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“Dare to love yourself as if you were

a rainbow with gold at both ends.”

~Aberjhani




SADIE BANKS

THE ONLY REMAINING CONSTANT IN my life was the ocean. Other than the scent of him, the sound of the sea was the most familiar thing to me.

I wanted to be able to stand on this beach and look forward to the rest of my life . . . with him.

But that wasn’t why I was here.

Somehow my life had gone so far off the rails; I didn’t even know how I got to where I was. Don’t get me wrong, the life I’d led was never normal by any means, but that didn’t mean I hadn’t wanted it to be.

I stood with cold sand beneath my toes and the salt-scented air tangling in my hair, and breathed deep. The water was anything except warm, and still, the waves did what was expected of them and frothed around my ankles as I stepped closer.

Despite this, or maybe of because of it, I moved forward, unsure if they were warning me away or beckoning me forward.

I guess it didn’t matter.

With each step I took, my teeth chattered, goose bumps covered my body, and the water rose higher and higher.

I shut out the darkness and wanted to look toward the light. The thing was, I wasn’t sure there was any left.

Water splashed my knees, and it urged me to move faster. Soon it was up to my thighs, and I hugged myself to stop from shivering. It didn’t do any good.

I’d done something terrible and I had to pay for what I’d done. It wasn’t a simple mistake. That was a sweet lie. I hadn’t forgotten to pay the cable bill. What I’d done was something I could never forgive myself for.

I dove deep into the water and let it take me away.

Tomorrow justice would to be served, but tonight I had my own penance to pay.

Squeezing my eyes shut, I opened my mouth and my lungs took in water instead of air. I swam until the waves turned me upside down and my body scraped along the sandy bottom.

I opened my mouth again, and this time I imagined it was his full lips pressing against mine and not the harsh taste of seawater.

But when I heard his laugh and felt it rush around me like cream-topped waves, my eyes snapped open.

Deep down in the sea, I saw his rugged, handsome face and I remembered how it all began.

With a picture.
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SADIE BANKS

THIS GUY WAS HOT.

No, not just hot—smoking hot. The beyond good-looking kind of hot you see on the cover of magazines like GQ and Sports Illustrated.

Square jaw. Straight nose. Perfect hair.

He was shirtless. Chiseled. Sexy. Muscled in all the right places. In those jeans, he was most definitely eye-catching enough to grab attention.

And that mouth.

That mouth was sinful.

Honestly, it was just too much to resist, and I thought about leaning down and kissing those lips, but come on, that would be ridiculous.

Right?

The bottom line—this guy was exactly what readers craved. What they wanted. And what I was in desperate need of in my life.

I could look him up.

Maybe I would?

I shook the crazy notion away.

That wasn’t ethical.

Was it?

Anyway, obviously, I didn’t see a problem. However, the voice on the phone certainly had one. “SADIE! Are you listening to me?”

I was listening. Somewhat, anyway. When I wasn’t staring at his perfection or wiping the drool from my chin, that was. Seriously, this guy was everything. Rogue. Raw. Savage. And yet refined. He belonged on the runway. His eyes. Those abs. That scruff. He was so delicious.

Completely captivated by him, it wasn’t until my boss screamed, “The use of stock photos is a direct violation of our policy,” that I stopped daydreaming and realized I might actually have a problem.

Stock?

What was she talking about?

Him?

He was anything but stock. He was genuine.

Wasn’t he?

I looked again. Stared for a bit.

No. No. No.

He couldn’t be. I would never fall for stock.

Would I?

Feeling like I was free falling without a net, my gaze darted toward my new assistant. Chloe Carmichael sat on the sofa with her palms on her knees, staring at me like a deer caught in headlights.

Little quakes of concern churned in my belly as I studied her. Fidgety. Avoiding eye contact. Acting guilty.

And then, even with the afternoon sun blinding me, I could see the moment worry bloomed across her porcelain skin. That exact emotion grabbed hold of me as well and those little quakes turned into full-blown waves.

As quickly as I could, I muted the phone. “Where did you get this photo?” I asked her warily.

Guilt remained stamped on her face. She opened her mouth to speak but then closed it.

Starting to panic, I pointed to my laptop. More specifically to the 2x2-sized hunk sitting at the bottom of the column I’d posted on my blog not even an hour ago. “This one, Chloe. Who is he?”

Reluctance slowly revealed itself in her eyes as she reached for her phone. “Ummm,” she stammered. “I’m not really sure.”

I drew in a slow, ragged breath and said, “What do you mean, you aren’t sure? The information should be on the release.”

She said nothing.

“Chloe, please tell me you took this picture.”

The fear in my plea got her attention, and she said, “Well . . .”

“Chloe.”

“It’s kind of a long story.”

“How about you give me the abbreviated version?”

She pulled her brow up and blew out a breath. “No, I didn’t take it.”

I felt my entire body sag.

She held a hand up. “I can explain.”

Deflated, I nodded because I couldn’t speak.

Regaining her posture, she said, “I had this really great blind date last night and ended up staying out pretty late. I forgot to set my alarm, and I’m so sorry, but I overslept. By the time I got ready, I knew I didn’t have time to find a real local subject to photograph and also go through the hoops required to use it. So.” She tapped the screen a few times and then held it up to show me. “I figured just this once I could use a pic from this great new site.”

