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      Isn’t it funny, she mused, how failure opens one’s eyes? She’d never really considered failure as having a potential positive before, but now that she drowned in it like a riptide pulling her out to sea, it was all she could think about.

      Sophia Shipley studied the outdoor patio and its well-dressed guests, careful to keep her turbulent thoughts masked behind a ready smile that showed none of the terror coursing through her body like electricity.

      She’d left Carolina Cove, North Carolina, for college at eighteen and been on the fast track to success ever since. High school valedictorian, class president, lacrosse captain, cheer captain, and more scholarships than she could count. Her successful streak continued throughout college and again once she’d joined the workforce, but standing here now, in this moment, weighted with secrets, her spiral into the depths of failure left her rooted and clenching her champagne glass until she feared she’d snap it. Clarity wasn’t her friend in this case.

      She’d thought leaving Raleigh and her employer in shame as her rock bottom, but now that she was here, she realized it was just the start.

      How long until they knew? Until they all knew? She felt stupid and naïve, gullible. Otherwise she would’ve figured out something was off sooner, right?

      Her heart raced in her chest as she looked around the area at those she loved. At all the people she’d disappoint. There was no getting out of this unscathed. It was impossible.

      Tessa and Bruce Holloway danced, the newlyweds beaming with love and happiness. Sophia’s heart squeezed at the sight, and she loved the fact that, despite their divorce in the 1970s, the couple had found their way back to one another again. Tonight was all about them, as it rightly should be. Which was why she needed to focus on the happy couple and not on the stress making her pulse pound in her ears and her stomach knot, giving her enough anxiety to make breathing normally a twisted joke.

      She took another sip of champagne and glanced around the gorgeously decorated patio. The wedding planner had outdone herself.

      Boardwalk Babe Cheryl Dummit had offered up her gorgeously landscaped yard as the location for the reception, and it looked breathtaking with its soft twinkle lights, faux candles, outdoor heaters, and decor.

      A gorgeous glittery-gold backdrop took up one side, the perfect spot for guests to perch on a lush cream velvet settee for photos. Everything looked posh and extravagant and matched Tessa’s glitter-loving life perfectly. It was all just…other-worldly and so beautiful it didn’t seem real.

      Sophia couldn’t imagine pulling together all the little details for something like this, but then again, that’s how Eliza Bellefonte-Hayes had earned her reputation as the best wedding planner in the area. Some even said the state and beyond.

      “You seem pensive,” a voice said from behind her. “Is everything all right, Sophia?”

      Sophia turned and sucked in a silent gasp. Barbara Lancaster, businesswoman of the year too many years to count, stood nearby, a glass of champagne in her hand. “Barbara, hello. It’s good to see you.”

      “You as well. I’ll admit, I wondered if you’d…make it back for this event,” the older woman said carefully.

      Too carefully.

      Sophia felt the color drain from her face, and in an instant, she knew Barbara knew. “Barbara, I’m not sure what you’ve heard or why you’d think that, but I can assure you, gossip is rarely accurate.”

      Barbara’s gaze narrowed into a shrewd stare and she took a long sip from her glass, gazing at Sophia over the rim the entire time. After a moment of silent contemplation and a swallow, Barbara spoke.

      “So the rumors are false? You haven’t…quit the finance business to move on to other things?”

      Sophia battled the hot flush of mortification that threatened to turn her body into lava and forced her lips into a semblance of a smile. “Well, I suppose some of them are true. Yes, I’ve taken a step back from the industry.”

      “And your step back has nothing to do with Bernard Pitz?”

      Sophia faltered, aware of the tightrope she walked. The nondisclosure agreement was quite specific in terms, and one whiff of a breach could land her in hotter water than she’d already faced. “Barbara, you of all people know how it is. The rat race is insane and…I’m no longer sure that’s the area I want to pursue.”

      “I see.”

      Barbara’s expression made it clear Sophia could talk until the sun came up but the woman knew the true story behind her “step back.”

      “After watching your meteoric rise, I’d assumed your course wouldn’t change.”

