
the 
one 

you’re 
with

The One You're With_content.indd   3The One You're With_content.indd   3 4/7/21   1:14 PM4/7/21   1:14 PM



the 
one 

you’re 
with

Lauren K. Denton

The One You're With_content.indd   5The One You're With_content.indd   5 4/7/21   1:14 PM4/7/21   1:14 PM



1

C H A P T E R  1

Mac

Summer 2000

“Hey, you.”

Mac heard the deep voice but was sure it wasn’t directed at him. He’d 

been at Sunset Marina less than three minutes. Only enough time to park 

his truck and make his way to the dock, where the woman on the phone 

had said she’d meet him on his first day of work. No one even knew who he 

was, much less that he was the marina’s newest summer employee. At least 

he was supposed to be a new employee, if he could just find his way to the 

woman who was supposed to give him the paperwork to fill out.

“Yo, Polo Shirt.” It was the same voice, and this time Mac turned. A 

pale, skinny guy with tattoos stretching from his wrists to his shoulders 

stood behind the bar of the tiki hut overlooking the marina. He had a 

shaker in one hand and held out an empty Styrofoam cooler in the other. 

He tossed the cooler toward Mac, where it landed a few feet shy and rolled 

to a stop at his tennis shoes.

“I need ice.” The guy shook the canister in his hand. It was only seven 

o’clock. Who would be drinking this early? His black T- shirt was ripped 

on the sides and bore Alice Cooper’s face on the front, complete with black 
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snakes and creepy makeup. “Ice machine’s at the back of the dock store,” 

the guy said around the cigarette in his mouth. “Fill it all the way up, if 

you think you can carry it.”

“I’m not . . .” Mac leaned down and picked up the cooler. “You want 

me to get it for you?”

The guy widened his eyes. “Who else would I be talking to? You work 

here, right?”

“I think so.”

“Carla had to pull Ruiz’s boat out of storage.” He set the canister down 

and took a long drag on the cigarette. “El Patron doesn’t like to wait, even 

when he forgets to follow the rules and call ahead. Ah.” He gestured with 

the tip of his cigarette to a tall lift truck rounding the corner of the tiki 

hut, holding what must have been a thirty- foot boat high in the air. Driving 

the contraption was a slight woman with brown, leathery skin and brown- 

gray hair pulled back in a tight ponytail.

“There’s the lovely Carla now. Soon as she gets that bad boy in the 

water, she’ll come around with the clipboard. She does it for all the new 

guys. Wait for her here. After you get the ice, that is.” He flicked a glance 

down the walkway. “Behind the dock store.”

Mac nodded. “Got it. Thanks.”

“Yep.” He squinted at the smoke curling from the corner of his mouth. 

“What’s your name, kid?”

“Mac.”

“Mac with the polo shirt. I’m Dave.”

Mac shouldered the empty cooler and followed the wooden walkway 

past the bar and the shop to a large ice machine out back. He set the cooler 

at his feet and reached for the edge of the lid, but before he could lift it, 

someone else sidled up next to him and yanked the lid up. A strong tanned 

arm plunged in elbow- deep and unearthed the scoop.

Mac straightened up and glanced at the girl next to him. “You’re cut-

ting in line,” he said with half a smile.

“It’s not cutting if there’s no line. And I’m in a hurry.” She kept her head 

down as she dumped scoop after scoop of ice into the red Igloo of Miller 

Lite at her feet.
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As she leaned forward, Mac’s eyes were drawn down by a power much 

stronger than his self- control. Her cutoff jean shorts were ripped at the 

bottom and a hole at the corner of the back pocket showed just the briefest 

glimpse of something red underneath.

“Who says I’m not in a hurry?” Mac tilted his head to try to see her 

face. “If I don’t get ice to Dave with the tattoos, I’m afraid he may add me 

to his blender the next time he makes a mixed drink.”

“Don’t worry about Dave. Depending on how many Bloody Marys he’s 

had this morning, he may not even remember he asked you for ice.” She 

let go of the lid and it slammed shut. Finally she turned and thrust the ice 

scoop at him. “It’s all yours.”

He grabbed the edge of the scoop and before she let go, their eyes met. 

It was just a glance, nothing more than a flash of hazel framed by thick black 

lashes. A flush of pink in her cheeks made his stomach hum with energy.

“Thanks.” He tried to appear cool and casual, but her composure rattled 

him. “I just got here.” He hooked his thumb back to the parking lot. “Well, 

a little while ago. I’m Mac. I’m new.”

“I can tell.”

At her obvious appraisal of him, his heart sank a little. “Of course you 

can. Apparently I stick out.”

She hoisted the cooler onto her hip and held it there with one arm. 

Most of her hair was caught back in a thick braid down her back, but a 

windblown halo of blonde curls had escaped, framing her face. With her 

free hand she pushed a lock behind her ear, but it sprang right back. “It’s 

not just you. Every year around this time, we get a new crop of guys in to 

crew for the summer. You’re all pretty easy to spot.”

He opened the lid of the ice machine again and scooped ice into Dave’s 

cooler. “What makes it so easy?”

