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“Tell me again what happened with the accountant,” Rosie Martinez said as she and Shannon O’Brien sat on two tall stools in the Lindsey Point Visitors Center. Their legs dangled down behind the high desk that held brochures about the town’s haunted lighthouse, restaurants, and local beaches. “You gave me no details. He just told you he didn’t want to see you anymore?”

“Actually I think that was his wife’s idea after she went through his phone and read our texts.” Shannon sighed. “I swear to God I thought she was his ex-wife, which just goes to show I should never believe a man until I see the divorce papers.”

Rosie whistled. “I’m sorry.”

Shannon glanced out the single window of the Visitors Center, a makeshift addition on the back of the local library. Clouds covered the sky, and the water in the bay whipped into peaks. Above them rose the town’s famed lighthouse, spearing the sky like a sentinel. Late summer storm rolling in. She pushed open the window to let in some air.

“I’ll grab those yard sale flyers off the printer,” Rosie said, hopping off her stool. She opened the door that led to the library’s reference section, where their ancient printer was housed.

“Thanks. I’ll drop them around town this weekend.” As Rosie disappeared, the Center’s outer door flew open, and the cross breeze caught a stack of coupons on the shelf and scattered them everywhere.

“Doggone it!” said the man who stepped inside. He had enormous shoulders, an enormous chest, and enormous arms still bulky from playing lineman on the Lindsey Point High School football team almost fifteen years ago. He dropped to his knees and began to collect the coupons.

“Archie, stop,” Shannon said. “You don’t have to do that.”

The man rocked back on his heels and handed her a fistful of coupons. “I do. Could we make it Archer, though? Just when I’m out in public and on official business?”

She rearranged the coupons next to the hotel discount flyers and the veterans’ association fishing guide. “Are you? On official business, I mean?”

Rosie returned from the library, her hands full of brightly colored signs. At once, her cheeks pinked. “Hey, Archie. What’re you doing here?”

“Archer. Please. I’m trying to be taken seriously.”

“Now that you’re mayor and all, right?” Rosie grinned and handed the flyers to Shannon, who tucked them into her bright green tote bag. Then Rosie dropped to her knees to help him. “Sorry. I’ll try to remember.”

“Thanks,” he said, his face red, though Shannon wasn’t sure if that came from the effort of collecting stray papers or the on-again, off-again flirtation he shared with Rosie. It’s so easy for them, she thought with envy. As the two exchanged looks and bumped elbows, a lump rose into Shannon’s throat at the thought of her own newly single status.

“It’s just so when the members of the Connecticut Coastal Council are in town, I won’t sound like I’m still in grade school,” Archer added.

Shannon leaned against the scarred, scratched table in the middle of the room. One leg was held up by a piece of brick. Inked initials and doodles covered the top. “So what’s up? Why do we get the pleasure of your company?”

He beamed and made his way to his feet. “I have news. Remember the revitalization grant that Bluffet Edge got from the state a couple of years back? Let them turn the downtown into a pedestrian shopping mall?”

“Of course,” Shannon said. Bluffet Edge was the closest place to go for any kind of designer clothes or classy gift, if you didn’t want to drive the two hours east to Boston or two hours west to New York. Before the pedestrian mall, it had been a small town like Lindsey Point, without much except a couple of waterfront restaurants and a few stores with fishing equipment, guns, overalls and work boots. All that had changed two years ago.

“I just got the news that the Council was awarded another one. For us. For Lindsey Point.” Archer bounced on his toes, all three hundred pounds of him. “We’ll be re-vi-tal-ized!” He punctuated each syllable of the word. “They’re giving us two million dollars to spruce up the town. Fix our sidewalks, doll up some of the store fronts, maybe work on sprucing up the common –” He took a deep breath and paused dramatically.

“And?” Shannon asked. Archie – rather, Archer – didn’t look quite finished.