      Sophia swallowed hard and shifted in her uncomfortably high heels. She rarely wore anything this high, but she’d made an effort with her appearance in the hopes of her family not noticing the dark circles and strain on her face. “Look, Barbara, you’ve been a close family friend all of my life…”

      “I have,” the woman returned knowingly.

      “Which is why I’m asking you to not repeat any rumors you may have heard or discuss my decisions. My parents don’t know about my resignation as yet and I’d like to keep it that way. At least for now.”

      “I see. Well, I’ll be sure not to inquire about you to them. I’ll just say this. Thirty-two years ago, I worked with Bernie on a project and he was a putz and lech even then—and that was before he’d gained his current powerful position,” Barbara said with a downward twist to her lips.

      Nothing could stop the rush of air from her lungs nor the sting of hot, anger-born tears she had to hurry to blink away. “Thank you…” Sophia’s voice trailed off.

      Barbara had described Bernie’s treatment to a T. He’d mentored Sophia fresh out of high school, through summer internships and college, going to bat with his bosses to hire her and making a show of taking her under his wing. She’d blossomed under his instruction, learning the ins and outs of corporate finance and rising within the company with Bernie at a fast rate. If only she’d known, not have been so stupid and unsuspecting, then maybe she’d still have a career.

      Once again, Sophia forced a smile in response to Barbara’s presence and lifted her head.

      She could do this.

      She would do this.

      Her career in finance might be over for reasons beyond her control, but considering the circumstances, however unjust, she’d hold her head high.

      She wanted to rail in anger and wallow in despair, but every time those thoughts came to mind, she forced herself to look at it as an opportunity to begin anew. To find her second career and succeed with it. It was only a matter of setting her mind and figuring out what that next move was. “Ahem, tell me…how are you doing? Mama said you might go with the Babes on a girls’ cruise. How fun.”

      Barbara’s expression made it clear the change in topic was noted, but thankfully the older woman allowed it and dropped the issue of Sophia’s suddenly unemployed state—for now anyway.

      “I haven’t decided yet. Will you be in the area long? Perhaps we could have lunch?”

      Literally no one in her family knew of her job loss or precarious legal situation, yet Barbara had hit on everything Sophia had wanted to avoid discussing the evening of her arrival. Her nerves frazzled down to their last frayed edge. “I…will be. I signed a short-term lease today.”

      “Here? In Carolina Cove?”

      “Yes. My family doesn’t know that yet either,” Sophia said, lowering her voice to give weight to the need for privacy. “So again, please don’t mention it?”

      If Sophia hadn’t known Barbara most of her life, she wouldn’t have trusted the other woman with the information, but it was only a matter of time before she had to come clean with her parents. And allll of her friends and family. “It was spur-of-the-moment and I’d like a few days or a week to myself before having to take on everyone’s questions and opinions on what I should do. Plus with all of the wedding preparations, holidays, and Isabel’s baby shower coming up, I didn’t want to take any of the spotlight away from them. I’m sure you understand.”

      “That’s sweet of you, dear. Though I’m sure Tessa and your sister would understand your family’s excitement that you’re back in town. The Babes will be thrilled.”

      The Babes…her other “mothers.” During the summers of ’58 and ’59, four of the prominent Carolina Cove neighbors and friends had given birth to baby girls.

      The proud mamas had taken the five girls for daily strolls in their prams—and the locals had nicknamed the group the Boardwalk Babes—a name used to this day by the sixty-somethings, her mother included.

      “Though I do wonder how you think you’re going to stay in the area under their noses for any length of time and not be discovered,” Barbara said.

      Sophia laughed and downed the last of her glass before exchanging it for another. “That may be a pipe dream to think it’s possible, but I’ll take whatever time I can get. Even if it’s only a day or two to decompress. I haven’t had a vacation in years.”

      It would take a lot longer than that to sort through the chaos of her life, but a few days would be a start. She hadn’t slept through the night in a month, not since learning of the investigation or her supposed culpability thanks to Bernie’s creative endeavors in regard to paper trails.

      “Well, rest assured your secrets are safe, my dear. It’s been lovely talking to you, and I do hope you’ll be in touch regarding that lunch.”