“You all have the same look in your eyes. Pure excitement about doing 

some real blue- collar work for a few months. You figure you’ll get a good 

tan, make some spending money for next semester, maybe have yourself 

a summer fling. Then you’ll go back to wherever it is you came from and 

later, when you’re forty or something, maybe you’ll remember this summer 

as the best one of your life.”
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He tossed the scoop in the machine and closed the lid, then turned 

and studied her. What had started as a lighthearted jab now dripped with 

resentment.

“I . . .” He didn’t know what to say. “I’m sorry?”

She lifted a shoulder. “No need to apologize. Just remember this is a 

real job for the rest of us. We’re not here for f lings or tans or to find new 

friends to take us drinking at the Flora- Bama. We’re here to work and 

make money. We’re here to get by.”

She reached up and pulled her sunglasses down from the top of her 

head with her free hand, covering up her penetrating gaze with the over-

size white plastic frames. “If everyone does their job, we’ll all get along  

just fine.” She strode toward the dock.

“Wait,” he called. She paused but didn’t turn around. “What’s your 

name?”

After a brief hesitation, she glanced back at him. “Kat.”

He wanted to say something that would keep her here for even a few 

seconds longer, but he couldn’t come up with anything to grab her attention.

She lifted an eyebrow and when he didn’t speak, she f licked her braid 

back over her shoulder and resumed her walk toward the docks. “See you 

around.”

Leaving Dave’s cooler on the ground in front of the ice machine, Mac 

took a few steps until he could see around the side of the building. He 

watched Kat as she made her way down the dock to a large fishing boat tied 

up in the closest slip, its name, Alabama Reds, emblazoned along the side 

in bright- red letters. With the Igloo still propped on her hip, she stepped 

onto the edge of the boat and down into the hull, then swung the cooler 

onto a seat. Several men milling around the end of the dock paused their 

conversation to watch her, but she either didn’t notice or pretended not to.

She lifted her head and called up to a man in a wide- brimmed straw 

hat standing in the crow’s nest at the top of the boat. When he nodded, she 

gestured for the men on the dock to climb aboard. She stood back with 

her hands on her hips as each one lumbered onto the boat. When the last 

one boarded, he rested a hand on her arm and leaned down to say some-

thing to her. Even from where Mac stood near the dock store, he could see 
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the displeasure on her face. She glared at the man and he laughed, patted 

her on the lower back, and joined his friends at the back of the boat.

“New kid,” called a raspy drawl from behind him. He turned to see 

the woman from the tractor, Carla, standing by Dave’s cooler, staring at 

him. “I’ve been looking for you. Dave said you ran off with his cooler.” She 

nudged the now- full cooler with her toe.

“No, I . . .” His words trailed off when Carla cocked a skeptical eyebrow 

at him. “I’ll take it back to him now.” He leaned down to pick it up, but 

Carla stopped him.

“Slow down, bucko. I need you to fill these out first. Birth date, social 

security number, address.” She pointed to a few places on the second page. 

“And here’s your W-9. When you finish, I need to make a copy of your 

driver’s license, then you’ll be ready for work.” She handed him the clip-

board and yanked up the waist of her pants. “I’ll be in the store. It’s cooler 

in there. Find me when you’re done and I’ll show you around.”

On her way back to the store, she stopped. “A word of advice. It’s not 

your job to worry about Kat. She can hold her own with those guys and 

she’ll toss ’em overboard if they get too close. She’s done it before.” And 

with that, she tightened her ponytail and strode back around the side of 

the building.

Mac flipped through the papers clamped to the clipboard and sat on 

the ground next to the ice machine, his back propped against the wall. 

The top line of the first page asked for Job Title. Someone, presumably 

Carla, had already filled in the words Dock Crew. It was the job he’d applied 

for back in March when he realized if he didn’t get away, even for a short 

time, he’d lose everything he’d worked so hard to put into place.

With only one more year of college ahead of him, tests to score well on, 

medical school to apply for, a future to plan, two parents to please, a girl-

friend to try to keep happy, and a brain that wouldn’t stop second- guessing 

everything at every step, Mac had been on the verge of cracking under the 

pressure for many months. Telling Edie he needed a break— permanent or 

temporary, he wasn’t sure— had relieved some of the pressure, but it was 

more like a pinprick, not the f lood of relief he longed for.

His best friend, Graham, had already planned to stay at his aunt’s beach 
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house for the summer, working a construction job in Gulf Shores for a 

contractor friend of his dad’s. When Mac asked if he could come along, 

Graham told him to find a job, pack his bag, and head for the little blue 

house on Old River.

Mac had had friends who’d worked summer jobs at Sunset Marina 

in high school, and he’d always been jealous of them. While they spent 

the long summer days working on the docks and in the dock store selling 

T- shirts, canned drinks, and sunscreen, he’d been working in his father’s 

cardiology office, filing papers, sitting in on patient checkups, and occa-

sionally observing surgeries. He enjoyed it some— he’d always known he 

was destined for the medical field— but he also wished he’d been allowed 

to plan his summers, and his life, on his own terms. To make his own way.

