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Chapter
One


 


 


            “All right, cousin. I got it, and
I’m holding it in my hand this very moment.”


            “Open it,” Lena ordered him.


            Grant sighed in exasperation. He had
always been a pushover with it came to his cousin. In many ways, she was more
like a sister, and had been an integral part of his life growing up, since he
was an only child.


            The envelope had the embossed logo
of Toppers Cove CSD on the upper left-hand corner. The letter had originally
been sent to him at his old mailing address. Grant could see where his mother
had crossed it out and written the address of his New York apartment to have it
forwarded.


            Grabbing a letter opener from the
pencil cup on his drawing table, he ripped open the envelope and pulled out a
single sheet of paper. Even as he unfolded it, he could tell it was an
invitation of some sort. His first impulse was to toss it without reading it
first, until a name at the top caught his attention, right underneath Lena‘s
name.


            Sanderly Blakeney, Vice Chairman


            Vice Chairman of what? He
scanned the paper.


            You are invited to attend the
First Annual Hearts on Fire Valentines Day Dance at the Toppers Cove
Consolidated High School gym on Friday, February 14th. The dance
will be from 7 to midnight. Music will be provided by J.D. Maxx and the
Maximums.


            He glanced back up at the name at
the top, and the first thing that he realized was that she was still a
Blakeney. Sandy Blakeney. Either she hadn’t gotten married, or if she had,
she’d taken her maiden name back. Either way it means she’s free.


            Grant frowned. It was coming back to
him, and it wasn’t pleasant. It had been years since he’d felt that deep sense
of longing. It was immediately followed by sadness, disillusionment, and
regret. 


            “Well?” Lena’s voice drifted from
the speaker.


            “Well what?”


            “Are you coming or not?”


            “I don’t know.”


            “Oh, don’t give me that bullshit,
Grant David! We’ve worked a lot of long, hard hours to get this thing together.
Think of it as a class reunion, only with a lot more returning graduates!”


            “I’ve never attended any of the
class reunions,” he reminded her.


            “Like I don’t already know that,”
his cousin retorted. “Your folks are already expecting you to come up for a
visit.”


            Oh, shit.


            “Grant?”


            “Yeah. I’m still here. Let me think
on it, Lena, and I’ll get back with you.”


            “No way, cuz. I know why you’re
back-pedaling. It’s because of Sandy, isn’t it?”


            Yes, Lena would bring her up,
considering she was the only person in the world who knew his history, or
rather the lack of it, when it came to the Blakeney girl. As he tried to figure
out a way to get out of the going to the dance, his cousin persisted.


            “I told her I was inviting you.”


            “Lena!”


            “Hey, it’s been ten years! You don’t
have to tell me you’re still carrying a torch around for her. Listen,
Bro.” Her voice softened. Lena never referred to him as brother unless she was
speaking to him from the heart. Despite the fact that they were adults now, his
closeness to Lena was his only strong familial bond, and she would forever hold
an emotional attachment to him.


            “When I told Sandy I was asking you
to the dance, you would have sworn I’d sucker punched her. There’s something
still there, Grant. When are you two going to finally have a heart-to-heart,
and let bygones be bygones?”


            “Lena, you know the answer to that.”


            “Because your folks don’t approve of
her? What are you? Twelve? It’s time to grow some brass ones, Bro. It’s your
life, and what’s more important, your parents no longer have any say-so in it.”


            That was true. Since he got on with
the company of his dreams, he had become totally independent of his parents,
both physically and financially. Plus, truth be told, he was a bit homesick to
see his home town again.


            And Sanderly Blakeney.


            “Lena, I see her name on the invite.
Did she ever marry?”


            “No, but two of her sisters have.”


            “Who?”


            “Kim and Tam. And they still live in
Toppers Cove. You might get to meet them and their spouses at the dance.”


            “Well…”


            “Hey. It’s been ten years, Grant.
I’d really, really, really love to see you again. I’ve missed you something
fierce.”


            “I’ve missed you, too, sis,” he
admitted, feeling an ache of remorse. 


            “Then you’ll come?” The pleading
tone was back, this time with the hint of tears.


            “Yeah. Yeah, I’ll come. I’ll drive
down Thursday, but I need to be back by Sunday.”


            Lena gave a little whoop of joy over
the speaker phone. “Terrific! Call me when you hit town, okay?”


            “Deal.”


            “Looking forward to seeing you
again! I gotta run. I still have to pick up some decorations over at Ramsey’s
Hardware. Talk to you soon! Love you!”


