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          Blueberry Hill, Summer 1994

        

      

    

    
      Despite the boning that dug into her ribs and constricted her lungs, Samantha Ellis segued easily from the Electric Slide into more Eighties footwork she’d picked up watching John Hughes movies with her aunt. She might be the youngest–and the chubbiest–of Maggie’s bridesmaids, but she had the best dance moves.

      “I love this song!” Aunt Maggie grabbed Sam’s hands and swung around, Jessica McClintock bridal gown sailing out behind her like a puff-sleeved sail. As the crowded dance floor blurred and spun, Sam sucked in a deep breath and kept her smile plastered to her face. Her bridesmaid dress, carnation pink silk with a chocolate brown sash and a plastic cage to hold in her tummy and squish up her boobs, made her feel so grown up and pretty that she hadn’t dared tell Maggie that she was so horribly uncomfortable wearing it.

      Almost everyone in Blueberry Hill, Vermont, was at this wedding, which wasn’t difficult to manage since literally everyone loved Maggie and Erik, and the entire population was like three hundred people and shrinking. The town common was strung with white Christmas lights from King’s Diner to the Town Hall, and from the church to the bandstand, the paths were lined with white paper bag luminaries that Sam and her best friend, Marnie Burnham, had filled with sand and votive candles the weekend before.

      Maggie Potter and Erik Dryer had been together since Sam was in sixth grade, and she only had one more year at Thornton Union High. Sam had plans to be one more subtraction from the shrinking population, even if she only got as far as somewhere else in New England. One of her two most secret dreams was to live somewhere where she could use the French she studied, like Montreal or New Orleans.

      Maggie spun away and Sam took a moment to breathe. Looking around the dance floor, she recognized almost every face in the crowd, from her school friends to creepy Uncle Billy, who made a gross comment about her bosoms in front of Marnie’s mom, then got mad when Mama Daphne muttered a hex under her breath.

      The one person Sam didn’t see was Will.

      Will Dryer–a cousin of Erik’s on his dad’s side–was seventeen and a senior; captain of the hockey team and the second of Sam’s two most secret dreams. He was tall, broad shouldered, and had the kind of smile Sam had only read about in the paperback romance novels her mother didn’t let her check out of the library, but Marnie’s mom left lying around their family room.

      Rakish.

      Maggie danced past, catching Erik around the waist to start a conga line, laughing as she passed. “Grab on, Sammy.”

      Unable to resist her favorite aunt, Sam skipped along the fast-forming line. The end kept getting further and further away, until an arm snaked out and yanked her into line. Looking back at her rescuer, she caught the full force of that rakish grin.

      “Hey, Sam.”

      His hands put gentle pressure on her hips as the conga line circled the common, and for the life of her Sam couldn’t have said how many songs played while they danced in a stupid line. She rested her hands on someone’s shoulders, but it could have been creepy Uncle Billy for all she cared. Will had chosen her.

      Some of the grown ups were breaking away to dance as couples, showing off moves that were frankly embarrassing for people their age, and the conga line fell apart. Sam shuffled away, turning to face Will.

      “Thanks for the rescue,” she said.

      Will stuck his hands in his pockets. His smile went from rakish to shy. “No problem.”

      They’d been friends for years, ever since Maggie and Erik had gotten serious and their two families had merged into one huge complicated, small town pod. She supposed they were sort of related by marriage now, but if she couldn’t quite figure out how she and Marnie and Maggie were actually related through their moms, then Will was definitely not a relative like that.

      Which was good, because ever since the end of freshman year, when they’d stayed up at a Fourth of July bonfire together, Sam had wanted nothing more than for Will to kiss her. They went to the same high school, and when they saw each other in the hallways, her friends always embarrassed her by fawning over him like he was some kind of demigod. The only one who didn’t was Marnie, who seemed to be impervious to Will’s charms (another phrase from Mama Daphne’s romance novels). Marnie and Will acted like guy friends did: they fought and insulted each other, they roughhoused, they always had each other’s backs.