Now, at twenty years old and just before his senior year of college, 

he was finally getting that chance. “Better late than never,” Graham had 

told him as Mac deliberated back in the spring. “Doctors don’t get summer 

vacations, you know.” Edie, Mac’s girlfriend of seven years, wasn’t quite as 

effusive about his decision to go to the beach. But seeing as she’d taken 

the opportunity to haul herself to the Big Apple for the summer, it seemed 

they’d both be getting some breathing space.

A breeze off the water ruffled Mac’s hair and carried the scent of motor 

oil and the salty- fresh Gulf of Mexico. He leaned his head against the 

wall behind him, thankful for the three months ahead of him, days of 

sunshine and fresh air, time and space to think.

That spring, he and Edie had asked each other big, grown- up ques-

tions for the first time. Were they going to stay together after graduation? 

Was marriage on their horizon? Could they imagine a life apart from each 

other? When they realized they couldn’t answer them, they decided to 

take some time apart.

Mac loved Edie— of course he still loved her— but he needed this sum-

mer to figure out what he really wanted and what they both needed.

Without thinking, Mac cast a glance over to where Kat was now perched 

on the front of the fishing boat untying a line. As her hands worked the 

rope with quick, assured skill, her words ran through his mind. “This is a 

real job for the rest of us. A way to get by.”
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What she didn’t know was that this summer could very well prove to 

be Mac’s way of getting by too. Because if he had stayed behind, either back 

at Southern College taking more premed classes or down in Mobile at his 

dad’s office, he likely would have let go. And the crazy thing was, a part of 

him wanted to let go of it all— the image of a picture- perfect future he’d 

clung to for so long. Everyone’s lofty expectations that pressed hard on his 

shoulders. Maybe even the hand of the only girl he’d ever loved.

He hadn’t admitted it to anyone— not to Edie, not to Graham, defi-

nitely not to his parents— but sometimes he felt that he’d lost his way. He 

didn’t know exactly where things had gone off course, but he was deter-

mined that this summer, he’d find his way again. He’d find his true north.

With the papers filled out, Mac stood and inhaled again, coaxing 

the warm air deep into his lungs, then blowing it out along with the last 

dredges of tension in his neck. He cast one last glance at the Alabama Reds, 

then grabbed Dave’s cooler and walked back toward Carla and his first 

day of work.
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Edie

Summer 2000

Three days after the end of her junior year at Southern College, Edie 

Everett sat in Terminal C at the Birmingham International Airport, nurs-

ing a lukewarm cup of coffee and trying to tamp down the f lutter of nerves 

in her stomach. She checked the front pocket of her carry- on bag again to 

make sure the flimsy paper packet holding her tickets was still there. BHM 

 ATL, ATL  LGA. LaGuardia Airport. New York City.

She slid the packet back into her bag and took another sip of her 

coffee before leaning back against her seat. She’d kissed her parents good- 

bye at the glass doors to the airport an hour ago, and for the last twenty 

minutes, she’d been people watching in the busy terminal, wondering 

if she’d made the right decision. Wondering if she’d made any right 

decisions. As for deciding almost on a whim to go to New York City, hav-

ing snagged a pipe dream of a summer internship, the verdict was still 

out. She’d never done anything like this before— jumped into any kind 

of situation or ex  perience blindly, not knowing the people, the plan, or 

the outcome.
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She was being hard on herself— she did know a few things. Like where 

she’d be working and the type of work she’d be doing. And she knew the 

likely outcome of the trip itself— returning home with a sketch pad full of 

street and park scenes, an appreciation for the work of real interior design-

ers, and very likely a new love for a thriving city.

But her outcome? That was the mystery. Instead of planning the wed-

ding she’d assumed she and Mac would inevitably have the summer after 

graduation, she and Mac weren’t even spending the summer together. 

While she was on her way to her New York City internship, he was headed 

to the beach for three months of pumping gas into expensive boats and— 

what? Tying ropes? Selling bait? She honestly had no idea what he’d be 

doing. Just that he’d gotten a job at Sunset Marina in Orange Beach.

It was a far cry from the previous four summers when he’d worked at 

Swan Cardiology, learning a very different set of ropes under the scrutiny 

of his father and packing in the hours he hoped would make his medical 

school application stand out from the rest. Would dockhand make much of 

an impact on those applications?

Edie stood and stretched her back, then walked a few paces closer to the 

TV, where a meteorologist wearing suspenders pointed out Birmingham’s 

predicted high temperature for the day. She dropped her cup in the trash 

can, and it thunked at the empty bottom.

Mac could write whatever he wanted on his applications. He could 

write zookeeper or ice cream scooper or Sunset Marina dockhand. His grades 

were enough to get him into any school he wanted, and even if they weren’t, 

Mac himself was enough. He could sell the proverbial ketchup Popsicle, not 

because of any persuasive manners or sales pitches but because of who he 

was. Mac was a good one— warm, friendly, humble. Generally the nicest 

human she knew. Edie had no doubt he’d do whatever he set his mind to— 

med school, doctor, mayor. Husband. Father.