“And open an official tourist center. For this whole stretch of coast.” He spread his hands wide. “It’ll be this place times ten. We can have historical displays, computers, maybe even one of those separate screening rooms where we can show a movie about the town’s history. The board has been talking about it for years. Ever since our lighthouse appeared on that television show, and Franny’s bed and breakfast started selling out every weekend. We got a lot to offer, an’ it’s about time we had a proper place to show out-of-towners.”

“That sounds wonderful,” Shannon said. And overwhelming, to say the least. A screening room? A historical movie? Who would oversee such a project? “Where will it be? There’s no room to add onto the library.”

He shook his head. “No, no. Of course not. It’ll be housed over at Blakely College. That was part of our grant proposal. They just finished a major renovation to their library, and the tourist center will be part of that...”

Archer kept talking, but Shannon didn’t hear him. Blakely College. She hadn’t been there in years. Though the campus was less than ten miles away, though her grandparents had taught there, she and her father rarely spoke of it. They never visited. Occasionally someone from the school sent paperwork that needed to be signed, or called from the Dean’s Office to ask if her father would attend a graduation ceremony in honor of his deceased in-laws, but he usually declined. Shannon had enough sad memories in Lindsey Point. She didn’t need to add salt to her wounds by visiting Blakely College.

“Shannon?” Archer tapped her shoulder. “Earth to the beautiful redhead beside me?”

“I’m sorry. What were you saying?”

“I know this is a part-time gig. I know you only agreed to do it after you stopped teaching because I needed a favor. But I want to officially hire you to run the new tourist center. Help me build it from the ground up.” He held out one of his giant hands, presumably for her to shake.

She stared at it.  

His brows drew together. “We did talk about this, didn’t we?”

“No. When?”

Archer yanked at his shirt collar. “When we were having drinks at the Great White last summer after you left your teaching gig at the tech school. Remember? You told me you had majored in graphic design but what you really wanted to do was marketing, and I said this town needed someone to market it, and you agreed with me.” He looked so eager, like a puppy waiting to be patted on the head for its brilliant ball retrieval.

“I’m not...I don’t know if I’m the best choice,” she stuttered.

“You know everything about Lindsey Point. All the details. All the history.” He turned to Rosie. “She’d be perfect for the job, right?” His head swiveled back to Shannon, his hands clasped under his double chin. “Please. You and your family go way back. You’re friends with everyone –”

“Not everyone.”

“Oh, stop. That debacle with Lucas? That was years ago. Everyone knows you were in a bad place and not yourself. Lucas is married now, anyway, and you’ve both moved on and all that. Right?”

Shannon marveled at how men could simply wrap things into a package and set them aside. No torment, no analyzing feelings and conversations, just pick up the pieces, or maybe wall up the pieces, and march ahead. She wondered if it had been that easy for Lucas to snip her out of his life. Looked like it, if his marriage was any indication.

Stop thinking about your ex-fiancé. There are plenty of other fish in the sea.

Trouble was, there weren’t that many fish in the Lindsey Point sea, even if she added in the eligible bachelors in Bluffet Edge and Carroll’s Landing, the two closest towns along the coast. First there’d been Darrell the lawyer, her huge mistake that had ended any possibility of a future with Lucas. As a rebound, she’d moved in with Joe the plumber, who preferred talking about pipes and toilets over anything else. And her last six months had been wasted on Jared, the divorced-not-really-divorced accountant she could most recently add to her list of failed relationships. Toss in a few short-term flings that had also crashed and burned in the years she’d spent living elsewhere, and Shannon was beginning to wonder if a black cloud hung over her head. If you looked at the string of loss from her entire life, most of it centered in this very town, it certainly seemed that way.

“Please?” Archer begged, breaking into her thoughts. He leaned close, until his nose was less than an inch from hers. His steady blue eyes pierced her hazel ones. “It won’t be just you, Shan, God no. Don’t think that. We’re talking to a guy from New York to oversee the project. An urban planner. Best in his field, from what I hear. If things work out, he’ll be here for a few weeks, maybe a month, to help us develop plans for the town and the new center.” He stepped back again and spread his palms wide. “Running it will pay well,” he added. “It would be full time. A raise from what you’re currently getting.”

