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Chapter 1


          

          
            Tilly

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’ll take the baby.”

      Tilly Drake held out her arms and cradled Hope Carter to her chest. It had been over thirty years since she’d held her own infant sons, but this never changed, the magic that babies brought to the world. The five-week old sighed, cooed, then snuggled into Tilly’s chest and promptly fell asleep.

      “Goodness, I think you have the happiest baby I’ve ever seen,” Lillian Santini said. “My twins had colic the entire first year. I don’t wish that on anyone.”

      Emmy Carter smiled. “She’s been so easy. I know I’m lucky. I count my blessings every day.”

      Tilly cuddled Hope. Emmy deserved her blessings. That poor girl had experienced more than her share of heartbreak, and she wasn’t even thirty years old. Just last year she’d lost her mother to cancer, her best friend had moved away, and her live-in boyfriend had turned out to be a drug-addicted thief who’d robbed Emmy blind. Thank goodness Blake showed up when he did.

      Blake Carter and Emmy Doyle had been college sweethearts, devoted to one another all through school until the spring Piper Townsend fell to her death and everything on Drake Isle came to a screeching halt. Everyone had been glad when they reunited, Tilly most of all.

      “Emmy, I have the salon booked for your whole wedding weekend next month,” Lillian said. “I wasn’t sure whether you’d need it both Friday and Saturday.”

      “Thanks, Lil.” Emmy’s long red hair corkscrewed around her face, making her look like a wild child. Tilly had lost a daughter in childbirth years ago, but she liked to think the girl would have grown up to be like Emmy, strong and smart and a little wild too. “The rehearsal dinner’s at seven on Friday, and the wedding’s at two on Saturday. So yes, it would be wonderful if we could have appointments both days. It’s just me, Liza, and RaeLynne, so it shouldn’t be too much work.”

      “For you, it won’t be work at all. Really. I can’t wait for this wedding.”

      Emmy flushed. “That makes two of us.”

      “Girls, I have some news,” Lil went on as Tilly passed around the plate of cookies. Lil glanced over her shoulder, as if to make sure the hummingbirds or butterflies didn’t listen in. Tilly marveled at the fact that though Lil had turned forty last year, she looked almost a decade younger than that, without a hint of gray. Only the tiny lines at the corners of her eyes and mouth belied the difficult life she’d led.

      “Did you win the lottery?” Tilly asked. “Meet the man of your dreams?”

      Lil laughed. “No and no. Though both would be nice. I’m going to make an offer on the building. On my building, where my salon is. The owner put it on the market last week.”

      Emmy squealed and clapped her hands together. “Yes! You’ll be right down the block from me!”

      “I know. I’ve been over my accounts with a fine-toothed comb, and I think I can do it. If I get a renter for the top floor apartment right away, then I can definitely pay the mortgage. I figure I’ll live on the second floor, and the salon is on the first, so…”

      “It’s perfect,” Tilly agreed, even though she’d miss having one of her closest friends living in her guest house. “It’ll be weird not having you here, though.” She looked at the little white house with red shutters that sat just above the water. “Two kids raised in that house, Lil. What’s it been, twenty years?”

      “Just about. Which is why it’s time for me to get my own place.” Lil shook her head. The selling price is a little high. But I’d rather make the offer now than six months or a year from now, when the college is in full swing and everything’s out of my price range.”

      As if on puppet strings, they all turned to look up the street. Most of Misterion College would open for classes at the end of August, for the first time in almost a decade. For the locals who worried there might be another tragic death on campus, the board of trustees had promised twenty-four hour security guards patrolling the grounds. No one would be allowed to live in the fraternity houses, and two full-time officers had been added to the Drake Isle police force. Over the last six months, the trustees had held three separate town halls to gauge public reaction and quell residents’ fears.

      Tilly wasn’t worried about the college reopening, but she did wonder how it would change things. Drake Isle was a quiet place, even in summer when tourists took the ferry from the Massachusetts mainland to shop or sightsee. Less than a thousand residents lived on the island year-round, but with new housing developments going up and college employees looking for places to live, that thousand would probably grow.