      “Of course,” Sophia said. “Maybe after I’m settled.” Barbara was sharp as a tack. Sophia hoped by that time she would have some business ideas to run by the woman, get her thoughts on. Heaven knew Barbara’s business acumen was unmatched.

      “Yes, well, I’m going to go say my goodbyes. I have some work to do before bed. Oh, I do envy you right now,” the woman added softly. “I can’t imagine having free time to sit and ponder life’s many possibilities.”

      Sophia forced a light laugh but it held no humor. She watched as Barbara walked away and took a fortifying sip, welcoming the pleasant way her head had begun to spin and fog, driving away the intensity of the awful thoughts and the humiliation of her downfall. Oh, she could blame Bernie—and she did—but she had to own her own decisions when she’d seen red flags and chosen to ignore them because Bernie always had a reason for doing the things he did. Reasons she’d believed.

      But Barbara had touched on every secret Sophia carried and hoped to suppress for the time being. At least until she could get her feet back under her and find a new direction. And even though she had no one to blame but herself, the thought of starting from scratch scared her to no end.

      She knew finance. That world. Knew every nuance and game to be played. Or so she’d thought. To go from that life to…nothingness?

      What if she couldn’t do it? What if she failed? What if…all of her so-called accomplishments that made up her career weren’t due to her own business acumen but because good ol’ Bernie had targeted her from the very beginning? A pawn he’d personally chosen to groom and set up to be used as a scapegoat should something go wrong? What if she didn’t know the ins and outs as well as she thought she did, and all her hard work wasn’t real?

      “Rumor has it you’re out of the game,” said a deep male voice. “But I’m glad to see you didn’t wind up in jail, Sophia.”
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      Dawson Blackwell stared into the wide eyes of Sophia Shipley and found himself feeling sorry for her.

      From kindergarten through high school, they’d been friendly rivals. It could be because they shared the same birthday and their classmates had always chosen her mother’s fancy cakes over the homemade cupcakes his mother had provided the class back in the days when such things were allowed.

      Or that, year after year, they’d also chosen to attend her birthday party over his, not that he’d had many what with eight other siblings to accommodate. Parties were hard to come by, at least the kind that would draw friends to their run-down house on the back of the island when they could go to Sophia’s oceanfront home with its pool and game room and the beach—right there. From what he’d heard, every year had a different theme, with decorations and fancy cakes to match, and goody bags full of gifts for her guests.

      “Dawson. I’m…surprised to see you here.”

      He could tell. Sophia’s gaze shifted to take in those closest to them before moving back to his. She looked uncomfortable and his old insecurities shot to the surface. Was she embarrassed to be seen talking to him? Was he still that kid from the poor part of the island? “Allie invited me as her plus-one until Brooks could get off work and join her,” he said simply.

      A hint of a tight smile curled Sophia’s lips at the corners before disappearing into the tension lining her face.

      “Of course. Well, enjoy,” she said, shifting to move past him.

      “Not so fast,” he murmured. “That was Barbara Lancaster.”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “What were you and Barbara discussing?”

      “That’s none of your business.”

      His gut knotted in fear on her behalf. “I’m sure you’re upset and rightfully so with what happened, Sophia, but things could be worse. You’d be smart not to press your luck and find yourself up on charges.”

      “Keep your voice down,” she ordered, glaring at him before glancing around to reassure herself that no one had overheard him.

      “I’m just saying you managed to stay out of jail and the last thing you need to do is give them any reason to think you’re going against the NDA I’m sure they made you sign.”

      He watched as she swallowed hard.

      “I’m not… This is… I’m not any of your concern. Now if you’ll excuse me…”

      “Wait,” he ordered, gently snagging her arm. “Sophia, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to come across heavy-handed.”

      “Well, you did.”

      “I just don’t want you to do something to get yourself into more trouble. That’s all.”

      She looked suspicious of his statement but shrugged. “Fine. I have to go.”

      “Can we talk?”

      “We have nothing to discuss.”

      “I think we do,” he murmured.