“It’s not about the money,” Shannon said. But full time? And a raise? With her father’s state pension and the miniscule salary the town paid her to run this center, they barely made enough to pay the bills. When she’d returned to Lindsey Point to care for her father, she’d hoped to save up enough to move them both away someday. Not far, maybe up to Bluffet Edge, maybe a little farther. Just somewhere they wouldn’t be surrounded by memories every hour of every day. More money would help that goal, no doubt about it.

“Is it about the college?” Archer asked. “The fact that you’ll have to spend time there?”

Shannon looked out the window at the gathering storm clouds. Blakely College was a small private institution made up of a few stone buildings, perched on the bluffs overlooking the water. It sat just outside Lindsey Point and had been around for close to a hundred years, but not many people outside of Connecticut had heard of it. True, they’d had a few famous graduates go on to become doctors and lawyers and, once, a mid-list Hollywood movie star.

But the most famous names associated with Blakely College were a married couple who had put it on the academic map almost forty years ago. Brilliant professors with brilliant minds, their colleagues used to say. One of a kind, unstoppable, revolutionizing the modern world of poetry. They should have lived to be a hundred, considering they didn’t smoke and ate well and took long walks along the beach. At the very least, Shannon thought, they should have lived past sixty.

But they hadn’t.

Eight years before her little sister died, ten years before her mother died, fourteen years before she cheated on the man she thought she’d grow old with, Shannon O’Brien attended her first funeral in Lindsey Point, when Grandpa Will died after what was supposed to be a minor medical procedure. One week later, she attended her second, when Granny Viv died from complications of a rare blood cancer.

Yes, it was about Blakely College. No, it was about everything else, all the memories she’d dredge up if she went there again. She and Sarah had spent hours at the college as children, playing in Will and Viv’s offices and running around the wide lawns and getting lost in the labyrinth of tunnels that connected the academic buildings.

Three years ago, she’d told herself the move back to Lindsey Point was temporary. She’d stay for a year, maybe two at the most. Now here she was, looking around the corner at year number four. If she agreed to help Archer, if she agreed to take on the job of running a new tourist center, she feared she’d never leave Lindsey Point again at all.

And I need to. I can’t stay here. Not after everything that’s happened.

“It won’t have to be forever,” Archer said in a quiet voice. “But...please? Just help us get it off the ground?”

Shannon took a deep breath. She squeezed her eyes shut, then opened them again. The mayor of Lindsey Point waited for her response, his chest heaving in anticipation. She hoped he was right, that it wouldn’t have to be forever. Besides, how much experience did she have in building a tourist center from scratch? She could always back out if the job proved to be too much.

“Okay.” She hoped she wasn’t making a colossal mistake. “I’ll do it.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Chase Reardon grabbed a duffel bag from under his bed and began tossing clothes inside. His new project in Connecticut started the day after tomorrow. He rarely wasted his time with small towns like Lindsey Point, but this one had the benefit of being near Blakely College. He’d be willing to bet that most people in his field had never heard of either the town or the college, but he’d jumped for the chance to work with the Connecticut Coastal Council. He didn’t believe in karma or fate, but he did believe in taking full advantage of opportunities.

And this was one hell of an opportunity.

He pulled his leather jacket and motorcycle helmet from the closet. Over one hundred miles of highway waited for him to cruise up the coast. He didn’t have much use for a motorcycle in Manhattan, but it had been his first big purchase and his one true love. Didn’t argue, didn’t cause trouble, didn’t try to hang on too tightly.

Unlike most of the women in his life.

“Speaking of which...” He grabbed his cell phone and scrolled through his recent missed calls. Three from the same number in the last day. He punched the number and waited for her to pick up.

“I was hoping you’d call me back.”

Had she missed the whole point of dinner last night? How many ways could he explain that he wasn’t interested in a long-term commitment?

“Chase?”

“I’m here.”

“Can’t we talk about this? I understand that you want to slow things down, but –”

“Bella, please.” He fixed his gaze on the wall. It wasn’t about slowing things down. It was about ending them altogether. They’d met through a friend and hooked up a few times, but when had they had a real conversation? Never. That wasn’t all her fault, of course; he kept everyone in his life at a comfortable distance. It was the only way he knew how to navigate relationships.