As soon as I read, “FIND YOUR PERFECT IMAGE ON HUNKS OF ATLANTA.COM. PLANS GUARANTEED TO FIT ANY BUDGET,” the most abominable horror flashed before my eyes.

The photo really was stock!

He was stock!

And I was so screwed.

To add insult to injury, he was of the macro-stock variety, meaning he was available to anyone willing to pay the ten-dollar licensing fee for his use. You couldn’t get more generic than that.

I didn’t even know this guy, and I felt like he had betrayed me. I’d trusted he was real, when in actuality he had pimped himself out to the highest bidder for mass distribution. I even thought about physically going to find him or at the very least, looking him up online.

I swallowed past the hard lump in my throat.

This was bad.

So bad.

You see, I worked for Hotlanta—the anything you need to know about everything Atlanta guide. And the publication had very stringent policies about photo use.

In four words—nothing generic was allowed. Success hinged on being unique.

It hadn’t always been that way.

In fact, up until a little more than six months ago, Hotlanta was only available in print, and stock imagery ran rampant on every page. But then the magazine was sold, and when my new boss took over, everything changed. Social media communication had become the focus, and much to my boss’s chagrin, the popularity of the online publication was soaring.

The bottom line, Hotlanta’s new business model clearly stated the use of unoriginal content was not permitted in any shape or form.

Not online.

Not in print.

Not.

At.

All.

It was all about image—part of the larger plan to carve out an untapped social media niche for Hotlanta.

I knew I must have told Chloe about this. How could she not have understood that meant no stock anything? Period. Born and bred Atlanta hunks or not. There were no hoops. She had a pile of release forms in her bag for goodness sake.

Pinching my lips together tightly, I tried to remain professional and calm, but everything I’d worked so hard for was on the line, and it wasn’t easy.

Chloe is young, I said to myself.

She doesn’t know any better, I reminded myself.

“It’s a new local site, and I really believe that supporting it will help Hotlanta improve the readership in the lagging twenty-one to twenty-five demographic. Ms. Petra really should consider what an asset local stock photos could be to the publication.”

Right then all of my calm threatened to dissolve instantly.

I stared at her in disbelief.

Her main role in this company was to take pictures.

To.

Take.

Pictures.

Didn’t she understand using that site would mean she was no longer needed? That the junior social media specialist position she held could be rendered obsolete?

Besides, was she really trying to rationalize the shortcut she’d taken by suggesting company policy changes?

“I bet it won’t even be that big of a deal, Sadie,” she continued, as if the shock of getting caught had worn off and a sense of righteousness had set in. “Everyone in our industry uses stock.”

It wasn’t that she was totally incorrect. Everyone did use stock. But that’s why it was a big deal. Hotlanta wanted to stand out. Be different. The gravity of her shortcut was only reinforced when the voice over the line grew louder.

I pulled the phone away from my ear and winced.

“Just explain the site to her,” Chloe whispered. “Tell her the site is local and homegrown, and just what Hotlanta needs for that extra boost of readership.”

I shook my head no. I doubted the powerful woman yelling at me right now wanted to hear any suggestions about how to run her company, especially from me.

Although I hadn’t taken my phone off mute, for some reason I still covered the receiver. “Chloe,” I whispered back, “you don’t get it. It’s because everyone uses stock imagery that the magazine doesn’t allow the use of it under any circumstances. And that is why it is a very big deal.”

Everything about her went rigid and hard. Anger flared in her eyes. It was clear she didn’t like what I had to say. “That’s too bad,” she sighed. “In my experience, policies should never be that black and white.”

I wanted to shake my head again, but I didn’t. “This one is.”

“Well, I had no idea Hotlanta was so strict,” she sighed again. “I don’t get it. I thought they were all about promoting Atlanta?”

Inwardly, I was screaming because we were all about promoting Atlanta.

“I wish I had looked into the company a little more before agreeing to join,” she added.

I wished a lot of things, too. Most especially, I wished I had asked Chloe about the photo she had given me today because it was clear she didn’t get it. She didn’t get me. And she most definitely didn’t get Hotlanta.

With my shoulder holding the phone to my ear, I pulled my laptop a little closer. If I could see those traitorous eyes staring back at me, I knew they would be screaming, “Let’s get out of here.”

I wished I could.

Especially when the voice over the line started to sound like a droning in my ear. “Sadie, what were you thinking? Not only does your verbiage make your column sound juvenile, but also that hideous picture cheapens your page. Cheapens Hotlanta. Why didn’t you use Chloe? That’s why I assigned her to you.”

I said nothing. I couldn’t throw Chloe under the bus. It didn’t feel right.

Elise didn’t seem to notice. “You know what, don’t answer that. It doesn’t matter. The entire post is crap. I want it taken down. And why haven’t you removed that ridiculous rainbows-and-butterflies line I asked you to delete from your moniker months ago?”

I still said nothing.

“Sadie?”

Again, I didn’t respond.

Emotion caught in my throat, and I couldn’t speak.

