewarming, and the success of your hot new brand. How’s that sound?”

Emma let Riley inside the cottage and closed the door behind her. “Sounds like a plan. I could use a girls’ night. But I need to know one thing.”

“What’s that?”

“Is the ice cream vegan?”

“Of course.” Kara laughed over the phone. “Do you think I don’t know you at all?”
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