“You really want this to be over?”

Chase put all images of long legs and tousled hair and a naked Bella out of his head. “Needs to be. I’m going out of town.”

“I’ll be here when you get back.”

“It’s not you, Bella.”

“Don’t you dare give me that speech. Of course it’s me.” After a moment he realized she was crying.

Damn. He dug his toes into the carpet and stared at the floor.

Tall, beautiful and kind on most occasions, Bella Odendahl was one of the more grounded people he’d met in Manhattan. If he were a different kind of man, they might work things out. They might move forward. But he wasn’t, and they wouldn’t. Hearts that were bruised enough times hardened, no matter how much he might wish otherwise. Sometimes he wondered if all that existed inside his chest was stone.

“I’m sorry,” he said again. “I’m leaving early tomorrow. I should go. I need to pack.”

“Chase –”

“It’s better this way. You deserve someone better.”

Long pause. “I guess I do.” She hung up before he could say anything else.

He turned his phone to silent and tossed it on the bed. He piled his things by the front door, then sank into his favorite chair in the tiny living room. It was leaking stuffing, and boasted stains that spanned the last decade, but he wouldn’t give it up for the world. His gaze roamed the walls. Another ex-girlfriend had hung up plaques and photos of his past projects and awards, and though he’d always meant to take them down, disliking the narcissism they seemed to imply, sometimes they brought him comfort. I did that. I built that. I deconstructed – and then reconstructed – that.

He spent a few minutes studying the two-page magazine spread of Karmini Gardens, a massive green-space project he’d worked on a few years back. His first big solo project, the Gardens had replaced an entire square mile of congested two-way streets with a pedestrian square, a life-size chess board, benches, a pond, and a labyrinth made up of tightly-planted pine trees that shut out everything but the sky above.

He loved puzzles. Of course, maybe that was because a good part of his life was a puzzle itself, one he’d been trying to solve for years. On the end table sat a glass half-full of scotch and a small blue book with a bent spine. He opened the book to an earmarked page.

The desire is all. It controls my days, my nights more than my days, and my heart more than my nights, more than anything I can sink my fingers into...

He traced the lines. What he wouldn’t give to meet a woman who wrote like that, who felt like that. Bloody hell. Vivian Silverstone’s poetry leapt off the page. He’d been drawn to her writing since the day he discovered it in college. He turned the page and read another poem. He hadn’t looked at this particular book in a while, but the minute he’d heard about a design project that included Blakely College, he’d pulled it out. Now he couldn’t stop reading.

I want more than I can have.

I want the thing that can

sear me, stop me, defeat

me, consume me. I do not know

how to quit it. How to quit him. I

only know I do not want to. I can

more imagine the next years of my life in the

bowels of hell than without him in my world.

He adjusted the light and read this one again, tapping the last letter of each line. They created a word, the same one that appeared at the end of a handful of her other early poems.

Entwined.

Chase flexed his hands. Letters tattooed around each wrist stretched into focus as the skin tightened and released. With each new breath I promise ... So you are never alone... The rest of the words continued on his left shoulder blade and finished on his right, and out of habit he recited them inside his head to remind himself who he was. A poet. A planner. A dreamer. A realist. An orphan. A loner. All that shit, rolled into one. He had a few things of his own entwined, right here in his own life.

Is it possible? He barely remembered his mother. His father had been out of the picture since before Chase was born. Yet over the years, niggling clues had buried themselves in Chase’s mind. He opened the bottom drawer of the end table and lifted out a small wooden box. Inside lay two objects: a copy of his birth certificate and a piece of soft, faded yellow blanket. The same words inked on his skin were embroidered along the hem of the blanket. Chase ran his fingers along them the way he had a hundred times before.

You have caught me,

You have shown

Me how two hearts can beat

As one, and with each new

Breath I promise to catch you the moon, I

Promise to pair it with the sun

So you are never alone,

So there is always a beginning and never an end.