      As if she’d thought them into being, a knot of young men walked up the street from the ferry landing below. They dragged roller bags behind them and carried knapsacks over their shoulders. All were broad-shouldered and tanned, wearing expensive-looking aviator sunglasses. Definitely tourists, Tilly thought, until they got closer and one of them broke into a jog, heading straight for her front porch.

      “It’s Blake!” Emmy said as she jumped up to greet him.

      He met her halfway up the stairs, grabbing her and whirling her around with the gusto of the newly married. They’d had a small wedding in the spring, just the two of them at Town Hall before the baby came. The ceremony next month at the Drake’s Heart Inn was a party for everyone else. He kissed her, sliding one hand to her cheek and drinking her in as if no one else was there. The two other men stayed put at the foot of the stairs, looking at the wide grounds that sloped down to the ocean and the flowerbeds Tilly had spent hours planting and grooming that spring.

      “Man, this place is gorgeous,” said one. Stocky and dark-haired, he sported a day’s worth of stubble on his face, the way most young men seemed to wear their beards these days.

      “Sure is,” agreed the other. He was taller and thinner, also stubbled but muscular and lean, with a mess of dark blond hair pulled off his face by an elastic. A twenty-first century hippie, Tilly thought absently. She couldn’t get used to long hair on a man. “That view hasn’t ever changed,” he added. “It was exactly the same as when we went to school here.”

      “Can I get you something to drink?” Tilly asked.

      But no one answered her.

      Blake and Emmy were fussing over the baby. The dark-haired man had wandered over to examine the rose bushes. And the man with the long hair was standing on the bottom porch step.

      Staring at Lillian.

      “Hello,” he said, in a deep baritone voice. “I’m Trey.” He climbed one step, then another, and the closer he got to Lil, the wider his smile grew. He reached out one hand for her to shake. “A mainlander, but also Blake’s best man, so I hope you’ll forgive me for the former. I know you islanders can be tough on outsiders.”

      Tilly watched a pink tint creep over her friend’s cheeks. Tilly had known Lillian Santini for almost twenty years. She’d moved Lil into her guest house, rushed her to the hospital when her water broke, and helped her raise the twins to adulthood. She’d watched with pride as Lil started her own salon. She’d helped Lil repaint every room in the guest house, nurse a broken ankle, and recover from the worst case of influenza the island had ever seen. She’d leaned on Lil when her husband died of cancer. She’d told Lil things she’d never told anyone else. They’d lived a couple lifetimes together, commiserating in the rough times and celebrating the good ones with glasses of wine on the porch.

      But Tilly had never seen Lil look at a man, any man, the way she was looking at Trey right now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Lillian

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hi, there.”

      His voice washed over her, smooth and deep and masculine enough to startle something in the pit of Lillian’s stomach that hadn’t been startled in a good long time.

      “Trey Jeffries,” he added when she didn’t say anything in response. He broke into a wide smile, and that, combined with the voice, was almost enough to do her in.

      If she’d been twenty-five.

      And naive enough to fall for a guy who clearly knew his way around an introduction.

      He looked at her with laughter in his eyes that bubbled up and spilled to the corners of his mouth. He had dimples, of course – they always had dimples, the heartbreakers with square jawlines and carefree smiles. They drew you in with their charm and kept their rattles and fangs hidden. Lil knew men like Trey Jeffries. She’d fallen for them, been hurt by them, and knew enough to stay far away from them.

      Of course, if he was friends with Emmy and Blake, and if he was in the wedding party, she supposed she’d have to be nice. She put her hand in his, to be polite, nothing more, but a jolt of desire leapt from his palm to hers. “Lillian Santini.”

      He didn’t let go. The jolt deepened to a pulse that slid straight up her arm. “It’s a pleasure.”

      Yes.

      It was.

      But Trey Jeffries was a baby, no more than thirty, with a devil’s smile and golden eyes that matched his hair. He looked like he belonged on a surfboard in the California waves, just a few years removed from fraternity parties and drinking games. She had no business paying attention to jolts of desire from someone like that. She was looking for a mature man to date, someone who wanted to get to know a woman outside the bedroom, not just charm the pants off her inside it.