      She squeezed her eyes shut with a wince.

      “Look, Dawson, we’ve had our…differences, so don’t pretend to be concerned for me.”

      A huff of a laugh escaped him, drawing attention from several other guests. Sophia’s cheeks heated at their perusal, and she fiddled with the rim of her champagne flute as though fascinated by it.

      “Did I say something funny?”

      His concern was for her, only her and how close she’d come to being jailed for fraud and God knows what else, but he wasn’t about to admit that while she glared at him like he carried the plague. “No,” he said simply.

      “Right. I-I guess what I’m saying is you wouldn’t gossip about your family, would you? So since we’re family, of sorts, I’d appreciate it if you’d not go about discussing me. You know nothing about me or my career.”

      “Former career,” he said softly.

      In a move that surprised him, she twisted her arm out of his hand to take hold of his and tugged him farther away from the wedding guests, glaring up at him all the while.

      “Will you be quiet?” she said, looking a little desperate. “My parents… I haven’t told my family I’ve stepped down from my position, and I’d rather they not find out from you.”

      They didn’t know? “Why haven’t you told them?” According to Sophia’s sister, her family was close, too close, really, with the Babes sharing every bit of their children’s lives. How could they not know something this big?

      Sophia’s tiny hands fisted at her side and over the flute, and he got the distinct impression she wanted to smack him. It was Debate Club all over again, he thought with an inner grin.

      “I will. In time—my time,” she added. “But until I figure out my next step, I want to wait.”

      Had she gone through the entire process alone? His heart tugged. “I see. I suppose I can honor that request. If there’s something I can do to help you, you’ll let me know?”

      Shock rolled over her face and her eyes flared wide before narrowing on him.

      “Why would I do that?”

      He lifted his shoulders in a casual shrug and tucked one hand into his pants pocket. “We aren’t enemies, Sophia. I’d even like to think of us as friends, and now, like you said, we’re family. Why wouldn’t I want to help you?”

      He watched as she opened her mouth but then closed it, seemingly struck speechless by his words. Did she really believe their childhood rivalry carried through to the present? To something as serious as this?

      “I… I don’t know what to say,” she said softly, still looking perplexed.  “It’s…silly, I guess, since I saw you at Allie and Brooks’s wedding and at family gatherings sometimes, but— I suppose I still thought of us as being opponents like in high school,” she said, her lips twisting in a wry smile. “I’m glad that’s not the case.”

      “Me, too,” he said, liking the smile on her lips. “I think we’ve both grown beyond that, yeah?”

      She nodded. “Yeah.”

      Her ready agreement and smile sparked something inside of him he tried not to notice. His childhood rival had grown into a beautiful woman.

      Over the years, he’d gotten glimpses of Sophia, mostly from a distance as they tended to steer clear of one another by an unspoken rule, but the man in him couldn’t deny how womanly she’d become. On the petite side, she carried her weight in her chest and hips in an hourglass figure he wouldn’t mind seeing rocking a bikini.

      He shut thoughts of a bikini down but allowed his gaze to roam over her, from the way she’d swept her curls up off her neck in an elegant twist, leaving a few loose about her face and neck, to the way her delicate features seemed so out of place with the go-getter that lurked beneath. “It’s getting late. How about I see you home?”

      “Home?”

      She stared up at him, all five feet four inches of her standing toe to toe with his six feet two as though she met him eye to eye and had the advantage to boot. The widening of her eyes gave her away though. The sudden realization that his interest had more to do with her than the fact their families had ties.

      Whether she’d embezzled the money or not didn’t even matter at this point. She’d been accused, and one whiff of fraud in the finance world meant the end. One had to be trustworthy and reliable. Someone clients would willingly hand over their hard-earned money to for safekeeping. That life was over for Sophia but maybe that wasn’t a bad thing. Not when it brought her back to Carolina Cove.

      Back to him?

      A breeze blew one of the long, curly strands across her cheek and got stuck on the remnants of lip gloss she still wore. He lifted his hand and brushed it off her face, his fingers lingering on the softness of her cheek as the touch unearthed a whole other rush of feelings inside of him. The ones he’d pushed away and buried deep when she’d left town and started a career in another city. A life far away from his. But now she was here and he’d be a fool to ignore the opportunity that had presented itself.