It didn’t sound exactly like Vivian Silverstone’s writing. It wasn’t nearly as complex. But the letters at the end of each line formed the same word. Entwined. Was that merely a coincidence?

This belonged to your father, his mother had told him as a child. It was his when he was a baby. He gave it to me when I told him I was pregnant. Chase had never told anyone that, not the relatives who’d raised him, not his college professor, not any of the women he’d slept with over the years. Sometimes the tenuous connection sounded ridiculous even inside his own head. There was no record of Vivian ever giving birth to a son. The name Silverstone didn’t appear anywhere on Chase’s family tree. And anyone who admired the poet simply could have used her word pattern as inspiration when embroidering a baby blanket. Still, with a blank space on his birth certificate and this poem mirroring the ones written by a legacy, the idea that he might be related to Vivian Silverstone had taken hold of him over the years. For most of his adult life, he’d left that idea alone. But when the chance to go to Blakely College had presented itself, Chase had grabbed it with both hands.

The antique clock across the room chimed eleven, and he yawned and closed the book. Vivian Silverstone had died over twenty years ago, but he wasn’t about to pass up the chance to walk the streets where she’d lived and worked. During his down time, he’d do his best to find someone who remembered her. The planning job wouldn’t consume all his waking hours; Lindsey Point looked like a simple place. Simple needs, simple design. He swallowed his scotch in a single gulp and turned out the light. He’d stay in town a few weeks, try to find some answers to his own questions, then leave and put the town and the project and the people behind him.
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CHAPTER THREE
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“Quitting time.” Rosie opened a bottle of Riesling, poured two glasses, and handed one to Shannon. The clock on the Presbyterian Church down the street chimed five, and Shannon closed the outside door and drew down the blinds of the Visitors Center. She yawned. Archer’s request had kept her up the last two nights, tossing and turning and wondering if she’d made a mistake to help him. Yes, she’d worked here for almost two years, but she still wasn’t sure she wanted to commit to anything that kept her in Lindsey Point indefinitely.

“I think I should tell Archie I changed my mind.”

“What? No. No way.” Rosie hopped up on one of the high stools. “C’mon. Aren’t you the least bit excited about the job? It’s like the best opportunity. You get to design the whole concept for the center from scratch.”

“Not exactly. The space in Blakely’s library is already renovated. Plus some city planner is going to be here giving his two cents.”

Rosie waved her hand. “He won’t know anything about Lindsey Point or what people want. You’ve lived here practically your whole life. You came up with all kinds of ideas for this center. You’ll regret it if you don’t help out with the new one.”

“I don’t know about that.” Truly, she didn’t want to be Lindsey Point’s spokesperson, not if everything that tied her to the town was tragic and depressing. I don’t want to be in the spotlight. She’d already spent enough time there, and not always for the best reasons. She took a sip of wine and tried not to think about it.

“How’s your father with it?” Rosie asked. “Have you told him?”

“Not yet. He’s had a bad cold this last week. His nurse gave him some meds, and he’s been sleeping a lot. I don’t want to worry him.”

“Will he worry?”

“Not worry, exactly. That’s not the right word. But he’ll think about it. He’ll worry about me, probably, how I’m handling it.” She took another sip of wine. It was amazing how pain could carve a swath through your soul until it was hard to breathe.

“Do you remember them at all? Your grandparents?” Rosie looked at Shannon through mascara-drenched lashes. Black eyeliner swooped up toward her temples, catlike.

“Some. We used to go to their house for Sunday dinners. I remember they had great parties around the holidays, too. They’d invite their students and some of the other professors to their house and we’d all stand around the Christmas tree and sing. Or quote poetry. Or maybe both. I can’t remember too well.” She smiled. “I liked visiting them at the college even more. Granny Viv would show us all the neat places around campus, hidden places not everyone knew about. We used to play hide and seek in the underground tunnels in the winter. And Sarah and I made snow angels outside their office once in a while.” Snow angels. Sarah. More swaths of pain. She drank again.