      Sam wondered sometimes if it was easier for Marnie because she was still built more like a guy. Slim hips, flattish chest, strong legs from hours on skis–and lately snowboards. Sam was all flesh. Hips, butt, boobs. Her mom said it would even out at some point, but Sam had her doubts. They were both just about seventeen. How much evening-out time was left, really?

      “Last dance, all you lovers,” the band’s frontman said, returning to the mic as the Gloria Estefan break ended. “This one’s for the happy couple. Congratulations, Maggie and Erik.” The band struck up a U2-inspired cover of Unchained Melody.

      Sam could feel a blush stealing up her chest. She and Will were just standing there, in the middle of the dance floor. It was the last dance, and a slow song, and she wanted the town common to open up and swallow her whole.

      “You wanna dance?” One corner of Will’s mouth crooked up, like maybe he was a little embarrassed too.

      Sam nodded, suddenly unsure of what to do with her hands.

      “Do you trust me?” Will asked, sliding one hand around her waist and taking her right hand in his left.

      “Uh-huh.” She nodded like an idiot, but two dances in one night!

      “You have swear you won’t tell anyone, but Erik made me practice with him. I learned a bunch of moves, but then I had to practice in the mirror to figure out how to lead.”

      Sam would have followed Will off the edge of the Catmint Gap ravine if he’d asked. His hands were warm, and she could smell his soap and the wool from his rented tuxedo. He was wearing a little bit of aftershave or cologne, too.

      He had learned some moves. He turned them and twirled her, and it was only as the song began to wind down that she realized she’d actually relaxed enough to be laughing with him. He ended with a little dip as the last chord faded, pulling her back up so that their noses nearly touched. She could feel his breath on her cheek.

      If she turned her face…

      “Dryer!”

      “Hey, Will!”

      He released her as some of his friends made their way across the dance floor to find him. Sam shuffled back, hoping Katy and Nikki Desrosiers wouldn’t notice her. The twin sisters were the meanest girls in the graduating class, and Nikki in particular had a thing for Will.

      Will was high-fiving the guys, sneaking a sip from Kurt Blake’s flask, making plans for some after party at the Strickland’s hunting cabin.

      “Wanna come with us, Sam?” Will asked. “We’re going out to Stricklands’. Just to chill.”

      “Yeah, so Will,” Katy said, “I’m not supposed to invite any extras.”

      “You mean losers…” Nikki whispered, so low only Sam and Katy heard her.

      The floor came rushing up, or Sam’s heart went rushing down.

      “Oh.” Will couldn’t quite look her in the eye. “I’m sorry, Sam.”

      “It’s okay, see you guys later.” She turned to flee, but was rescued again. This time by Marnie who appeared from out of nowhere. She was wearing a plaid miniskirt, black tank top, and combat boots, and while it wasn’t Sam’s look, or very romantic for a June wedding, Marnie looked completely at home in her skin, which made Sam sick with envy.

      Marnie appraised the situation. “Nice one, Dryer. Skipping out on your own cousin’s wedding for beers and skanks?”

      “You are such a freak.” Nikki rolled her eyes and hooked arms with her sister for a dramatic exit.

      “Easy, Marn,” Will said, a hint of laughter in his voice, “your claws are showing.”

      “Whatever.“ Marnie looped her arm through Sam’s in an echo of Nikki’s departure. “Come on, Sam. Let’s go find some actually cool people.”

      “I’ll see you around, Sam,” Will said, looking back as he followed the party crowd. “You’re a great dancer, by the way.”

      Sam squeezed her eyes closed, forcing back tears, holding her breath so hard she forgot to feel the boning digging into her chest. She stood there, Nikki’s words rolling over one another in her head like a snowball, gathering in speed and volume until they drowned out the fading party, Marnie’s chatter, and even Will’s praise.
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          Blueberry Hill, June 2005

        

      

    

    
      The key to Maggie and Erik’s house was, as promised, under the mat, though the doors were unlocked. Sam slipped the key on her keychain and let herself into the kitchen, locking the door behind her. There was an unfamiliar car with out-of-state tags parked on the street in front of the house.

      New habits die hard.

      The Lacroixes never left a gate or a door unsecured on their Prytania Street property; Sam had learned quickly not to disobey Lilith Lacroix’s instructions. Taking a deep breath, she reached back and deliberately turned the knob to release the lock.