“Never mind. Here’s the thing, you know how important it is to maintain our image, especially during this very fragile transitional time, and the bottom line is you are not doing your part. I have worked hard to ensure this magazine is embraced by all social media outlets, and this—”

Yes, I knew what a big deal it was.

It was my page.

The anonymous SB.

It was my column.

Love Connections by SB.

It was my mistake.

I had screwed up.

Keeping my identity offline didn’t change that. I had violated company policy.

All I could do was stare at the words I’d written on my screen and read them over and over.



 

Love Connections on Hotlanta.com

Where * When * Who * How * Follow Me * @SB on Instagram

 

SOME DON’T LIKE IT HOT

In a city like Atlanta, is the late summer heat just too sweltering to look for love?

Hot in the bedroom is one thing, but sticky, clammy, sweaty guys out of bed are an entirely different animal. Just no. So unbutton, men. Go shirtless. Show that skin. Women like cool guys ;)

 

The other option—if you can’t stand the heat, get out of Atlanta.

 

Like me.

 

I’m headed to a small beach town not far from our beloved Atlanta where I hope to find romance in the air and on the sand. Sandy toes and salty kisses sound dreamy. Who knows, maybe I’ll even cruise around town in my Uncle Harvey’s old Cadillac.

 

Having grown up on Moon Island, the one thing I remember most was the abundance of hot guys with thick, tanned thighs and muscular chests. Fingers crossed they’re still there.

 

I’ll let you know.

 

East or west, though, don’t fret, I’ll still be bringing you advice, and of course, pictures, pictures, and more pictures.

 

Stay tuned for summer loving. SB x

 

ABOUT Hotlanta.com

Hotlanta.com is the place for you to stay in touch with all things hot in Atlanta—from the latest pick-up lines, to the best nightclubs, to the people you want to know, or don’t, and yes, even how to find love or keep your love alive.

 

Life might not be all rainbows and butterflies, but here at Hotlanta.com, I hope we make you feel like it is.

 

FOR MORE INFORMATION CONTACT: LoveConnections@Hotlanta.com
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590,000 likes

SB Looking forward to the summer

 



 

Elise wasn’t wrong.

It was crap.

And not just in the way she meant.

The one thing I remembered most about Moon Island was not the hot guys. It was the beautiful scent of the salty air that helped distill the stagnant smell of alcohol. It was the kindness of a man and not the insults of another. It was leaving.

And I wasn’t going to Moon Island this weekend for sandy toes or salty kisses. That was crap, too. I was going to settle the estate of the only person who ever cared about me enough to try to fix what was broken. And he wasn’t even my real uncle. He was my father’s friend and the one who had changed my life by introducing me to Al-Anon.

Step 1: We admit we are powerless over alcohol—that our lives have become unmanageable.

Alcohol.

It was a word that would haunt me forever.

I stared and stared and stared at my screen, trying to push back the terrible memories that threatened to bring tears to my eyes.

My finger hovered over the delete button, and even after I pressed it, I knew it was too late to undo what had been done. There was no taking anything back once it hit cyberspace.

Under normal circumstances, I would have questioned my new assistant on where she’d found such a hunk and how she’d managed to snap such a provocative pose under such short notice.

These past few weeks hadn’t been normal, though, and somehow in the chaos of my life, I’d let a very significant part of my job slip. And by doing so, I’d put my journalistic integrity on the line.

No one was to blame but myself.

My stare fell to the floor before shifting to the stacks of boxes lining the walls. They were all neatly labeled with no destination in mind. Drifters, like me.

When my gaze landed on the one labeled ‘Theodore Banks 1 of 2’, I quickly shifted my eyes away from it and toward the bright, sunny day. I had yet to open that box and doubted I ever would. There would be nothing good inside it. Nothing I needed to see. And nothing I wanted to know. Yet for some reason, I hadn’t thrown it away. It was all that remained of my father, a man who had flown F-14 Tomcats in Desert Storm and had once been thought of as a military hero, but who had turned into the town villain.

As for box 2, I had no idea where it had ended up. I didn’t really care, either. Box 1 was all that had been delivered.

Out of habit, I turned my wrist over and stared at the image of a rainbow inked right over my pulse point. It was a reminder of the brighter side. The symbol of hope. Balance. Good luck. Of a better future. It all felt so ironic now.

Hope.

I wanted to have it.

Wanted to be on the other side, but no matter how hard I tried, I could never get there.

Chloe stood and walked over to me. I blinked away my solemn thoughts and looked up at her. She had tears in her eyes when she whispered, “I’m so sorry. Please don’t tell Elise it was me. I know what I said, but I really need this job.”

Her voice shook.

She was afraid.

Fear.

I knew it well.

But she didn’t.

Not really.

And that was a good thing.

With no other choice, I leaned back in my chair and attempted to ease her mind. “She’s not going to fire you,” I murmured under my breath.

I knew this. Elise had hired Chloe to turn her into what she wanted. Me, on the other hand, could never be what she wanted. Me, on the other hand, my fate was unknown. I was writing a column about love and my heart wasn’t in it. Elise knew this. I knew this. But it was a start for me, and at the time I accepted the job, I didn’t realize I probably should really understand the concept better than I did.