“So Jared’s a done deal,” Rosie said, changing the subject. “What about that guy that Muriel’s cousin was going to set you up with?”

“He’s forty-six and manages a gas station.”

“So?”

Shannon drank again. “So even if I hadn’t sworn off dating, I’m not sure he’d be my perfect mate.”

“You don’t know that until you go out with him.”

“Which is why I’ve sworn off dating. I don’t want to go out with him. Or anyone. It’s exhausting. I don’t want to do that whole getting-to-know-you thing if in six months or a year, it’s going to end badly.” And every single relationship since Lucas had ended badly. It was about time she listened to what the universe was telling her and just stopped looking.

“Besides, I’m not staying in Lindsey Point for the rest of my life,” she added. “I’m not even sure I’m going to stay on the East Coast. Maybe I’ll move to Hawaii. Or Oregon. Or Iowa.”

“Iowa?” Rose laughed. “You don’t strike me as a Midwestern type of girl.”

“I’ll reinvent myself.” Actually, that didn’t sound like a bad idea. Change her name, change her locale, maybe cut off her hair and start all over again.

“Fine. Move. But don’t take yourself off the market completely. You just haven’t met the right guy yet,” Rosie said. “You will.” She clinked her glass to Shannon’s. “In the meantime, you have this fabulous new job to celebrate, so finish that glass so I can fill it up again.”

Shannon didn’t answer. Focus on the end goal of making enough money to leave town. That would get her through the next few months. She could start the new tourist center, pay off her father’s mortgage, and look for a nice little house in a town somewhere else, somewhere anonymous. She could start over.

Rosie finished her wine. “I’m meeting my parents for dinner, so I have to run.” She set the bottle on the table in front of Shannon. “But you are going to have another glass and brainstorm all kinds of wonderful ideas about the new tourist center.”

“Or straighten up and go home and cook dinner for Dad.”

“Either way.” Rosie squeezed her around the neck and kissed her on the cheek. “I love you. Be happy.” Then she was gone.

Easier said than done. Shannon began going through piles of brochures on the table, noting which needed refills and which hadn’t been touched.

“Hello?” Someone knocked on the door, even though the sign outside clearly marked the hours as nine to five, and it was now almost five-twenty. The door creaked open, and a man she didn’t recognize stood in the doorway.

Shannon leaned on the table to steady herself. This is a joke. Or a dream. We don’t have men like that in Lindsey Point. At first glance, he looked like something from a television show, dressed all in black with a motorcycle helmet under one arm and a deep pair of dimples beneath blazing blue eyes. He stood well over six feet tall, with a body chiseled in muscle. Good God. This man either worked in construction or moved mountains or spent hours in the gym each day.

He smiled and rested one arm on the door frame, and his biceps flexed. “I’m guessing you’re not open, but I’m not exactly a visitor.” Deep voice, a little rough and low. Sexy voice. Bedroom voice, for sure.

Oh dear God I’m having a hallucination. Shannon wiped a hand across her forehead. That was it. The glass of wine was exacting a toll, and now she was having some kind of alcohol-fueled trip. Though as far as trips went, this one was pretty damn good. She didn’t want to speak or even breathe, for fear this perfect specimen of man would turn to smoke and vanish.

“Are you by any chance Shannon O’ Brien?”

He knows my name. Why does he know my name? She nodded, unable to speak. Something in the shape of his face made her feel as though she’d known him her entire life. “I am, yes,” she mumbled. Or, hell, anyone else you want me to be. “And you are?” She walked toward him on feet that didn’t belong to her. A second passed, and her hand was inside his. He placed his helmet on the table.

“Chase Reardon. I’m a city planner who’s going to help Lindsey Point spend its new grant. I hope, in the right ways.” He grinned as he shook her hand, and his gaze pierced her with its intensity. Searing blue eyes. Symmetrical facial features broken only by a slight bend in his nose. Chestnut hair that fell over his eyes, mussed from the helmet.