After their last conversation, would she be there to see any of it?

Edie sat back down next to her bag and checked her camera in the 

side pocket. She’d packed extra film, but her dad had handed her another 

pack of three rolls this morning when he and her mom walked her into the 

terminal.
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“Good luck this summer,” he’d said as he pulled her into the crook of 

his shoulder. “And take as many pictures as you can. I’ve always wanted 

to see New York City.” He winked and smiled, but sadness glimmered in 

his eyes.

Bud Everett was a hulking bear of a man with arms always ready to 

hug but a mouth that closed anytime something personal came up. He 

loved with his presence— with his warm hugs rather than with words. Edie 

wanted to reassure him that she’d be fine, that she’d be safe and return 

home in one piece, but as usual her mom had taken over, griping about 

Mac’s absence.

“He should be here to see you off. It’s just common decency, especially 

with the history you two have.” She shook her head. “Did he know what 

time you were leaving?”

“He’s already down at the beach, Mom. I told you that.”

“Well. Still. He could call, couldn’t he? Do you want to call him? 

Here, Bud, take her suitcase.”

It was usually pointless to argue with Dianne Everett, but in a f lash 

of something like defiance, Edie yanked the handle of her huge red roll-

ing suitcase, waved to her parents, and strode down the walkway toward 

her gate.

In another life she may have been spending the summer in New 

Orleans, learning under one of the myriad designers in the city, drawing 

sketches for homes along St. Charles Avenue or Magazine Street. Or she 

could have been taking the summer to sit in Jackson Square and people 

watch, painting quick watercolors if a particular scene or person caught her 

eye, maybe making a few dollars selling her scribbles to souvenir- hungry 

tourists.

It was just a guess though. Having sent the dean of admissions at the 

New Orleans School for Design a polite “I’m sorry but my plans have 

changed” note a scant few months before the start of college, she’d never 

know what that other life would have looked like. Instead she sat at Gate 4 

in Terminal C, thinking of the many paths a life can take and wondering 

how to choose the right one out of all the possibilities.

A little while later, searching for a piece of gum in her bag, her fingers 
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found something else. A piece of paper, small and folded. She pulled it out 

and stared at it. It was graph paper, white with light blue lines. A smile 

tugged at the corners of her mouth— it was just the kind Graham used in 

his architecture classes.

She let her smile loose as she unfolded the paper, then smoothed it 

across her knees, running her finger along the creases until they lay f lat. 

His handwriting was loopy and imprecise, unlike his drawings, which 

were full of sharp angles, straight dark lines, confident and sure strokes. 

She let her eyes dance across the page, savoring the swirls and dashes that 

made up the words he’d written to her.

Dear Edie,

You’ve spent this whole evening sitting on the f loor of your dorm 

planning what you’re going to pack for your summer in New York. I 

know because I tried to drag you out for pizza, but you said you had too 

much to do. All your lists were spread out next to you— what you plan to 

bring, what you need to buy, what you need to do before you leave. You 

seemed nervous. I don’t know if that’s because you’ll be spending the 

summer in a new place or because you and Mac broke up.

Anytime the two of you hit a rough patch, I try to stay neutral, but 

it’s harder this time. Part of me wants to yell at Mac and shake some 

sense into him. To do whatever it takes to make him see the good thing 

in front of him before it’s too late. The truth is, as much as I love him, 

I’d rather lose his friendship than see you be hurt.

And there’s my plain truth. You know I love Mac— he’s been my 

best friend since fourth grade— but it’s you I hold high in my heart. As 

high as I can possibly hold someone. And while I’ll be sad not to see your 

face for the entire summer, I’m so glad you’re taking this trip. I hope you 

take the time to figure out what you want and need. Not you and Mac. 

Just you. Y’all have been together so long you’re almost like the same 

person, but I hope you find the real Edie up there in the big city. I hope 

you discover so much about yourself that you come home bursting. I for 

one can’t wait to see it.

Call me if you need to. Or, if it’s easier, considering I’ll be spending 
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the summer in a tiny beach house with Mac, just send me a postcard. I’ll 

check the mail every day.

Graham

After reading the note a second time, Edie folded it along its original 

creases and, with shaking hands, pressed the small square into her palm. 

Graham was her friend, her confidant, her partner in late- night fast- food 

runs when Mac was busy studying, but she was pretty sure she’d never 

heard so many words from him at one time in the almost eight years she’d 

known him. She also wasn’t sure she’d ever been on the receiving end of 

words full of such support, such affection, such validation. And she wasn’t 

sure how that made her feel.

Mac was her person, the one she’d always known she’d marry. They’d 

been friends since preschool days, and once he’d asked her to be his girl-

friend in ninth grade, she— and seemingly everyone else— had known 

they’d end up together. It was fact, not possibility. Until lately when things 

had begun to slip. When she’d started to wonder if her life had thus far 

taken her in the direction she was meant to go. When she wondered if 

somewhere along the way, she’d confused facts for conveniences.