Maybe know what love was.

The voice on the phone grew even louder. I held the receiver away from my ear, and yet I could still hear every piercing word my boss had to say.

As she spoke, I glanced around my modest, seventh-floor apartment. I’d lived here for just over a year. It was longer than I’d lived anywhere in a long time, and I still had yet to unpack.

Maybe subconsciously I knew all along I wouldn’t be staying.

“Sadie, are you listening to me?” my boss barked through the line.

Elise Petra wasn’t someone you didn’t listen to.

She demanded attention.

“Yes, Elise, I can hear every word you’re saying.”

“Sadie, are you still there?”

Crap.

I hadn’t unmuted the phone.

Quickly, I did so, and then I replied, “Yes, Elise, I’m still here.”

“Good, then open your door.”

I practically fell off my chair.

Wait!

What?

She was here?

In the short period of time since she’d taken over the company, she had never even asked me where I lived, let alone set foot in my apartment.

My Saturday couldn’t get much worse.

Just as my own heart started to pound out of my chest, there was a loud banging on my door. Poor Chloe turned a million shades of white.

“You should probably hide in the bedroom,” I told her. “It’s best if Elise doesn’t know you’re here.”

Chloe didn’t think twice as her gladiator sandals clacked against my hardwood floor.

I didn’t blame her.

I wished I could hide, too.

Once she’d closed herself on the other side, I hurried to the front door. Smoothing my hands down my shorts, I took a deep breath, sucked in my stomach out of habit, although I didn’t need to, and then pulled the knob.

The perfect blonde bob with the perfectly made-up face and perfectly coordinated outfit stared back at me.

“Elise,” I managed. “What are you doing here?”

She pushed past me with so many shopping bags in her hands that they must have weighed more than she did. I couldn’t believe it when her high heels barely made a noise on my living room floor. Not only was she beautiful, but she floated as she walked. Crazy.

Then again, even the floors dared not cross this forty-something-year-old vixen. She was a force to be reckoned with. A cross between Miranda in the Devil Wears Prada and Carrie Bradshaw from Sex in the City, she was always stylish, always on the ball, and always right.

Elise whirled around, and even through the dark lenses of her Prada sunglasses, I could see the irritation in her eyes. With a threatening calmness, she said, “Sadie, I came by to tell you in person I think it’s time we parted ways.”

I closed my eyes.

As soon as I saw that photo site, I knew this moment would come. If I wanted to be honest, I knew this moment was coming for a long time. And yet my stomach still sank at the realization that it was actually happening.

This was it.

After all of my hard work, my passion for writing was being yanked out from under me.

I was going to be jobless, broke, homeless. I felt like I was going backwards with my life, not forward.

“Elise,” I said, my voice hoarse. “You know I didn’t do this.”

“You might not have selected the photo, but you posted it.”

“And you’re firing me over something as trivial as that?” I needed to be certain.

She set her bags on the sofa. “Don’t look at it that way, Sadie.”

“How should I look at it?”

“Like I’m setting you free.”

I laughed. “Setting me free? Is that a joke?”

She shook her head. “Sadie, I’m not heartless, and I’m not blind. You have a lot going on in your life right now. You need to get away from all the attention. You need time to heal. You’re a broken woman, and it’s going to take more than a long weekend off to fix yourself.”

I shook my head no.

She didn’t know anything about me. She only knew what she’d read in the papers. So what if the articles painted a bleak picture of my life? At Hotlanta, I was not Sadie Banks. I was SB. And I was not the same seventeen-year-old runaway who turned a town upside down.

I should have never told her the truth.

Determined, I lifted my chin and sucked in the shuddering, teary breath that threatened to break me. “What I need, Elise, is my job.”

“Listen to me, Sadie, you might think I don’t know you, but I do. And I know this job isn’t right for you. You’re a smart, determined woman with a big heart. You should be reporting world events, telling the country what to believe in, helping people—not writing about where to find love. You have a strong voice, and it should be heard. Once you pull yourself together, I’ll help you find a job that’s right for you.” The tenderness in her voice made me want to cry even more.

I pushed it away though and straightened my steel spine. “This column is a start for me, Elise, and it gives me exposure.”

She shook her head. “Gave you exposure, Sadie.”

“It still can. Don’t do this. I can do better. I will do better. Just say I can keep my job,” I pleaded.

There was no yes. Elise simply picked up her purse and walked toward the door. “You have a lot of passion, Sadie. Get yourself together and use it for something more than love advice.”

Tears fell from my eyes. I couldn’t hold them back, but I quickly wiped them away. That’s when I noticed her packages were still on my sofa. “Elise, your bags,” I shouted as the door was closing.

“Keep them,” she called back just as it clicked shut.

Were they supposed to be my severance, because if so, I didn’t want them. Before I could rush them out to her, I heard the bedroom door creak open. “I’m so sorry,” Chloe said.

I just looked at her, and then I mumbled, “What am I going to do?” to myself more than to her.

“If I can ever do anything, don’t hesitate to call me.”

I nodded. “I appreciate it.”

She pulled me in for a hug.