      Sophia took a hasty step back and broke the contact.

      “Um… I should go see if they need help inside. But…thanks. For the, um, offer.”

      A low chuckle rumbled out of him before he dipped his head in a nod. “Okay then. I’ll see you around,” he said pointedly, “neighbor.”

      She’d started to turn but at his words, she froze. Her eyes widened and then widened some more as his statement struck home and she realized her sudden and secret move back to Carolina Cove wasn’t so secret.

      “I…don’t know what you mean.”

      He rattled off the street address and watched as she silently scrambled for a plausible explanation.

      “How do you know that?”

      “The moment the leasing agency rented my property, they let me know to expect your arrival next door.”

      Another blink. Another swallow and a flicker of her tongue over her lips.

      “Next…door?”

      “Are you going to repeat everything I say?”

      “You own the cottage? Of all the places to rent, are you telling me I picked yours?”

      The shock on her face left him chuckling again. “You did,” he said, unable to keep from sounding smug. “Welcome back, So-So,” he said, using the childhood nickname only her siblings and parents ever used as he lightly tapped his champagne flute against hers. “I’ll be in touch.”
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      Half an hour later, Sophia still pondered Dawson’s surprising revelation as she carried her shoes in her hand and meandered along the quiet streets of Carolina Cove.

      The island was relatively small, with only a few thousand full-time residents, and the newly renovated beach cottage she’d leased wasn’t far from the Babes’ homes along the boardwalk.

      She’d thought herself clever in getting it. She could hide out right under their noses since it was located the opposite direction any of them had to go in order to get to work, the grocery, or pretty much anything.

      If only she’d thought to ask about the neighbors.

      But it was too late now. She’d signed the short-term lease, and while living next door to Dawson was not on her list of fun things to do, she wasn’t about to waste her energy trying to get a refund. Not when they both had better things to do.

      In the chaos of the reception and its many guests, she’d managed to escape her family and avoid questions from her parents, well-meaning Babes, and most of the longtime family friends who lived on the fishbowl of an island, but the one thing she couldn’t avoid was her own thoughts.

      Hindsight being what it was, she wondered if maybe she shouldn’t have left Raleigh. She’d been desperate to escape what had happened and the banking community that treated her like a pariah, and Carolina Cove was the only other place she’d felt welcome.

      Sophia made her way down the boardwalk, bare feet making little to no noise except when she stepped on a loose plank that thudded and squeaked out a protest. The air had cooled considerably, and she shivered despite the wrap she had around her shoulders, her thin cocktail dress not enough to combat the wind off the water and the hint of winter on its way.

      The waves crashed on her left as she paused long enough to look back at the line of houses fronting the Atlantic. The Babes’ beautiful homes were lit with landscape lights, the bright colors of the exteriors looking very whimsical and fairy-tale-like, just like what anyone thought of a small coastal town.

      This place—these people—had always been home, but tonight she’d felt like an outsider because of her secret and shame. She was innocent of any wrongdoing, but it didn’t stop her from feeling used and a total failure. She’d trusted the wrong person and it had come back to bite her in the worst way.

      Thoughts darkening with self-reflection, Sophia cut down the side streets before reaching the one that led to her rental and kept walking even though it meant being forced onto the asphalt. Thankfully it still carried the heat of the day.

      She’d always loved the off-season at the beach. When the crowds were smaller and the days just as beautiful as in summer. But now it seemed too quiet and she missed the noise of traffic and people. The distractions the larger city provided from her clamoring thoughts.

      Maybe staying in Raleigh would’ve been a better choice? Or perhaps moving somewhere else entirely? Somewhere no one knew her. Where she could start fresh. Why had she come here?

      She paused in the middle of the quiet street, looking around in an attempt to guess which home belonged to Dawson. Only the cottage and one other home on the street were single-story, no doubt originals built in the fifties when the island became more popular. Few of the original cottages or bungalows were left, most torn down and replaced by monster homes to take advantage of the views and seasonal rental income.