            “Love you, too, Lena. Later.”


            There was a click over the speaker
before he was finished. She had hung up on him. Grimacing, Grant reached over
to turn off the speaker. He glanced back at the invitation, and his eyes
lingered on the one name at the top that had caught his attention.


            Had she changed much in ten years
since graduation? Had she gone to college?


            When I told Sandy I was asking
you to the dance, you would have sworn I’d sucker punched her. There’s
something still there, Grant. When are you two going to finally have a
heart-to-heart, and let bygones be bygones?


            Yes, his parents no longer had any
say-so about who he could or couldn’t see, much less date. But the thought of
what they would say and how they would react at the knowledge that he and Sandy
might become a couple…


            He tossed the invitation onto his
drawing table. The dance was this weekend. He debated whether or not he should
call his folks to tell them he was coming down. Would it be a wise idea to stay
at the house? Or would it be smarter to get a room elsewhere?


            Getting up from his seat, he walked
over to the computer to boot it up. Sunlight coming through the window bounced
off of something, throwing a glare onto the blank screen. Grant snorted. Oddly
enough, the glare was in the shape of a heart. An omen, perhaps?


            Once the window came up, he opened
the internet search engine and typed in Crows Nest Inn. It wasn’t that he was
adverse to staying at the house. It was more about wanting his privacy,
something he wouldn’t have if he spent the weekend with his parents.


            When the site came up, he punched
the number into his cell phone. “Hello? Hi. I was wondering if you had any
rooms available this weekend. You do? Great, I take it!”


            Step one was complete, but the next
step would be the most difficult one of this whole trip¾seeing the one person he had loved since high
school.  


            No. To be honest, he had been having
feelings for the dark-haired girl since before junior high, but he had never
been allowed to confess his feelings for her.


            Lena was right. This may be his one
and only chance left.


            With or without his parents’
approval.


 


 








Chapter
Two


 


 


            “We need more red crepe paper.
Sandy, do we have any more of the red?” Lena looked down where Sanderly was
feeding her the rolls being strung along the ceiling of the high school gym.


            “I think there’s a couple more rolls
in the trunk. How about the white?”


            “Got plenty of white, I think. What
about that lilac-colored roll?”


            “Lavender,” Sanderly corrected.
“Hold on. Let me get it.”


            Lena watched from her perch at the
top of the ladder as the woman hurried over to the sacks of stuff sitting on
one of the buffet tables and dug inside, looking for the roll. While she
waited, she glanced around the room at the progress they’d made. The dance
wasn’t until tomorrow night, but she had deliberately started decorating early
so they wouldn’t still be hanging stuff up at the last minute. They had been
fortunate that Friday was a day off for students while the teachers were
involved in a workshop. Otherwise she and Sandy wouldn’t have been able to
start decorating until Friday afternoon.


            “Ah! Got it!” Sanderly held up the
roll in triumph and brought it over as she played out the ribbon.


            Lena began tacking the streamer,
biting her lip as she tried to do the work and keep her balance on the ladder
at the same time. She had been waiting all day to give her friend the news,
hoping for a good time to tell her, but that time just hadn’t shown up. They
were almost done here, and Grant was due in before dark. It was now or never.


            “Sandy?”


            “What?”


            Lena paused to look down. “I talked
to Grant. He got the invitation to the dance.”


            Sanderly’s eyes widened slightly.
“Oh?”


            “Yeah.” Lena nodded. “He’s coming to
it. In fact, he’s supposed to arrive in town this evening.”


            Sanderly’s gaze shifted to the far
wall as she absorbed the news. “How’s he doing?” 


            She never asked about Grant.
Whenever the two of them got together, Grant was never part of the
conversation. Lena knew Mr. and Mrs. Morgan had kept her cousin under a tight
and very restrictive rein. Thank goodness her own folks weren’t as demanding
when it came to her becoming friends with the Blakeney girls. But, then again,
there wasn’t the chance of anything romantic happening between her and them
like there was between Grant and Sandy.


            “He’s fine. He’s looking forward to
coming home.”


            Okay. So that was a lie. Or…maybe it
wasn’t. Maybe Grant wasn’t so happy to visit his parents, but there was more to
Toppers Cove than the town newspaper.


            “Is he…bringing his girlfriend with
him?”


            Lena tried to hide her grin. The
question couldn’t have been any more transparent. 


            “He doesn’t have one at the moment.
Guess he’s between girlfriends. No, he’s coming alone. How about handing me one
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