But reading these words from Graham sent a rejuvenating burst through 

her, like a zap of lightning or a rush of crisp, cold air in her face. She wasn’t 

just getting away for the summer; she was setting off on a grand adventure. 

A journey to parts unknown with no one else around to tell her what to 

do or how to feel. With no one but her and her own desires as her guide.

She tucked the note back into her bag and glanced at her watch. With 

still a little time left before boarding her f light, she grabbed her bag and 

headed down the terminal walkway to the newsstand she’d seen on her 

way in. Next to a display of magazines and newspapers was a spinning rack 

of postcards featuring picturesque locations around Alabama. She found 

an oversize one showing the sun setting behind the Vulcan statue and took 

it to the register.

“Can I mail this here?” she asked the man behind the counter.

He nodded and she paid for the card, then sat at a table in front of the 

newsstand and began to write.
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Dear Graham,

I’m waiting to board the plane and I just found your note. After read-

ing your words and soaking them all the way in, I realized I wasn’t ready 

for my trip— I wasn’t even all that excited— until now. It’s like you’ve 

given me permission to go and experience and not look back. At least 

not for three months. So thank you for that. You’re a true friend to me, 

and I hold you high as well. I know you’ll be down south this summer, 

but I’m tucking you in my heart and bringing you with me to New York.

Mac and I are supposed to call each other this summer and check in, 

but I’m not sure I’ll be able to. Or if I’ll want to. So just do me a favor: 

keep an eye on him. I don’t know what he’s looking for this summer, and 

as confused as I am about our direction— our future, even— I hope he 

finds it.

Keep checking the mail. I’ll write soon.

Edie

She wrote out the address, added a stamp, and left the postcard with 

the cashier, who tossed it into a box labeled Outgoing. Edie smiled as 

she walked back to Gate 4, thinking of Graham walking down the sandy 

driveway to the mailbox and peeking inside. He’d laugh when he pulled 

out her Vulcan postcard, as if she couldn’t wait until she got to New York 

before writing to him. Which was the truth.

It wasn’t until she sat back down in her seat in the terminal that she 

realized she hadn’t written to Mac. It hadn’t even crossed her mind. She 

leaned forward and pressed her elbows onto her knees and rubbed her 

hands across her face.

It’s fine. It’s just fine.

She and Mac weren’t together, and it was perfectly okay for her to keep 

in touch with Graham, one of her very favorite people on earth. Reading 

such a tender letter from him. Gulping his words like air when she hadn’t 

realized she was suffocating.

She took a deep breath, and when the gate attendant called for board-

ing to begin, Edie was the first one in line.
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Edie

Present Day

When Edie walked into Southern Stone and Tile, Domingo was waiting 

with a grin.

“Edie Swan, maybe we should just give you a job here. Your arms look 

pretty strong— how do you feel about cutting stone instead of designing it?”

Edie laughed and greeted Domingo, her “guy” at Mobile’s countertop 

emporium. It was her third trip out here this week. “I think I’ll leave the 

cutting and hauling to you guys. I’d better stick to what I know.”

“You know as much as any of us,” he said. “We should probably give 

you your own desk here.”

“Actually that’s not a bad idea. I’ll take the one in the corner, if that’s 

okay with you.”

Domingo laughed. “What brings you out here again?”

“The Donalds.”

“What? We have them down for the white Carrara.”

“Exactly. And they were excited about it until Laura Lou dropped a 

bomb on them.”

“A bomb?”

The One You're With_content.indd   14The One You're With_content.indd   14 4/7/21   1:14 PM4/7/21   1:14 PM



The One You’re With

15

“Yep. A bomb in the form of black fossilized limestone.”

“She didn’t. This late in the game? The marble they already chose— the 

exact marble they wanted— is scheduled to be cut on Monday.”

“I know. I reminded Carol that we found just what she wanted. But 

once Laura Lou mentioned the fossilized snail shells, Carol was a goner.”

“Not me, man.” Domingo shuddered. “Knowing all those critters died 

in that stone— kind of gives me the creeps.”

“What’ll be harder is the fact that Laura Lou also suggested we make 

the stone along the wall under the window one long, unbroken piece. 

Which means I get to play musical chairs with all the appliances now.” 

Edie propped an elbow on the counter and laid her forehead against her 

arm. “I reworked that wall a dozen different ways and finally got every-

thing to fit. Not that it matters now. When Laura Lou gets a bee in her 

bonnet about something new she wants to try, the clients go right along 

with whatever she says. You remember the Barnetts?”

“Of course I do. How could I forget?” Domingo patted Edie’s hand. 

“I’m sorry. I’m happy to show them the limestone though. Even if it is a sad 

little burial ground.” A phone rang from an adjacent desk. “Hey, tonight’s 

your husband’s party, isn’t it? The big 4–0?”

She’d told Domingo about the surprise party she’d planned for Mac’s 

fortieth birthday when she made her first trip out here earlier in the week 

for another client. “Yep. Tonight’s the night. Come six thirty, the Donalds’ 

limestone and their window elevation will be the furthest thing from 

my mind.”