      It was so quiet she heard her pulse in her ears, but nothing gave her any hint of which house might be his.

      She hiccuped and was about to make her way up the driveway of the cottage when a low whine caught her attention. She paused, looking around to identify the source.

      It sounded again and she followed the noise and made her way to the edge of the carport just in time to see a dog frightfully scamper away from her. “Wait,” she said softly. “It’s okay.”

      The dog huddled beneath the shrubs and trees separating the property lines, and no amount of coaxing could get the animal to come out. But she couldn’t just leave it. It looked hurt. And definitely terrified. Like maybe it had been hit by a car? Was hiding because it was in pain?

      She started to cut through the landscaping between her rental and the house next door but then remembered she needed to watch for snakes. It might be winter in other places but here the warmer temperatures meant snakes were spotted year-round. She doubted the dog would be under there with a snake nearby, but she couldn’t be too careful when it came to her most hated species.

      She hurried back down the driveway and across the asphalt and walked up her neighbor’s driveway. She located the dog again, but every time she tried to get close, it would scurry farther beneath the bushes and trees. “You’re making this very difficult, you know,” she whispered. “I’m trying to help you. Come out and I’ll take you home.”

      Sophia dropped into a squat and tried to stretch her hand farther back under the bush, praying all the while for nothing to snap at her.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” a deep, masculine voice said quietly.

      Dawson.

      He scared her so badly that her jolt of surprise rocked her body. Her foot slipped on the sand and gravel, and with one arm out, she was off-balance. She tumbled forward into the brush with a muffled cry that increased when pain shot through her with tiny needle-like pricks.

      A deep sigh sounded from behind her and she could feel Dawson’s frustration with her antics.

      “I told you not to do that.”
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      Dawson had paused in the act of taking a drink from his water bottle and stared at the woman walking barefoot up his driveway.

      Sophia.

      He’d lost sight of Sophia at the reception, and he had left once Allie heard from Brooks, stating he’d pick her up on his way home from work. Free to leave, he’d done so, but not before scanning the guests once more for any sign of the woman suddenly occupying his thoughts like she had so much as the teenage girl who’d been out of his league.

      As he’d watched her, she seemed a bit wobbly, but given the number of champagne glasses he’d seen her down, that didn’t surprise him. But what was she doing?

      She bent and peered beneath the trees and he heard her talking to something. But was it something real? Or something she imagined in her tipsy state?

      The street was empty and quiet but if anything happened to her…

      He shot off the balcony chair and made his way into the house and down the stairs in record time. Out the door, he hurried over, giving her a warning not to touch when he saw how close she was to the patch of sticker weeds he’d been trying to get rid of for the last year.

      Now, he dragged her hips first out of the bush and listened as she hissed and muttered and fought his hold.

      “Let go,” she yelped.

      Dawson backed off in an instant, holding both hands high. “Stop yelling before my neighbors call the cops.”

      Out of the bushes, she turned on her behind with a grimace of pain and sat there glaring up at him. After a moment, she said, “I wouldn’t have fallen if you hadn’t scared me to death.”

      “You wouldn’t have fallen if you weren’t on my property doing… What are you doing?” he asked.

      “I’m trying to help the dog. I think it’s hurt.”

      He leaned his head back on his neck for a long moment and groaned. “And you think cornering a hurt animal in the brush in the dark of night is the way to go?”

      “I was trying to help,” she said again.

      “It’s more likely a coyote than a dog. Ever think of that?”

      He heard her suck in a breath and shook his head. Tourists might not know how coyotes roamed the island, but having grown up here, Sophia should.

      “Just…go away. I’m fine. I’m going home.”

      “Good idea,” he said to her. But even though he took another step back, she didn’t move. And that’s when he saw her cradling her arm and moving her leg like she was in pain. “Are you hurt?”

      She lifted her chin and gave him a pained glare, her eyes sparkling in the light coming from the house.

      “I’m fine.”

      She closed her eyes with a blink, and when she opened them again, he realized it wasn’t the light making them sparkle. Crap, had she really hurt herself? Those were real tears.