      And Trey...well, Trey was charming. Five minutes with him and she knew that.

      “You’re a friend of Blake’s?” she asked, forcing herself to let go of his hand.

      “Best friends since college.”

      “He’s one of the good ones, Lil.” Blake cradled Hope in his arms. “I know it might be hard to tell past that mop of hair on his head, but he is.”

      “Hey!” Trey said, but he was smiling, and  it was obvious this was a running joke between the two.

      “It’s nice to meet you.” Lil pulled her phone from her back pocket, suddenly aware of the way her shirt fell open at the neckline, the way her jeans tightened across her hips.

      “Are you in the wedding?” Trey hadn’t moved from the top step of the porch. “Will we see you later?”

      She shook her head. “I own a salon on Harbor Street. I’m doing hair and makeup for Emmy and her bridesmaids.”

      “Maybe you could do Trey’s hair too, convince him to get a haircut and look like an actual businessman from the twenty-first century,” Blake said.

      “Are you an actual businessman?” With his baggy shorts and button-down shirt, flip flops and sunglasses and lazy, sensual smile, Trey looked more like one of the surfers that camped along the north beach each summer.

      “You wouldn’t guess it, would you?” Emmy said as she collected her things. Diaper bag over one shoulder, purse over the other, sunglasses and floppy hat to protect against the sun. Lil marveled at how easy Emmy made first-time motherhood look. Lil herself had made an absolute mess of it. Of course, she hadn’t had a husband or even a boyfriend in the picture, and she hadn’t had the means to own her own business the way Emmy did. She’d survived on food stamps and the kindness of strangers the first three years.

      Different times, she thought, and put it out of her head. Matthew and Sarah had both turned out fine; she’d made sure of that. In no world would her children suffer the kind of childhood Lillian had.

      “Trey’s a social media marketer,” Emmy added. “A branding specialist.”

      Lil blinked. “I’m not sure what that means.”

      He leaned against the porch railing, legs crossed, hands in his pockets, like he meant to spend the rest of the afternoon there. “I have an eye for telling people how to sell themselves online.”

      “So you’re a pimp?”

      He laughed out loud. The sound carried across the lawn and down to the water, and again she felt that unexpected jolt of desire. “That’s one way of putting it, I suppose.”

      Her cheeks went hot, the blood high in her face. “Sorry. I don’t know what that is, a social media-whatever-it-is. I just got a website for the salon last year.” She vaguely recalled her daughter saying something about how Lil should have more of a social media presence, but it sounded like a lot of work and more computer know-how than she had. Besides, Lillian’s Lovelies got more than enough business from the islanders. She didn’t need to do any more advertising.

      Trey shrugged, as if what he did for a living didn’t matter. “I help businesses create a brand and promote themselves online. I got lucky, stumbled into it before most other people did.”

      “Which means he became a millionaire before he was thirty.” Blake propped his daughter onto his shoulder and took the tiny pink hat Emmy handed him. He tucked it onto Hope’s head and slid the strap under her chin. “Didn’t help his ego any, in case you were wondering.”

      “A millionaire?”

      That came from Maisie, who nearly knocked Lil out of the way as she walked across the porch to get closer to Trey. Besides being the island gossip, Maisie was also the island cougar. It was well-known that she scouted every ferry arrival for a potential new husband, even though she’d already worked her way through three of them. Now she focused her attention on Trey, laser-like.

      “I’m Maisie Suarez. Insurance agent. Some people say I’ve got a pretty good nose for business too.”

      “Pleasure to meet you.” He smiled at Maisie, but as he said the words his gaze returned to Lillian. Over her. Across her bare face and collarbone and down to her waist, until she could swear he was undressing her inch by inch.

      “How long are you staying in town?” Maisie asked.

      Lil turned to help Tilly collect empty dishes and straighten up. If she spent another minute pinned in this man’s gaze, she’d do or say something she couldn’t predict.