      She set her things down on the braided rug and pushed aside her yoga mat and towel, pulling out a can of Cafe du Monde coffee. Not everything about her years in New Orleans was worth forgetting.

      She was a stranger in her aunt’s kitchen, but it was simple enough to find the coffee maker and a measuring spoon, and a pan to steam some milk. She hummed to herself as she poured, so involved in her coffee ritual, she didn’t hear the footsteps until a loose floorboard squeaked.

      She turned with a start. The man filling up the archway between the kitchen and the front hall was older, leaner and a little weathered, but unmistakably himself. Will.

      “Holy shit.” That smile she’d adored as a kid–still rakish–crinkled the corners of his eyes. His smile was like a sunrise of recognition. He started toward her, but she shifted away to put the coffee pot back. “I can’t believe it’s you after all these years.”

      “What are you doing here?” That’s all you can say to him?

      “Erik told me I could crash in the rec room while I was in town. I got in late last night.” Will scratched his scruffy cheeks and looked her over. “You look fantastic, Sam.”

      “Thanks. It’s Samantha these days, but I suppose you’re grandfathered in.” Or was it? Samantha was someone she’d become. Maybe it was time to reclaim Sam. She fidgeted with the coffee pot to hide her shaking hands. “Why are you home?”

      “Grandfathered? Come on.” He yawned and stretched. Sam indulged in the view of his flat, muscled stomach. “We’re not that old.”

      “I feel that old,” she said, regretting it immediately. Will wasn’t stupid, and who knows what the family had said. He would ask questions she didn’t want to answer.

      “That coffee smells amazing,” Will remarked, crossing the kitchen. “Is there enough to share?”

      “I made a full pot,” Sam said. “Help yourself.”

      “Maggie said Gail was staying with the kids while they’re away,” he said, grabbing a mug from a hook under the cabinet. Damn him, he still smelled good, even first thing in the morning. “And K.B.’s getting married on Saturday night. I’m a groomsman.”

      She’d been in Blueberry Hill for almost a month, hiding out at Daphne Potter and Max Burnham’s place, living in their loft apartment and licking her wounds since her divorce had gone through, not even taking Marnie’s calls. Her parents told her she was crazy to go back to her hometown when she left their Tucson retirement village, but she’d felt a pull to the mountain hamlet she’d grown up in. Once upon a time, she’d trusted her instincts. She’d thought it was time to follow them again, but fear kept her hunkered down. No wonder she didn’t know one of the few classmates still left in the area was getting married.

      She wished them better luck than hers.

      “Yeah, Gail was going to do it, but she’s got classes to teach, and I’m around. No one told me you were coming home…” she trailed off, realizing that if they had, she’d never have agreed to stay here. “So Kurt Blake’s getting married?”

      Will looked so magnificently rumpled in the plaid flannel pajama pants and holey tee shirt, rubbing his long ago broken nose, wiping sleep from his eyes. She fought the urge to touch the tips of his hair as he reached past her for the sugar bowl.

      “Yeah. He and Jen Miller are finally tying the knot. Didn’t Marnie tell you?”

      “Marnie doesn’t exactly run with that crowd.” That was putting it mildly. And I haven’t let my best friend in yet. Redirecting uncomfortable questions was a relatively recent, but sharply honed survival skill.

      Will chuckled. “Right. I was around when Nikki almost ruined everything with Micah. I forgot.”

      “Marnie didn’t find it funny at the time.”

      “Look, Nikki’s never going to change. She still likes all the things she liked in high school. She thought she’d give it a shot when I was home that time because she liked me back in high school.” He paused there, leaning over her, watching her face. She couldn’t look away. “For the record, I was never interested.”

      His voice dropped while he spoke, and Sam remembered the night Maggie and Erik got married. The way he asked her if she trusted him.

      She had. Then. She didn’t even know him anymore.

      “So, what brought you all the way back to Vermont?” he asked, breaking the heavy silence. “Last time I heard, Marnie said you were the princess of New Orleans.”

      No one told him. Sam released a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.