The front door chimed and they both turned to see perky Carol walk-

ing in, her husband, Mike, behind her.

“Hi, Carol,” Edie said. “Mike. Y’all remember Domingo. He’s going 

to show us out to the limestone.”

“Ooh, I can’t wait.” Carol clasped her hands together. “I’ve been think-

ing about those little fossils since Laura Lou told us about it. She’s just a 

whiz, isn’t she? Who else would have thought to add black and white 

fossils into the mix?”

Edie nodded and pulled her cheeks up into what she hoped passed for 

a smile. “Yep, that Laura Lou. She is a whiz.”
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Domingo opened the door and ushered them all outside and toward 

the large building in the back. The warehouse was loud, with a saw blar-

ing at one end and box fans in each corner swirling the dusty air into a 

hot breeze. Domingo led them to the far right side where several slabs 

of striking black- and- white stone were propped against the wall. Lo and 

behold, the fossils were tiny snail shells.

Carol nearly shrieked with glee. “Look at them, Mike. Aren’t they 

cute?”

Domingo crossed his arms in front of his chest. “This stone was quar-

ried from a seabed in Greece. It’s fifty million years old.” His implication 

was clear: it was ancient, not cute.

“Can we have a few minutes?” Carol asked. “I’d like to really take my 

time.”

“Of course.” Edie backed up as Carol and Mike scrutinized the stone. 

“I’ll be right over here if you have any questions.”

She snagged a seat near the door where a breeze from one of the fans 

rushed her direction every few seconds, blowing her dark curls around her 

face. The Donalds’ “few minutes” turned into twenty, then thirty. Domingo 

stood a few rows away from them, and when Edie caught his eye, he tipped 

his head toward Carol and Mike and tapped his watch.

She nodded and bit her thumbnail. Just as she was about to walk back 

over to check in with them, her phone dinged with one text, then an email. 

Both from Laura Lou. Both suggestions for how to make adjustments to 

the designs Edie had planned for two of her biggest clients.

Laura Lou Davis was the founder of Davis Design Group, one of the 

most well- known and in- demand firms in Mobile. DDG boasted four 

designers, including Laura Lou, and three project assistants. They were a 

small outfit to be so respected, but after working at another design firm 

for four years before joining DDG— one that had fourteen designers all 

trying to poach each other’s projects— coming to work for Laura Lou had 

been as much a relief as an honor.

The honor was still there— Edie still got a thrill to be able to say she 

was a Davis designer— but the relief had long since worn off. At least at 

Teak & Twill, her first design job after college, once a designer was chosen 
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or assigned to a particular job, it was hers to run with. Any design she 

worked up was hers alone. With the client’s input and approval, of course.

At DDG, any design was subject to Laura Lou’s input, and her input 

generally superseded anything anyone else came up with. With the intru-

sion of her “helpful” suggestions— “Why don’t we try a pocket door here?” 

or “Did you think about using acrylic drawer pulls here?”— Edie’s work 

often shifted from her own design to Edie and Laura Lou’s lopsided 

collaboration.

Laura Lou had yet to scrap anyone’s total design package— yet— 

but Edie still squirmed with irritation when she thought back to last 

year’s Point Clear disaster. After a requested last- minute “consultation” 

with Laura Lou regarding the Barnetts’ new bay house, Edie’s modern 

farmhouse design, complete with a shiplapped wraparound porch Julie 

Barnett had specifically asked for, had been reduced to a sleek, industrial 

nightmare. Laura Lou had been so excited about her stroke of genius 

that resulted in the overhaul, she practically broke out in hives. Her ela-

tion with the final design package must have rubbed off on the Barnetts 

because, much to Edie’s surprise and dismay, they agreed to every last 

change.

To Edie, it was an eyesore, especially considering the more elegant and 

traditional homes surrounding it, but Bay magazine featured it on their 

cover for the Christmas issue, and everyone congratulated her on design-

ing such an out- of- the- box stunner.

She dropped her phone back in her bag and approached the Donalds. 

“I’m sorry to have to run out on you, but Domingo is here if you need 

anything. And you can call me anytime. If you decide you do want the 

limestone, we’ll need to talk about paint color for the walls and possibly a 

different finish on the sink faucet. The black and white may not play as 

well with what you’ve already chosen.”

Carol’s face fell. “Oh.”

Edie gave her a small smile. “It’s a little like dominos. If you make a 

big change like this, you have to make sure everything still fits. Especially 

if you decide to move the oven from under the window.”

“I see. And will that push our end date back?”
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“It may not. It really depends on the different suppliers. I know you 

have your daughter’s engagement party coming up.”

“Yes, we do. In December.”

“Bottom line, it’s your kitchen and your decision. It’s a beautiful piece 

of stone and if you decide on the overhaul, we can work through the plan 

again and make any necessary adjustments.”

Domingo met Edie at the door to the warehouse with a grin on his 

face. “Laura Lou Davis isn’t the only whiz.” He kept his voice low. “You’re 

a master. Bringing up their daughter’s party? Sneaky. No way will they 

change their minds now.”