      “Goodbye,” she said without preamble, waving to Tilly and Maisie and giving Emmy’s arm a quick squeeze on her way down the porch steps. “Annabelle Hayes is coming in for her Friday afternoon appointment, and you know how she’ll fuss if I’m not ready.”

      “Bye!”

      “See you later!”

      “Thanks for coming!”

      The voices blended together in goodbye, but the only one she heard, rising above them all and following her down the street, was his.

      “Awfully nice to meet you, Lil.”
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        * * *

      

      “I paid the bills through next Friday and stocked the new product,” Sarah said when Lillian walked into the salon ten minutes later. “Annabelle called to say she’d be a few minutes late, something about traffic over by the college, and there are two messages on the machine about appointments…” The nineteen-year old, dark-haired and blue-eyed, a mirror image of her mother two decades ago, stopped. “What’s wrong? Why do you look all –” She waved her hand in the air. “Bothered. And sweaty.”

      Lil ran a cloth under cool water at the closest sink and patted her face. “It’s warm out. I walked down from Tilly’s.”

      But her daughter didn’t miss much. “Did something happen up there?”

      “Anything other than a bunch of women sitting around talking about wedding plans? Of course not,” she lied.

      She could swear she could feel Trey’s eyes on her all the way down Harbor Street, though of course he couldn’t have seen her once the road bent toward the ocean. Still, Sarah was right. Something had happened up there. Some kind of switch had flipped in the few minutes Trey stood on Tilly’s porch. It felt dangerous. And exciting. Her pulse skipped.

      “What else do I need to do before Annabelle gets here?” She tied her hair back and put her hands on her hips.

      “Invest in a pair of ear plugs?” Sarah laughed and then put her hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

      Lil shook her head. She loved her clients, especially the regulars. She even loved the difficult regulars like Annabelle, who always found something to complain about or who wanted to give Lil advice about everything from men to restaurants to color choices for the salon. She loved hearing about their lives and helping them sort through decisions or arguments or hairstyles. She even loved the difficult days, when they broke down in her chair and wept over a lost love or a lost job. A haircut or a fresh manicure couldn’t always save the day, but it could help. She’d discovered that at seventeen, right after graduating high school and putting herself through beauty school.

      Her phone buzzed in her pocket, and she pulled it out to see two texts from Jeannie Lynn, one of her regular clients and a new agent with Island Realty. Jeannie didn’t have much experience yet, but Lil had promised to give her a chance.

      We can draw up the offer on Monday if you’re ready.

      Lil’s heart flipped in her chest, the way it had each time over the last week when she thought about buying this building. It was prime real estate on the island, directly across from the beach and the ferry landing, with an ocean view that went on forever. Owning it would be a dream come true.

      The second text was a checklist of necessary items that ranged from proof of citizenship to a list of total assets. Lil ran her thumb down the list. She had it all, even the full twenty percent down payment, provided the seller accepted her offer. She and Jeannie had already decided on their first offer, almost thirty thousand dollars below the asking price, because she couldn’t afford the list price. She doubted anyone could. Sellers always started high, according to Jeannie. They knew they’d eventually have to come down.

      I’ll be there! She answered. Lillian’s Lovelies was closed on Sundays and Mondays, so she’d made the appointment for nine o’clock Monday morning. Which meant if all went well, by later that week she might have an accepted offer. Her heart flipped again.

      “Let’s go upstairs and walk through one more time,” she said as Sarah finished sweeping. The salon wasn’t big, but it had enough space for two hair stations, so Lil could cut at one and process at the other. She had a spacious area for manicures and pedicures, a sink, and a cozy waiting area with couches that looked straight out onto the water.

      “You still have the key?” Sarah asked.

      “Jeannie let me keep it through the weekend.”

      “Oooh, then yes.” Sarah replaced the broom and pulled her own hair into a ponytail. Her mannerisms were so much like her mother’s, sometimes Lil thought she was looking into the past, seeing herself as a nineteen year old, fancy free and clueless about the life ahead of her.

      If I could do it all again...