She blinked, trying to ground herself. This was the planner, the guy from New York? Chase. A noun. A verb. A single syllable turning her legs to jelly. No. This was definitely a dream, because city planners didn’t look like this man did. City planners were tall and thin and pale from spending all their time inside, bent over drafting tables or staring into computer screens. Weren’t they? Shannon tried to find words, but the smooth skin of his palm against hers made it impossible to think straight.

He rescued her by letting go. “Your mayor said we’d be working together. I just got into town, thought I’d stop by and introduce myself.”

“Oh right, sure, have a seat.” She motioned to a chair and cursed herself for the plain white T-shirt she’d worn today, the plain denim skirt and flip flops with bare toenails that needed polishing. Who was she kidding? She needed polishing.

He sat and rested one ankle over the opposite knee. If he noticed her discomfort or her inability to manage more than a few words, he didn’t let on. He wore leather boots and jeans and a long-sleeved t-shirt and no wedding ring. “I understand you’re in charge of the new tourist center, which’ll be a pretty big piece of the project. If you have any thoughts or ideas, let me know. I’m open to anything.”

He was? Her thoughts whirled. Open to anything. In her mind’s eye, Chase Reardon’s hands were on her, slipping beneath her shirt and moving up her bare skin to the seam of her bra as his tongue whispered along her neck and –

“Are you a local?” he asked, jolting her back to the room.

She forced her thoughts away from scenarios where Chase redesigned her bedroom instead of the tourist center. Stop it! Brain in order! He’s here to do a job. “I am,” she said. “Most of my life, anyway. I lived up in New Haven for a few years, but I was born and raised here.”

He nodded. “Good. How familiar are you with Blakely College? I know that’s the site for the new center. I’d like to visit it, see what’s already been done and how much work we have ahead of us.” His gaze bored into her.

“I haven’t been to the college in a while. But I was planning on going tomorrow to get a look at the space.” Shannon’s words caught in her throat like ice. She wiped her palms on her skirt. Was she babbling? To her own ears, it sounded like she was babbling. “If you want to meet me on campus, I could show you around,” she added.

She half-regretted the words as soon as they were out. He wasn’t going to agree. He probably had meetings with important people lined up. Or a girlfriend that had accompanied him here.

But he didn’t mention anything. “I’d like that,” he said instead. His hair fell over those deep blue eyes, and he smiled.

Me too. The words echoed inside her head, and she had to sit on her hands to keep them from reaching out to touch the faded fabric of his sleeve. Me too.
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CHAPTER FOUR



Sixty Years Earlier – Blakely College
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He saw her, and he fell.

One minute Will Silverstone was sitting with his buddies on the stone bench by the library, admiring the new freshmen coming down the walk. The next he was lying flat on his back, staring up at the sky and a pair of button-brown eyes.

Somewhere above him, he heard his friends’ laughter, and he realized they had knocked away the books he leaned against and sent him tumbling backwards. Still, for the rest of his life, he liked to think it was Vivian Blue who spun the world and tipped him head over heels. That was the story he ended up telling the world, over and over again. She had the power to do that even from the start.

“Need some help?”  She leaned over him, blonde hair bouncing on her shoulders. For a second he read the wrinkle in her forehead as concern, and he puffed up his chest.

“I’m fine.” He leaned back on his elbows and pretended to sun himself.

Then he realized she was laughing at him. “I’m sure you are.”

He sat up. His friends had vanished.

“Be careful on those benches.” She tossed the remark over her shoulder and linked arms with another coed who waited for her. “I hear they can be pretty dangerous.”

He watched her walk away and couldn’t think of a thing to say in return.

###
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THE NEXT AFTERNOON, Will found her in the library. He’d spent the last twenty-four hours asking everyone who she was, the looker who laughed when he fell on his ass. He woke half a dozen times that night, thinking of her heart-shaped face looking down at him.

He pulled up a chair to her table. “There you are. I think we should start over.”

She smiled. “I’m sorry. Have we met?”

His jaw dropped before he saw the crinkles at the corners of her eyes. She’s joking with me. Again. He shook his head. Just like that, she made him squirm. He, Will Silverstone, captain of his high school football and debate teams and social chair of his fraternity. Just like that.
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