Surrounded by dozens of packed boxes and designer bags, I couldn’t help but think maybe Elise was right. It was time for me to get my life in order and then do what I wanted to do.

Whatever that was.

Wherever that was.

But this time there was no need to hide.

I wasn’t running.

Then again, there was no one left to run from.

No one except myself.

I always was my own worst enemy.
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SADIE BANKS

THE OUTFIT I WAS WEARING might very well have been worth more than the small beach shack Harvey had left me in his will.

It felt strange to be wearing something so expensive, and I couldn’t help but stare at my reflection in the water-stained glass.

The fifty-something-year-old suit standing behind me was staring, too. I didn’t blame him. If I were him, I’d be looking, too.

Even I had to admit I looked hot.

The little black dress was Chanel. The stockings, French silk. The fuck-me pumps, Louboutin. And all three made my legs look like stilts.

Severance looked good on me.

The tags were still attached, but well hidden. I’d sell the outfit on Poshmark tomorrow, but for tonight, it was mine.

I deserved it.

Once I closed my umbrella, the suit opened the door for me. I tossed him an appreciative smile, but I never glanced back.

Tonight I wanted unpolished, rugged, and wild, which he was not. It had been way too long since I’d had any kind of physical connection with anyone, and I just needed something to remind me I was alive.

Way overdressed for a place like this, I didn’t care. Scanning the crowd, I wove my way through the closely set tables toward the bar. Moon Shadows was packed, and once I finally sat on a stool, I grabbed for the cocktail menu.

As was usual, I would limit myself to one drink, so I wanted it to be a good one. I crossed my legs as I glanced at my choices. When I shifted, I could feel the hem of my dress ride up a little. I knew my stockings, held up by a garter belt of wispy lace, could be seen.

Hey, they were also part of the severance, so I figured why not.

Deciding what I wanted, I waved the bartender over. He was older, tall, and thin. So grizzled from the sun, I surmised he must have lived on Moon Island for most of his life.

“You’re not from around here.” It wasn’t a question.

I knew better than to tell him he was wrong. Telling him I’d spent the first seventeen years of my unhappy life on this small island would only bring more questions and inevitably drudge up the unwelcome stare my infamous father’s name always brought. Instead of answering with full disclosure, I molded my answer to be somewhat truthful. “I’m here on business.”

“Well, business lady, what can I get you?” he asked.

Oh, so many things.

A job.

Money.

A life.

Something to live for.

“A margarita,” I told him.

When he brought me the salt-rimmed, enormous margarita glass with a perfect piece of lime floating on top of flakes of ice, it almost looked too good to sip.

“Do you want to start a tab?” he asked.

Just one, I reminded myself.

I shook my head and reached into my purse for my wallet.

“It’s on me.” I swung my gaze to the right and found the suit who opened the door for me earlier, and he was leaning on the bar with a twenty in his hand.

“I appreciate it,” I said, “but I always pay my own way.”

“That’s unfortunate. Maybe tonight you could make an exception.”

“I don’t think so.”

He set the money down on the bar and ignored me. “Just one drink. You’re alone and I’m alone, so why not—”

“Are you hitting on my date?”

The suit and I turned, and both of our jaws dropped. I knew we each had different reasons. His was probably surprise. Mine was absolute shock.

That blond hair. The diamond stud earring. Those piercing blue eyes. And the way he towered over me even though I was seated on a high stool. I knew this man, or I had known him as a boy, anyway.

He set his hard stare on the suit and waited.

“No,” the suit responded, and casually backed away.

Still in a state of shock, my gaze darted up.

Simon McCoy.

The town rebel. The airline mechanic’s son with the sticky fingers. A friend when I’d needed a friend the most. It had been twelve years since I’d seen him. Twelve years since I’d made that call. Twelve years since everything in this town changed—because of me.

Did he know?

He gave me a smile, and I knew he didn’t because if he did he wouldn’t be smiling—he’d be frowning.

I lifted my drink and tried to play it cool. “Well, if it isn’t the thief,” I said, and took my first sip.

He allowed his gaze to roam over me. “And if it isn’t the good girl,” he quipped back, setting down his tall glass of dark beer.

I smiled, and it was the first time I’d smiled a real smile in a very long time. No one had called me that in a very long time.

Like long lost friends, we embraced, and then he took a seat beside me. “What have you been up to?” I asked. “Still stealing for a living?”

It was bold, but that was the candid kind of relationship we’d shared as kids and later as teenagers. During both stages of our lives, we’d been forced to spend a lot of time together, and our relationship had resembled one more like brother and sister.

My father had been the head pilot for Moongate, and his father had maintained the planes. Along with Harvey Winchester, the three of them owned the small, private airline that shuttled commuters between Savannah and Miami.

Simon and I were often stranded at the hangar to wait for our fathers to finish their shifts. During those endless hours when Harvey wasn’t around to bring us to his house, Simon tried to teach me how to pickpocket and I attempted to convince him to be a good boy. Neither one of us was ever very successful.

In the end, I ran away and worked night and day just to eat and have a place to sleep, and he ended up in jail.