      “Mom, come on. Annabelle’s going to be here soon.”

      Lil locked the salon, and they hurried around the corner to the narrow door that led upstairs. A separate entrance was just one of the perks of the newly-renovated building. The owner had spared no expense on the overhaul, from the automatic lights that went on as soon as they climbed the stairs, to the wide-plank flooring, the upscale fixtures, and the cool, sedated paint colors that made the rooms seem even bigger than they were.

      The second and third floors were identically laid out, both two-bedroom apartments with enormous living rooms and French doors that opened onto balconies overlooking the street. Lil and Sarah stepped outside and breathed in the warm, salty air. Another ferry was on its way into the landing, and a stream of cars moved slowly over Marin Bridge. Tourist season was in full swing, and Drake Isle was the only island destination off the New England coast that had two access points. If people couldn’t drive over the bridge, they could hop on the ferry. That made them, at times, more popular than Block Island, Martha’s Vineyard or Nantucket, though Drake Isle wasn’t as upscale as any of those vacation spots.

      Lil didn’t care. The island was perfect just the way it was. “It’s heaven,” she said aloud, and Sarah nodded and linked her arm through her mother’s.

      “It really is.” She laid her head on Lil’s shoulder. “I’m glad you moved here, Mom.”

      “Me too.”

      Even though she’d stepped off that same ferry twenty years ago with fifty dollars in her pocket, pregnant and alone and terrified about what came next.

      She closed her eyes and breathed deeply. None of that mattered now. Drake Isle was home and always would be. She opened her eyes and turned around. And this would be her home, fingers crossed, in a matter of weeks.

      “Come on.” She tugged Sarah’s arm, and together they walked through it again, running their hands over the marble sinks in the two bathrooms, shouting in the empty bedrooms so their words echoed off the walls, imagining the place filled with furniture, a separate bedroom for each of them, a living room and eat-in kitchen and windows as far as the eye could see.

      “Matt’s gonna be jealous he won’t have a room here,” Sarah said as they locked the door behind them and retreated downstairs.

      “Your brother comes back to the island about twice a year.” Lil hated that she saw her son so infrequently, but she was fiercely proud of his success as an electrician. He’d been supporting himself since he was seventeen, and he’d moved to the mainland almost eighteen months ago and never been happier. “He can sleep on the couch.”

      “He’s got a new girlfriend,” Sarah said as they reopened the salon. In the few minutes they’d been upstairs, Harbor Street had flooded with tourists. Lil could barely see the beach past all the pale faces in their designer clothes, tugging overstuffed suitcases behind them.

      “Of course he does.” While Sarah was the spitting image of her mother, Matthew had become that same image of his father. Light brown hair, light brown eyes, dimples, a smile that could melt butter in December.

      She worried about him.

      He moved through life like his father had, with ease and confidence. People drew to him like moths to a flame, and he relied on that, using people’s good graces to get ahead.

      Not in a bad way.

      Never in the way his father –

      “Well, here you are.”

      From nowhere Trey Jeffries appeared, and Lil stopped in her doorway, literally frozen in place, one foot inside the salon and one foot still on the sidewalk.

      He smiled down at her, hands in his pockets, sunglasses atop his head. “I found you.”

      Her throat went dry. “Were you looking for me?”

      He didn’t answer for a moment, just let those oddly golden eyes play over her. Who has eyes that color? The sun was crawling down into the sea, and for a moment it blinded her.

      “I was.”

      She blinked, and the sun shifted and moved over his shoulder, and then it was just his smile blinding her.

      She forced herself to step inside the cool of the salon. “Did you want to make an appointment for that haircut?”

      Trey laughed and followed her, so that she had no choice to let him inside. Sarah stood behind the front counter and gave him a curious look.

      “Hello.”

      He looked from Sarah to Lil and back again, the way most people did the first time. “Sisters?”

      Sarah rolled her eyes. “Please. She’s my mom.”

      His cool, calm smile faltered. “That’s impossible.”

      Lil would have sworn it was a line, except he looked so confused that maybe it wasn’t. “Nope, she’s right. This is my daughter, Sarah.”