“I’m not trying to be sneaky. I just know how convincing Laura Lou 

can be, and I want them to have all the information before they agree to 

any big changes. I think our plan from last week is the best arrangement 

and color scheme, according to what Carol originally told me, but if she 

decides to go ahead with Laura Lou’s changes, I’ll do what I can. Even if 

it does mean I’m back to square one with the drawings.”

“That’s why they pay you the big bucks, right?”

Edie laughed. “If you say so.”

As she walked out of the warehouse and into the bright September 

sun, she thought about her role as a designer. Edie loved her job, loved 

designing beautiful spaces for clients, spaces that made them feel at home 

and at peace when they walked into a room. And she was good at it too. 

She knew that. But no matter how many kitchens she updated, how many 

bedrooms she designed, how many houses she renovated, it always felt like 

something was missing.

Part of it was due to the frustration of having her design packages so 

often picked apart by Laura Lou. Take the Donalds’ kitchen, for example. 

Edie could have figured out another configuration for the appliances, 

helped Carol choose another finish for her faucet, tweaked the paint 

choices, and done anything else necessary to make the kitchen beautiful 

and functional. But at the end of the day, it was hard to be proud of her 

work when the heart and soul she’d worked so hard to put into it were chis-

eled away.

Most of the time, she could call it a fair trade- off. Yes, the micro-
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managing bothered her, but Laura Lou was, on the whole, a good person 

to work with and for. She’d been designing houses across the Gulf Coast 

for thirty years, and Edie had learned more about design in her first year 

with DDG than she had in her entire design program in school plus the 

four years she spent with Teak & Twill. She could toss down her pencil and 

walk away at any time, but that would mean allowing herself to be pushed 

out of the only career she’d ever wanted. She didn’t want to stop doing it, 

and a move to any other established design house would be a step down.

But it was more than that, wasn’t it? There was that quiet, nagging 

voice embedded deep in her mind that reminded her she could have been 

doing more. More than just kitchens and bathrooms that, to be honest, 

were all starting to look the same. More than designing spaces and waiting 

for Laura Lou’s bright- green Post- its bearing the message, “Let’s discuss.”

The voice reminded her she could have been doing what she loved 

somewhere else. With someone else. The uncharted path called to her the 

most when her defenses were down, when she was the most frustrated, the 

most exhausted. The voice was easy to shut down— she’d been doing it for 

years— but it called to her nonetheless.

With the warm sunshine and gentle breeze swooping in from the bay, Edie 

lowered her windows as she drove back into town. Oak Hill, where she 

and Mac had both grown up, was a small community a few miles west of 

downtown Mobile. It was named Oak Hill by the original settlers of the 

area who’d followed an old Indian trail to the top of a hill and found grand 

live oak trees, green- gray moss hanging from the wide- spreading arms, and 

sweet- smelling air. Those settlers, mainly wealthy downtown residents, 

poured broken oyster shells over the old trail and built their summer resi-

dences on that hill.

Two hundred years later, the area was still a respite of sorts— a small, 

tightly knit community of stately homes, tree- lined streets, and charming 

shops and businesses tucked into old renovated cottages.

Edie arrived outside one of those cottages and pulled into the only 
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open spot out front, which happened to be next to Laura Lou’s brand- new 

cherry- red Fiat 500. Not for the first time, Edie wondered about her boss’s 

preference for very small cars. Laura Lou’s last car had been a Mini Cooper 

in the same signature shade of red, which also happened to be her lipstick 

color of choice.

Edie was constantly hauling things to clients’ homes or construction 

projects: a chair to try at a kitchen island, boxes of backsplash tiles to hold 

up against cabinets, fruit and flowers for photography shoots after a home 

was completed. Thankfully for Laura Lou, she had three project assistants 

who happily did all the heavy lifting for her.

Inside the cool, crisp, spotless lobby, Edie waved to the receptionist 

and headed down the hallway past the project assistants’ offices, each one 

meticulously decorated with ceramic pots of succulents and felt letter boards 

with messages like “You Glow Girl” and “Friday: I’m here for it.”

Laughter swelled from the kitchen in the back. Edie intended to pass 

right by and avoid the excitement, but when she heard her name, she 

paused.

“How’d it go with the Donalds?” one of the assistants, Anne Allen, 

asked her. The girls were all huddled around a magazine lying on the 

table.

“It was fine. They’re still thinking about— ” Edie stopped when she saw 

the front of the magazine the girls were gawking at. More specifically, 

who was smiling up from the cover.

“Can I see that for a minute?” She reached for the magazine.

He was sitting in front of a large wooden drafting table in a room lined 

with overfull bookshelves. One wall was filled with tall windows, and a 

couple comfortable chairs could be seen at the edges of the photo. Edie 

remembered that room well. Nothing about it had changed. The man was 

wearing a faded black tee under a blazer, worn jeans, and black Converse 

low tops.