      Will started to pour the coffee, and she stopped him halfway up the mug. “Wait.”

      He stopped mid-pour, looking at her in alarm. “What?”

      “It’s just… the coffee’s better au lait. Here,” She picked up a Pyrex measuring cup of milk and topped off his coffee, “I have enough for you, too.”

      “Thanks,” he said, meeting her eyes over the nearly empty Pyrex. He lifted the mug, took a sip. His whole face lit up with pleasure while he held the warm coffee in his mouth and swallowed.

      “This is great,” he said. “What is it?”

      “Coffee and chicory. It’s my favorite.” She decided to change the subject while Will was distracted. “How’s life in Montana?”

      “Can’t complain.” He pulled out a chair and sat backwards, resting his arms on the back. “Room and board, no two days the same, and there’s a youth hockey team to coach in the winters.”

      “That sounds perfect for you.” She leaned against the counter, cradling the coffee cup in her hands. Watching the easy joy on his face when he spoke of his life in Montana, she wondered what he would think of her pathetic story, or of the fact that she couldn’t honestly deny that–five minutes after seeing him again–she still had feelings for this man she’d once loved so desperately. So unrequitedly.

      “Can you teach me how to make this? The coffee on the ranch is…not this good.”

      “Sure. You can order the coffee online.” She laughed at the way he stared into the mug, as if it offered answers. “How’d you end up there in the first place?”

      “Dumb luck, really,” he said.

      “Somehow I doubt your luck is dumb.”

      “No, really. I went out there with some guys on a dude ranch vacation a couple of years ago and got to talking with the owner. He was looking for someone who could work alongside the ranch hands, but also help him with the business. I did my degree in business administration–a lot of the athletes did. Next thing I know, I’m packing my stuff and flying out there to stay. I met some great people out there.” Will twisted to set the mug down on the table, but not before Sam caught a fleeting shadow in his eyes. “Haven’t had a reason to leave. It’s a boring story. I want to hear more about jazz and beignets and bayous.”

      She drained her coffee. There was no way she was going to tell him. “It’s not all that interesting, really. I have a job interview later at a preschool in Thornton, and some errands to run before I pick the kids up at camp. I should shower and get ready for that.”

      Not breaking into a run on her way out of the kitchen counted as a major success.
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      Hot damn. Samantha Ellis in his cousin’s kitchen on a Monday morning after way too many years. Looking fine as hell.

      Will Dryer had always relied on luck, or fate. Good fortune, whatever you called it. He’d stumbled into nearly everything good in his life.

      When he’d come east for his old hockey buddy K.B.’s wedding, his cousin had offered up the rec room futon, since Erik and Maggie were taking a well-deserved trip to Jamaica and Erik’s mother–his aunt Gail–was staying with the kids. Crashing in a rec room two floors down from his aunt was marginally more adult than sleeping in the twin bed he’d grown up in down the hall from his parents.

      As his extraordinary luck would have it, he’d be sleeping two floors down from Sam. The one girl he’d never quite figured out. He’d known her forever. She’d grown up under his nose.

      That’s the problem, Dryer.

      She was the girl who’d wandered in and out of his thoughts ever since, never quite releasing her hold on him.

      Her heard the water turn on in the upstairs bathroom and his imagination took the wheel.

      Some summer, early on in high school, they’d been the last ones around a family bonfire. She’d ruthlessly skewered their teachers with uncanny impressions. He’d never laughed so hard. Once he got her talking, she’d cracked jokes and offered insights into their classmates he knew he would ever share beyond that fire ring. They’d ended up talking about their futures, kind of, and she’d seen right to the heart of him.

      “You just want to play hockey and live a good life, Will. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

      He’d looked at her then. Really looked. Seen the gold tips of her eyelashes, and the amber glints in her dark brown hair where the firelight caught it. The way her lips bowed when she smiled. She wasn’t skinny-hot like the girls who were always giving him their number, but he caught a glimpse of kicking curves under her baggy t-shirt and jeans. He’d gotten uncomfortably hard, sitting there at the bonfire with her. Like a jackass kid, he’d avoided her for a while after that, which probably hurt her feelings.