      “Seriously?” He ran a hand along the back of his neck. “I’m sure you’ve heard this before, but there is no way you look old enough to have a daughter who’s…” He looked at the two of them again, and for the first time since she’d met him, he seemed at a loss for words.

      “This is Trey Jeffries,” Lil said as the door opened behind her and Annabelle Morris wheeled her walker inside. “He’s one of Blake Carter’s friends from the mainland.”

      “Nice to meet you.” Sarah turned away and flipped on the computer. “Hi, Annabelle.” She clicked a few things, typed in a few more, then grabbed a cape and led the elderly woman to the far station.

      “I do have an appointment,” Lil said. “So unless there’s something I can do for you…”

      That cool, devilish smile returned. “We’re going to the Anchor and Mermaid tonight, Blake and Em and some of the others who’re in town. Around nine, I think. You should stop by.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Trey

          

        

      

    

    
      Trey backed away from the salon, taking his time, shading his eyes even as Lillian turned from the window.

      Hot damn.

      He loved women. He’d been with more women than he could count, all ages and shapes and sizes and backgrounds. He’d had women as friends, lovers, confidantes, traveling partners. He’d even lived with a couple. But it had been a long time since he’d met one who stopped him in his tracks like Lillian Santini.

      It wasn’t her long hair, blue eyes or pouty mouth, both of which could rival the models he’d dated in the past. It wasn’t her body, either, though she had curves in all the right places and knew how to dress. It was something else, maybe the way she wasn’t impressed by his charms. She seemed more concerned with her business than with the fact that he’d sought her out. She was older than he, if she had a daughter in her late teens. Not that he cared. Trey slid his sunglasses back into place and moseyed up the street. He wondered if the girl’s father was still in the picture. He hadn’t noticed a ring on Lillian’s finger, though in her line of work, she probably didn’t wear any. More than anything, it was her indifference that struck him. She looked like she could take him or leave him, and with an established life on Drake Isle, it was probably the latter. She had a career, family, friends, a successful salon – maybe she even had a significant other. Unlike most women Trey met, she hadn’t seemed that interested in anything he had to say.

      And that just made him want her more.

      He dodged the clusters of people traipsing up Harbor Street, peering at hotel names and waving down taxis. Economically speaking, he was glad to see it. The island had almost folded in on itself after Misterion College shut down. Businesses closed, people moved away, bills went unpaid and much of the summer-time tourist industry faded. For a long time, people avoided the island like the plague. But slowly, as time passed and the memories faded and the investigation into Piper’s death was filed away, they returned. Now the harbor looked like Trey remembered, full of life, loud and bright and beautiful under a sky that went on forever.

      He stuck his hands in his pockets and whistled. He was crashing at Emmy and Blake’s place for the weekend, but they had wedding things to do and a baby that needed to nap, so he passed their front door and kept on walking.

      Island Mopeds was the last business on Harbor Street. It had stood here for as long as Trey could remember, one of the few places that hadn’t closed while the business district rebuilt itself. The rental place was little more than a sandlot with a small wooden kiosk, its red paint faded to pink from years of sun and salt air. A single moped was parked out front.

      “Hey, there.” Trey squinted into the dim interior.

      “Lookin’ to rent?” asked the man inside, his  face tanned and weathered. He jabbed his thumb toward the lot. “Last one I got.”

      “I’ll take it.” Trey pulled out his wallet.

      The man ran his credit card and handed it back. “Have it back by seven o’clock. I gave ya a deal, twenty percent off.”

      If Trey hadn’t been in a good mood, he might have argued for more than twenty percent, since the sun was working its way down the sky and he had less than a handful of daylight hours left, but the island vibe had mellowed him. “Thanks.”

      “Take a helmet too,” said the man, and handed him a battered helmet that looked like it had been through a war. “And sign the waiver.” He pushed a clipboard into Trey’s hands.

      Trey didn’t bother to read it, just scrawled his signature along the bottom and handed it back. Then he was off, the wind in his face and the ocean on his left as he motored up Harbor Street toward the south end of the island.