Not long ago, Edie had run into an old friend she hadn’t seen since 

her family left Mobile after sixth grade. “You look exactly the same!” her 

friend gushed, though Edie knew they were empty words. Of course she 

didn’t look the same. Time had marched on, and its movement was visible 
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on her face, in her body. But seeing Graham Yeager on the cover of Bay 

magazine, Edie understood that the concept could be true.

The years had lined his face, of course, but his dark eyes and high 

cheekbones were the same. His hair was thinner and cropped close, but it 

was mostly still the dark, almost blue- black it had been when they were 

younger. And his mouth, tweaked up at one corner as if he were faintly 

amused by the photographer holding the camera, sent her spinning back-

ward through the years.

“He’s so hot,” Katie Jo said.

Anne Allen nodded. “Yeah, but he’s also a fantastic architect. Winning 

the McLeod Award is a big deal for architects. Right, Edie?”

“Hmm? Yes. The McLeod is a  .  .  . well, it’s a big recognition. And 

he’s . . .”

A quiet moment passed, then the other girls laughed and Maryanne 

reached for the magazine. Edie reluctantly passed it back. “Even Edie 

thinks he’s cute! And look.” She pointed to Graham’s hand resting on the 

arm of the chair. “No wedding ring.”

“Maryanne!” Katie Jo laughed. “He’s way too old for you. He must be 

at least fifty.”

Only off by a decade.

Laura Lou appeared in the open doorway, her dark hair shining in the 

overhead lights. Laura Lou’s hair was the same every day— a chic, sleek 

bob that angled down severely in front, the right side tucked behind her 

ear to show off a large diamond stud. “Did someone forget to invite me 

to the party?” She noticed the magazine Maryanne held and smiled. “Ah, 

Graham Yeager. Of course. We’ve all been hearing a lot about him lately, 

haven’t we?”

She reached out her hand and Maryanne handed over the magazine. 

Laura Lou thumbed through it and stopped on the full- page spread in the 

middle. “He’s good.” She leaned one hip against the doorway. “So good I’m 

thinking about bringing him on.”

“Bringing him on?” Edie asked. “As in hiring him here?”

“Why not? Architecture and design go hand in hand. Maybe with the 

McLeod under his belt, he’d be interested in partnering.” She shrugged. 
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“It’s just a thought. You know him, right, Edie? Didn’t you both go to high 

school at Oak Hill Academy?”

“We did.” Edie ignored the strange fluttering in her chest. “College 

too.”

Katie Jo gasped. “You’re friends with him?”

“Friends is a bit of a stretch these days.”

“But do you think he’d consider partnering up?” Laura Lou asked. 

“Coming on board as Davis Design’s architect in residence?”

“I really don’t know. It’s been years since we’ve talked.”

“Hmm. Maybe we can track him down. Feel him out.”

“It shouldn’t be too hard to find him. He lives over the bay.” Maryanne 

tapped the magazine. “Says so in here. His father died and he’s planning 

to renovate his dad’s house in Point Clear.”

Graham’s dad died? How had Edie not heard that?

“I’m sorry to hear about his dad,” Laura Lou said. “But I can’t say I’m 

sorry he’s moved back.” She adjusted the pearl necklace at her neck. “Keep 

an ear out, Edie. Let me know if you hear anything interesting.”

“Oh, I don’t think I— ”

But Laura Lou was already headed down the hall.

A moment later the girls’ chatter picked back up again. “Can you 

imagine if he worked here? I’d hardly get a thing done.”

“I wouldn’t be able to focus staring at that face all day.”

The girls giggled and Edie took the opportunity to back out and hurry 

down the hall to her own office, thankfully quiet and still. She tossed her 

leather backpack down on a chair in the corner and crossed the soft blue- 

gray rug to her desk.

Edie sat for a minute, her head swirling with fractured memories. In 

front of her on top of her desk was a fresh sheet of the graph paper Graham 

had gotten her hooked on back in high school. He’d always used it, not only 

for his drawings but for English essays, calculus equations, and random 

song lyrics he was perpetually jotting down in his looping handwriting. 

He’d given her a sheet of his paper one day and she quickly learned to 

love it.

Two decades later, Edie still preferred paper over the computer, and 
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she kept sketches, blueprints, and notes on everything from measurements 

and color choices to dollar amounts and time frames within the bounds of 

the same predictable squares. The thin blue lines and tiny boxes calmed 

her now just as they did back then, as if by keeping everything in its right 

box, she could help life stay on course and in line.

The gossip train in Oak Hill rarely missed a thing, and as such, she’d 

heard a few months ago that Graham was back in town. The knowledge 

that he was close by had been like a rock stuck in her shoe— she’d forget 

about it for a while, but then it would jar her out of nowhere, unsettling 

her with its presence. And seeing his face on the magazine had yet again 

jolted her from the present back to the past.

Since Edie had last seen him, Graham had begun to feel like a ghost of 

that past. They’d shared a different kind of friendship than the one she’d 

shared with Mac, and for a time, she wondered . . . maybe even wanted?

But then he was gone. For so many years his absence from her life— 

and not just hers but Mac’s too— had felt like an empty, yawning canyon. 

A blank space that had never filled back up.
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