      “Don’t scream,” he ordered as he bent and swept her up in his arms. “I’m not in the mood to explain to the cops that my renter is drunk.”

      “I’m not drunk.”

      “You’re chasing coyotes in the middle of the night.”

      “It could be a dog.”

      “Unleashed with no collar on the island?”

      “I suppose the odds are against it. I wasn’t thinking. I seem to do that a lot lately,” she muttered under her breath.

      He carried her beneath his house to the stairs and heard her mutter a word her mama would wash her mouth out for saying. He glanced down and tensed when he saw her injuries under the light. “You’re covered,” he said, referring to the barbed oval “gifts” left behind by the sticky weeds. “And you can’t remove all of those on your own. I’ll carry you up and call Logan,” he said, referring to her cousin, a doctor. “See if he can come over.”

      “No, don’t bother him. I’m fine. I’ll…figure it out. Put me down so I can go to the cottage.”

      Dawson stopped halfway up the stairs leading to the main level of his home and pondered his choices. They both knew she wasn’t going to get those out without help.

      And his mama would roll over in her grave if he did such a thing as to let her wander off unaided. “I call Logan or you let me help you. Those are your choices.”

      She made a sound of frustration and rolled her eyes.

      “Still arrogant,” she muttered. “You haven’t changed since high school, have you?”

      His grip tightened on her momentarily before he forced himself to lighten his touch and march on. “That was all hormones and bluster,” he admitted. “Trying to act cool since I wasn’t.”

      Carrying a full-grown woman up the stairs should have winded him, but she was so petite it was like carrying a heavy blanket.

      One with curves in all the right spots.

      Dawson shut down his thoughts but it was too late. He’d already gotten a pretty vivid mental picture. But dressed in her sleeveless black party dress, she was a sight to behold, banged up though she was.

      “What’s that mean? You were cool.”

      “No, I was popular because I put myself out there,” he said. “The cool kids were all from your side of the island.”

      They reached the top of the stairs, and he pushed open the door to carry her into his living room, lowering her atop the cushioned couch and removing his hands with more than a bit of reluctance. Carrying her had set his body on edge. “I’ll get the first aid kit. Sit still.”

      He didn’t bother to look back to see if she heeded his order. Knowing Sophia, she wouldn’t.

      Dawson’s long strides carried him down the hall to the guest bathroom, and he opened the sink cabinet to find what he needed. He also searched in a drawer for a pair of tweezers. The sticky weeds had little fibrous barbs like a cactus that weren’t always easy to see, only feel. What he couldn’t scrape out with a credit card he’d have to pluck out.

      As he made his way back into the living room, he noted that Sophia had scooted to the edge of the couch and was currently using her unprotected fingers to try to pluck off the small, barbed bits.

      He winced when she did and then shook his head at himself.

      “This will take forever,” she said.

      His entire body tightened at the hint of emotion in her voice. He moved closer and saw that she’d already plucked a small pile of them out of her skin and dropped them onto the coffee table. “Let me. We can use a card first and then tweeze the rest.”

      He sat down beside her on the couch and ignored the wary look she gave him as a result. “I can’t believe you were so excited to see me again that you’d risk yourself to do it,” he said as he opened the first aid kit and grabbed the disinfectant.

      “The dog kept whining,” she said. “I wanted to help. Just scrape them off. Please,” she added.

      He went to work on the stickers, the sweet scent of champagne on her breath as she watched him. “So how do you know Barbara Lancaster?” he asked after a moment.

      “Family friend.”

      “Of course,” he murmured. Because Sophia and her family would know the area’s richest woman.

      “Tessa’s also done her hair for years.”

      Dawson focused on his task, trying hard not to notice the soft rise and fall of her chest so close to his arm. “I, uh, heard your little sister married a billionaire.”

      Sophia stiffened and shrugged. “She did. They’re really happy and make a great couple.”