      

      “You’re going too fast!” Piper shrieked in his ear, but her words were gone with the wind. It was their tradition to circle the island at least once during finals week, to flee the stress of papers and exams and feel the warmth of the sun and the rush of the ride. You’re my best friend, he always thought when he was with her. They’d never dated, never slept together, never really had an inkling to. But he could tell her anything, and she could read him like an open book. She clutched his waist now as they leaned into the turn, and Trey could feel Piper pressed against him, warm and slender and alive.

      So alive.

      

      Trey squinted against the sun. That was how he liked to remember Piper, laughing with her hair in her face. She’d laughed less often in the spring of their senior year, and though he tried to get secrets out of her, she wouldn’t spill. He’d known something was wrong but hadn’t known how to get to the root of it, and suddenly it was too late.

      

      Stop worrying about me. I’m fine. She pushed him away playfully as they stood on the roof of the Delta Eta Chi fraternity house. A party raged downstairs, and he could feel the bass thumping under his feet, a pulse that echoed through all three stories of the building. The night was black, the moon a sliver, the sea a steady rhythm they couldn’t see from where they stood. He didn’t like that she was out here alone, but Misterion students climbed out to the Delta roof all the time. It had the best view of the campus, bar none.

      I just need some alone time, she added. You know how it is.

      He didn’t, not really. He preferred the company of others, if only because it prevented him from getting caught up in his own thoughts. But Piper was different. Tomorrow he’d buy her lunch, maybe take her for another spin around the island.

      Be careful, he told her.

      I’m always careful. She stood on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek. Now go study. You gotta pass that economics exam tomorrow or you won’t graduate.

      It was the last time he saw her alive.

      

      Trey gritted his teeth and bore down on the accelerator, pushing the tired moped to its limits. Finally, thankfully, Piper’s voice disappeared as he rounded the turn that took him away from town. For a few miles, he passed only seagrass and the gentle swell of hills that made up the south end of Drake Isle. A few homes sat back from the road, tucked into the fabric of the island, gray and brown clapboard with white shutters and doors. Mile markers counted down the distance, until the road dipped and he passed the lighthouse that marked the southernmost point. Just beyond it rose the stone buildings of Misterion College.

      Then the bike quit on him. The engine popped, sputtered, and came to a stop. Trey swore and pulled to the side of the road. Should’ve known it was on its last legs. He yanked off his helmet. Twenty percent discount, my ass. His hair had come loose from its elastic, and he tightened it again, unconcerned by Blake and his other buddies who mocked the man bun.

      Ah, you’re just jealous. Not everyone can wear one, he usually said. Truth was, most women liked it. Hell, he liked it. It was easier than getting a haircut every six weeks the way most of his friends did.

      Cars zipped by, kicking up dust at the edge of the road. A few yards away, a bright new sign announced Misterion College - Established 1796. Stone buildings scattered the hillside beyond it, and if Trey closed his eyes, he could probably walk between them all without getting lost.

      He jammed the helmet back on his head, babied the gas enough to get the moped running again, and drove the last mile to campus. Classes hadn’t started yet, wouldn’t start for another few months, but the grounds still buzzed with people. The board of trustees had obviously committed to giving the place a fresh new start, banishing the memory of Piper’s death and the shuttering of the campus twelve years ago. Workers washed windows and cut grass and carried boxes into buildings. Paths were newly paved and benches newly erected. Gorgeous, expensive landscaping stretched as far as the eye could see. A few people wandered around the main campus, probably getting a look before the college kids came. Trey motored down to the first visitor lot and parked. A young family sat on the grass a few yards away, their heads bent close in conversation.

      “Blake? Emmy?” Trey walked over. Sure enough, his friends sat on a blanket with Hope sleeping between them. “I thought you guys were back at the house.”

      “Sometimes she has trouble napping,” Emmy said. “Driving works.”

      “Two laps around the island and she’s out like a light.” Blake bent over the baby, readjusting her hat to keep the sun from her eyes, and Trey would’ve laughed at his buddy if the gesture hadn’t been so damn cute.