Simon laughed. “Believe it or not, I’ve gotten my act together. I even got my pilot’s license. What about you? Still wearing white cotton panties?”

I raised a brow and glanced down.

Both his brows popped. “Guess not,” he answered for me with a sly grin when he saw the lace of my garter belt.

There was a ping of remorse that rippled through me for the innocence I had once possessed and then been forced to lose. The thought had me taking another sip of my drink. It tasted good. Really good.

“What are you doing back in town?” I asked. “I heard you moved out of the country.”

Casually, he leaned against the bar. “I did, but I had to return to the old red, white, and blue to prepare to start Moongate operations back up.”

I smiled again, holding back an ironic laugh. “You’re kidding me, right?” The small, private airline had been shut down ever since the owner and both of our fathers went to prison.

Because of me.

Because of the call I’d made.

With utter seriousness, he shook his head. “It’s no joke.”

“Really?” I said. “I thought I read somewhere it was being looked at by some tycoon from the Caribbean, but he passed?”

He pointed to himself. “She did,” he clarified, “until I convinced her the airline was a great investment. We start renovations on the hangar November first, and I hope to be in the air by the first of the year. What about you? What brings you back to Moon Island?”

“Nothing good. I’m not sure if you heard, but Harvey died, and I’m here to settle his estate.” I said it so candidly it surprised me.

Simon rapped his knuckles on the bar. “No, I hadn’t heard. Shit, I’m sorry to hear it. He was a really great guy.”

“He was,” I concurred.

“What happened?” Simon asked.

I swallowed the lump in my throat. “His boat went missing during a storm last month. It was found a couple of days later just miles from the lighthouse.”

Simon’s eyes glossed over. Like the news hit him hard. He, like me, had taken refuge with Harvey many nights when we were younger.

“My father was with him,” I added, but didn’t tell him he’d been drunk. Drunk after he promised to stay sober. I’d never forgive him for that. “And both of their bodies washed up on shore a week later.”

To that, Simon said nothing. Then again, his father had died not long ago of a heart attack, and I was certain Harvey and my father’s deaths did nothing but dredge up the memory.

This time when I took a sip of my drink, I gulped it.

Harvey, my father, and Simon’s father had all grown up together on Moon Island. They had all joined the Navy and learned to fly together. And they all had been deployed during Desert Storm. Simon and I were both less than a year old at the time. When the three men came home from the war, they were determined to leave the bad behind and work together doing so. It was . . . almost possible, but not quite.

Perhaps it was a pact that never should have been made. Then again, I didn’t know enough about any of them to say for certain. Didn’t want to. What I did know was that the three of them were all dead now and looking into the past wouldn’t change anything.

Talking to Simon, though, had my mind whirling back in time to six months ago. To the day which put me on this collision course with my past that I couldn’t seem to avoid no matter how much I wanted to.

 

I was sitting at my desk when the phone rang. “Hotlanta Love Connections,” I answered.

“Sadie, it’s Harvey. I need to talk to you.”

His voice was unexpected. “Harvey?” I asked.

“Yes, it’s me. I’m in Atlanta. Can I meet you at your apartment?”

Fear struck me. I turned in my chair to face the window and away from everyone in the office. Harvey and I had made contact, but I never told him where I was. I didn’t tell anyone from my past that I’d moved so close to Moon Island. I kept everything about myself, about my life, private. Online, I was SB, not Sadie Banks. I was anonymous. “How do you know where I live?” I asked.

“Your father told me.”

That fear in my gut turned to terror and I couldn’t control my emotions. “He’s out? He knows where I live?”

“Yes, and it’s okay, Sadie. He doesn’t blame you. In fact, he wants to talk to you. To make amends.”

“No!” I screamed. “I won’t be a step in another failed attempt at recovery.”

“Sadie, is everything all right?” It was my cubicle mate. I turned back around. She looked concerned. I had been too loud.

“Hold on a minute,” I told Harvey, and then I waived a hand at my co-worker. “Yes, everything’s fine.”

“Are you certain?”

I nodded.

She left it at that.

I shifted my gaze away from hers and lowered my voice. “I don’t want to see him,” I whispered.

“I think you should.”

“Harvey,” I pressed.

“Let’s meet and talk about this, Sadie.”

“No.”

“Please, you need to do this. For yourself.”

Maybe I did.

I sighed. “I’ll try to leave work a little early but my new boss is on the warpath. There’s a key under the mat outside my apartment door if you want to let yourself in.”

“Okay, Sadie, I’ll see you soon. And everything is going to be okay.”

Nothing was going to be okay.

Then again, nothing had ever been okay.

Had it?

 

Simon leaned in closer. “You okay? You’re shaking.”

Okay. I hated that word. I blinked away that day and realized my hand was trembling as it held the empty glass. I steadied it and nodded. “Yes, I’m fine.”

I wasn’t.

“I think you need another drink.” He gestured to the bartender and asked for a second round.

“I can’t,” I told him.

He ignored me, continuing to signal the bartender.

I said nothing more. I couldn’t stop thinking about that call. Couldn’t stop thinking about the fact that after that day, I’d let my father back in my life. And couldn’t help but wonder about the second urgent call Harvey had made to me just a month ago. The one I tried so hard to forget.