      “Suppose money makes up for a lot of things.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      He should’ve kept his mouth shut, but growing up poor on an island full of rich people had given him certain beliefs. Now he felt her glaring at him. “Just that women seem to go for that kind of thing. The guy could be a one-hundred-fifty-year-old troll but if he’s got money…” Having been the kid without, the teenager trying to date, he’d had more than a few experiences where his car or his clothes hadn’t made the cut.

      “Izzy loves Everett, and he loves her,” Sophia said in a pain-roughed voice. “And that’s not nice to imply. Don’t talk about something you know nothing about.”

      Dawson drew back for a moment to meet Sophia’s gaze, shocked to find a hot flush covering her face. He’d obviously hit a nerve. “You and your sisters have a reputation for fighting like cats and dogs.”

      “So? Maybe we do but she’s still my sister, and you don’t have the right to talk about her or make judgments when you obviously don’t know the situation.”

      He paused between plucking. “You’re right. So tell me.”

      “Tell you what?”

      “About your sister and her new husband.”

      Sophia took two breaths before answering. “They’re…opposite in every way. He’s very professional and sophisticated and driven, and Izzy is…Izzy.”

      “A bohemian artist,” he said.

      Sophia smiled and nodded. “That’s Izzy. It’s like that old TV show Dharma and Greg. They’re wonderful together though.”

      “You sound envious.” He watched as her eyebrows pinched over her nose before smoothing.

      “I suppose I am. I mean, not because he’s rich but because…”

      Her voice trailed off and he waited. “Because?”

      She shifted uncomfortably, a low huff leaving her chest. “Nothing. It’s just nice to see them both so happy. Can we hurry this up?”

      “Logan might have a faster way of doing this,” he said.

      Her mouth opened and then closed again, and she used her good arm to wipe a hand over her face.

      “No. He and Zoey are probably back at her house by now. Just keep going. It’s been a really long day and I just want to get some sleep.”

      She looked like she needed it. Sophia had never worn a lot of makeup, never needed to with her baby face and soft-looking skin. But he saw the dark circles beneath her eyes. The little lines that had started to form from the stresses of life.

      He had those same lines but they were deeper and more defined. Put there by years of worry and heartbreak and financial issues and stress that had aged him before he’d reached his twenties. Growing up poor was one thing. Losing his parents at seventeen with a houseful of mouths to not only feed but keep together under one roof another.

      Despite the fact he and Izzy were both thirty-three and shared the same birthday, he looked a solid ten years older.

      “Ouch.”

      “Sorry,” he said, realizing in his distraction he’d pinched a bit of her skin rather than just the barb. “I’m almost done with your arm,” he told her. “Your leg should go faster since there aren’t as many.” He paused and looked up at her again. “You’re not going to leave here and go chasing after that animal, are you? Otherwise I might as well leave these in you.”

      A huff of a laugh left her and she shook her head. “He ran away when I fell. Hard to tell where he is now.”

      “Well, like I said, it’s more than likely a coyote since pets aren’t free to roam. You’d be smart to steer clear.”

      Her full rose-colored lips pressed into a hard line and he fought off a chuckle. She really didn’t like being told what to do. At least not by him. Even if she knew he was right.

      He tried to focus on the task but kept getting distracted by this older version of the girl he’d known. He’d always found her to be beautiful but now? Ringlets trailed over her small ears and neck, and he sucked in a breath when he had to resist the urge to see what it would feel like to have one curled about his finger. He imagined how she’d taste—like champagne and chocolate from the reception—and feel.

      Dawson shook his head and pushed the thoughts away long enough to finish removing the stickers from her leg as quickly as possible. That done, he paused again. “Run your hand down your leg. Feel if any of the needles were left behind.” He wanted to do it himself but figured she’d protest at the familiarity.

      Sophia lifted a delicate-looking hand and slid it down the length of her bare leg, wincing when she reached a spot by her knee.

      “There’s one.”

      He shifted her leg to better see the spot and caught the flash of light on the needle. He plucked it out with the tweezers and watched as she repeated the motion. She found three more needles, nearly invisible but painful when touched, and he dutifully removed them, telling himself it was the neighborly—humanly—thing to do. What his mother would have wanted him to do.
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