      Years ago he and Blake had stood in this exact spot, trading beers and betting on which sorority girl they’d go home with. Funny how life changed. Trey shaded his eyes and looked toward the fraternity quadrangle. “Brings back some memories.”

      Blake followed his sightline. “Yeah, it does.”

      Delta Eta Chi had held its reinstatement ceremony last month, with some bigwigs flying up from Atlanta to officially welcome the fraternity back to Misterion College. No one had been prouder than Warren Carter, puffing out his chest as he recited the history of the college and its founding fathers. Blake had gone to the ceremony out of duty, and Trey had gone because his best friend needed him. Trey never joined the Delta brothers, had never been the joining type, but he’d spent enough time at the fraternity house.

      “You ever think about it?” he asked abruptly. “About her?”

      “Piper?” Emmy folded her arms around her legs. “Sure. Of course. Sometimes I almost pick up the phone because I want to call her, and I have to stop myself.” She paused. “I still wonder what happened that night.”

      Trey did too.

      “The  police chief took another look at the files on her death,” Blake said in the silence.

      Trey turned in surprise. “Why?”

      “I’m not sure. Guess he thinks there’s something to look into.”

      Like what? Trey wanted to ask. Why dig up a death that’s over a decade old? The college had crawled with investigators for days after Piper died. They’d questioned the Delta brothers, questioned Emmy, questioned half the islanders living here at the time. They’d come up with nothing, as far as Trey knew. Two seagulls swooped low over the grass, calling out and chasing each other until they disappeared behind the library. From here the campus sloped down to the water, with a solid rock wall separating the college from the ocean beyond.

      I loved every minute of this place.

      Except the last two days, of course. Those had about broken him. But standing here on the old stomping grounds, breathing in the warm salt air, listening to the occasional car engine and watching birds catch flight on the wind, brought a peace that Trey hadn’t felt in a long time. Even though this was where Piper had died, it was also where she’d lived.

      “Wish I could spend more time here.” He stuck his hands in his pockets and watched the whitecaps in the distance. He enjoyed life on the mainland, but it was nonstop work, and when he wasn’t working, he was attending dinners and galas and fundraisers to drum up more work. Sometimes he wondered why he bothered. He had enough clients to keep him in the black until retirement.

      But if Trey didn’t work, he thought, and getting lost inside his own head brought nothing but trouble.

      “Why can’t you?” Blake asked. He’d made the jump to island living after finding out Emmy was pregnant. To everyone’s surprise, he’d announced to his father that he was moving to Drake Isle, and now he worked in Boston three days a week and spent the rest of his time here. “You work from home. The island’s got good wifi. You could set up shop here, same as me. The commute’s easy enough.”

      “Maybe.” Trey had never considered it. But why not? Maybe Drake Isle was calling him back. Being here sure felt right. His thoughts returned to Lillian, and the unexpected draw he’d felt to the salon owner with the cool smile and dark hair. He didn’t believe in insta-love, but neither could he ignore the sparks between them.

      Suddenly, finding a reason to stay made all kinds of sense.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 4


          

          
            Lillian

          

        

      

    

    
      “You’re going out?” Sarah sat on the couch with a bowl of popcorn on her lap and the remote in one hand.

      Lil finished putting in her earrings. “For a little while. You’ll be okay?”

      Sarah rolled her eyes. “Of course. Jenna’s coming over and we’re gonna watch Billionaire Stripped.”

      “Do I want to know what that is?”

      This time a sigh accompanied the eye roll. “Only the most popular reality dating show on right now, Mom.”

      “Oh. Sure.” She’d heard of it, vaguely. But her thoughts were scattered, ping-ponging between buying the building on Harbor Street and getting through Drake Isle’s wedding season and –

      “You never go out anymore.” Sarah muted the television. “Ohhh...does this have to do with that guy who was in the salon today? Are you going out with him?”

      “No. I’m meeting some friends.”

      “What friends?”

      “Since when is that any of your business, Little Miss Nosy?”
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