 

The call came at the worst time. “Hotlanta Love Connections,” I answered.

“Sadie, it’s Harvey. I need to talk to you. Can you drive out here?”

Needing privacy, I turned in my chair to face the window. “What’s the matter?” I asked.

“I can’t tell you over the phone. Come to the beach as soon as you can.”

The urgency in his voice told me this was serious. “I’ll have to check with my boss. She has me on a tight deadline.”

“Tonight then, if you have to. I’ll be here. Just come.”

“I will.”

I hung up, and when I gathered the courage, I went to Elise’s office where, for some reason, I found myself telling her about my life.

Five hours later I was driving over the bridge to Moon Island, and then shortly after, I arrived at an empty beach shack. Harvey was nowhere in sight.

I had no idea where he’d gone.

Just that he wasn’t where he’d told me he’d be.

 

The bartender set the margarita down in front of me, and I realized I was allowing the past to swallow me up. I knew better. I pushed the drink forward and looked over at Simon. “I told you—I can’t.”

He grinned at me and pushed the drink back in my direction. “Stop being such a good girl. You look like you need this.”

I did, so against my better judgment, I took it.

While I slowly sipped my second drink, Simon drank three more beers. Had he turned into an alcoholic like his father—like I feared I would? I hoped not. Although he had to be bordering on inebriation, the conversation was surprisingly easy. We talked about the things we did together as teenagers during the summers—wandering away from the Moongate hangar to Savannah’s main terminal, hitting the food court, sneaking into the movie rooms in the private lounges.

Nothing about how he ended up where he had or what I’d done that had changed both of our lives.

Then again, he didn’t know what I’d done.

When the stories seemed to run out, Simon leaned closer to murmur in my ear. “I can’t believe we ran into each other after all these years. It must be a sign.”

There wasn’t an ounce of proposition in his voice, but of course, I knew there wouldn’t be. But still, there was something about his tone that I couldn’t shake.

The person he had once been, perhaps?

The smell of alcohol on his breath?

The situation I was in?

I wasn’t sure.

When he slurred his words a little more and then almost knocked heads with me, I knew it was time to go. I hated to get up and leave him sitting there, but I couldn’t deal with drunk. Not even for Simon. And I was pretty certain if he were sober, he’d understand.

When the conversation paused again, I stood up. “I should be going.”

He stumbled to his feet and grabbed my hand. “Already? Stay. It’s been way too long.”

I shook my head. “I can’t. I need to get to bed. I have a lot to do tomorrow.”

“Where are you staying?”

“At Harvey’s.”

He grinned. “I should have known.”

For some reason, I felt guilty. Like it should have been his, too.

“What about you? Where are you staying?” I asked. I knew his father, like my father, must have lost his house when Moongate shutdown.

“I’m staying at that small motel just east of the Moongate terminal. Do you think you could drop me off? If you take the shoreline and then the road near the river, it won’t take you that far out of your way.”

He was right. It wasn’t that far out of my way. The terminal was located at the very west end of Moon Island and the very east side of Savannah.

I wanted to say no.

I didn’t.

He needed my help.

And then there was that feeling of guilt nudging me.

Step 2: Come to believe that a Power greater than ourselves can restore us to sanity.

And so I said yes.

Moon Island was remote. The sleepy tourist town had one main road going in and out. Everyone knew everyone, and the secrets they kept were never shared. Tourists were outsiders, and they either stayed along the south end of the river or on the north end of the beach. The main road was halfway between each, which meant everything on Moon Island was on the way to wherever it was you were going, especially Savannah.

The main artery was jam-packed with cars, but once I turned onto the hidden narrow lane that followed the shoreline, the road was practically deserted.

Harvey’s 1968 Cadillac handled the slick curves like a dream. I was surprised it was in such good condition.

Simon was tapping the screen of his phone while I drove through the rain. I couldn’t see if he was playing a game or texting someone. I didn’t really care.

Liking the quiet of the night, I listened to the sounds of the water hitting the windshield and inhaled the faint smell of the sea.

It was what I loved most about this place.

What I’d missed the most.

As I drove, a light fog began to thicken the air. I flicked on the defrost button and then cranked the lever to lower the window a crack, breathing in even more of the moist, cool, fall air.

The blackness of the night seemed harsher out there. When I passed the glowing sign for the small private airport hangar, I found myself gripping the wheel tighter. No time to remember what had happened the last time I was there, I concentrated on driving. The rain was hitting the windshield harder now, and the old, worn wipers couldn’t clear it fast enough.

I was just about a mile from the abandoned terminal when I slowed. I swore I saw a light flicker in the distance and wondered if it was the lighthouse I was seeing through the fog. If it was, I was closer to the terminal than I thought.

Simon pointed ahead as if he’d noticed the oddity as well.

I turned my head for a split second in his direction. “Is it the lighthouse?”

The object grew closer way too fast to be the lighthouse.

In the very next second, I felt the weight of something hit my car. At the same time I heard that sickening thump, I saw another flash, but this time it looked like a reflector, not an actual flicker of light from off in the distance.