      One day at school, he’d seen her at lunch, sitting with Marnie and some of their friends, and he’d just gone over to sit with her instead of with K.B., the Desrosiers twins, his usual hockey crowd and their hangers-on. It was completely out of character, but she’d smiled at him and he’d forgotten to feel awkward about the campfire. It was like she had a light inside her and he was a June bug. He’d just wanted to be near her. Marnie stuck her canned green beans in his chocolate pudding and called him a dork for abandoning his jock friends, but for that lunch period, he’d happily basked in Sam’s smile.

      After that, he’d made an effort to keep things friendly between them, but he could never quite get to the uncomplicated buddies level that he and Marnie had always existed on. Then Sam walked down the aisle at Maggie and Erik’s wedding in the pink strapless dress, and the curves he’d suspected were definitely confirmed. And if she had few more curves than the Desrosiers twins and their crew, well, Will liked what he saw.

      When the conga line formed, he’d noticed her looking a little lost, so he’d pulled her along. That was the first time Will felt the unique pleasure of satin sliding over a woman’s skin. Then the band played a slow song and he didn’t want to let her go right away. He knew she wouldn’t tease him–or rat him out–for learning some steps with Erik to surprise Maggie on the big day, so he’d asked her to dance.

      He heard the shower door close. She was naked up there, hot water running down a body that had definitely grown up. He got up from the chair, took his coffee cup to the sink, and waited there, hands braced on the stainless steel, until the moment passed.

      His first year at UVM, he’d stayed away from Blueberry Hill as much as possible, preferring to pretend that forty-five minutes was too far to drive for visits home between breaks. He’d skated and studied. There were parties and girls and traveling with the hockey team while he was warming the bench.

      That year had changed Sam. She’d taken up swimming and kickboxing and cut her hair short. She and Marnie made plans and took trips to the beach and whispered secrets to one another. They barely saw one another before he started a summer internship at John Pease’s law office in Thornton. She and Marnie didn’t party out at the hunting camp or skinny dip at Arcadia Falls, and he was already back to Burlington when she left for UNH.

      The water stopped with a thump in the pipes, and a moment later Will heard footsteps upstairs from the bathroom to the spare bedroom at the end of the hall.

      Extended family gatherings brought them together at holidays while they were in college, but the last time Will saw her was a night he’d never forget, and one she’d likely never recall. The only people who knew about it were Marnie–and she didn’t know the whole story, and his cousin Erik, because Will had spilled his guts when he found out Sam was getting married.

      Two years ago now. He wondered what had ended her marriage so quickly.

      He’d flown home that year for his mom’s birthday at Marnie’s request. She’d wanted him to get to know her new boyfriend.

      Erik found him in his dad’s den, holding the heavy, embossed cream envelope. “Will, they’re bringing out the cake in a few.”

      When he hadn’t answered, Erik had called his name again.

      Will opened the flap and pulled the invitation out again, though he’d already read and replaced it twice. “Sam’s getting married.”

      “So it would seem. Mags is bummed we can’t make it, but who gets married on a Thursday morning? That’s kind of a dick move.”

      He’d been unable to tear his eyes away from the gilded lettering–the fancy names, the cathedral, the white tie reception at a club–but the casual dismissal in Erik’s voice pissed him off.

      “You always liked Sam.”

      “So did you, I think.” Erik didn’t bullshit around. “But Sam literally hasn’t been back to visit since Camille and Rich moved to Tucson. She’s not the same girl anymore. What do you care?”

      “I don’t,” Will tossed the invitation and envelope on his father’s desk. He did care, though. Marnie had a bad feeling about Sam’s fiancé. And he’d always figured there would be a chance to… “I don’t care.”

      “Maggie and I are taking the kids to Londgren’s farm after; there are lambs. You should come with us. Noah and Ava would be psyched.” Erik pulled a matchbook out of his pocket and tapped it on his palm. “And it’s time

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/gmh_unboundheart_manchest.jpg
U IND

AMERON D. GARRIEPY

- Ry







OEBPS/images/bannerwing-2018-logo.jpg
7

Bannewwin Books
At CoOp