In a worried rush, I slammed on the brakes and jerked the car to the left. It swerved and skidded against the wet pavement. I stopped so hard that the momentum propelled my body forward. As the front of the vehicle dropped down, it started to fishtail, and then finally came to a screeching stop on the other side of the road.

My upper body slammed hard against the giant steering wheel, and I felt a sudden jab of pain in my ribs just as my forehead smashed the dash. This old Cadillac didn’t come with airbags, or super safe seat belts for that matter.

“Oh, my God,” I screamed through the pain. “I hit something.”

Simon had braced an arm on the dash and didn’t appear to be any worse for the wear. He glanced over at me. “Are you okay?”

I took a shallow breath and although dazed, started to pat for the door handle. “Did you hear me? I hit something!”

Nodding, he quickly grabbed my arm to stop me from opening my door. “Let me go first,” he said. “It was probably a deer, and you don’t need to see that shit.”

I shot my gaze out the back windshield and saw something red and shiny bathed in the glow of the taillights. “It wasn’t a deer,” I said, my voice shaking and my body trembling. “It looks like a wagon or a bike.”

He nodded in agreement. “Stay here.”

I stared.

Stunned.

Breathless.

Worried.

Frozen in terror.

As if I were viewing a slow-motion movie, I watched as Simon rushed out into the rain. What was undoubtedly only seconds felt like hours until he reached the spot where my eyes were trained. The entire time, I couldn’t move. I was paralyzed with fear.

When I saw him drop to the ground and kneel over something, my heart leaped into my throat.

What was he looking at?

Somehow, I pushed past the pain and forced myself to get out of the car. That too seemed to take forever, but this time it was because my body wouldn’t cooperate—my injuries were more severe than I’d originally thought.

Holding my ribs, which I knew were either bruised or cracked, I reached him just as he lifted the lifeless form of a young boy into his arms.

I dropped to my knees. “Oh, my God,” I screamed. “I hit a child. I hit a child. I hit a child.”

Simon started running toward the car. “Get up and get behind the wheel,” he shouted over his shoulder.

Racked with sobs, I dragged myself to my feet. I ran the best as I could after Simon, but he was already at the car before I caught up. “What are you doing? We have to call 911. He needs to go to a hospital.”

All six-foot-four inches of Simon was lowering the child into the back seat. “No,” he yelled over his shoulder. “We can’t. You’ve been drinking, and so have I.”

I tried to pull him back. “I had two drinks,” I whaled.

He jerked his head around. “Stop crying, Sadie, and pull yourself together. You know very well, two is two too many around here. If you call the police, we will both go to jail.”

Halted by the truth in his words, I glanced around. It felt like the world was spinning and I wasn’t. Like this wasn’t really happening. Like I was standing on the outside looking in.

My eyes darted everywhere.

In the car.

At the place the boy had been found.

The space in-between.

It was odd. There was no blood. I couldn’t see any blood. Had the rain already washed it away? I felt like I was in shock. “Is he dead?” I cried out.

“Get in the fucking car and drive,” Simon ordered.

I stammered.

Stuttered.

Stood in the pouring rain.

Helpless.

Hurt.

Desolate.

I’d hit a little boy.

“Get. In. The. Car. Sadie.” He punctuated. “We don’t have much time.”

I heard the latter part, and I did as he said.

In the driver’s seat, I ignored the screaming from my ribs and the blood dripping down my face and cranked the wheel toward the right lane. I hugged the shoulder of the road and drove as fast as I could.

In the rearview mirror, I watched as Simon breathed into the child’s mouth. Even though I wasn’t the one administering CPR, I still counted off the breaths.

One.

Two.

This couldn’t be happening.

“Is he alive?” I cried out again.

“Yes, he’s alive.” His own breaths came in ragged bursts.

I pulled my phone from my purse, and when the screen lit up the car, Simon stopped what he was doing and grabbed it from me.

“Let me call 911,” I cried with tears streaming down my face.

“No! You can’t. You’ll go to jail, and I’ll lose everything I’ve worked for.”

“I hit that boy!”

“And we will make sure he’s taken care of, but we are not calling 911.”

He wasn’t wrong about what would happen. I’d seen it happen to my father. The police would test our blood, find alcohol in our bloodstream, and I would be convicted of driving under the influence. In this case, maybe even manslaughter. Simon would be an accomplice, and both of our lives would be ruined.

It was a split-second decision to keep driving. “Where are we going?” I asked.

“To the Moongate 24-Hour Clinic. We’ll leave him just outside the door. I’ll make a call, and they’ll find him right away. It will all be fine.”

It wouldn’t be fine.

I’d run over a child.

How could that ever be fine?

“Are you sure he’s alive?” I asked.

This time when Simon answered, his voice was much softer. “Yes, Sadie, I’m sure.”

My chest was heaving and tears poured down my cheeks. I couldn’t see anything out the front windshield, but I drove from memory.

From the years I’d lived here.

Back toward the town I despised.

Into the darkness I remembered all too well.
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SADIE

THE BEACH SHACK WAS REMOTE.

Surrounded by overgrown vegetation, the only thing I could see for miles was the sea grass-dotted dunes that swelled between the sand and the water.
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