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            SOME RESIDENTS OF SWAN HARBOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Hugh Simpson – He’s the new football coach at Swan Harbor University. Hugh is cousin to Justin, Lee, Erica and Amy. His parents are Phillip and Gail Simpson. His grandfather was Chet’s uncle.

      Brianna Cooper – She’s the after-school teacher at Swan Harbor Elementary School, and a hostess at Captain Jack’s Fine Dining.

      Brandy Olsen – She is the director of the Swan Harbor Community Center. Her story will be told in Whispers of a Miracle.

      Gail Simpson – She is a healer and a herbalist with an office in her home. She is married to Phillip, and mother to Linda, Yvette, and Hugh.

      Chet Simpson – He is an entrepreneur in Swan Harbor. Chet is married to Cora, father to Nathan and Patrick, and grandfather to Justin, Lee, Eric, and Amy.

      Cora Edwards Simpson – She is married to Chet and mother to Nathan and Patrick. Cora is the mother to Nathan and Patrick, and grandmother to Justin, Lee, Eric, Amy, Evan and Piper.

      Eric Simpson – He’s a deputy at Swan Harbor Sheriff’s Department. His story will be told in Whispers of a Miracle.

      Justin Simpson – He’s an orthopedic surgeon at Swan Harbor General and is married to Shay O’Reilly. He’s the brother of Lee, Eric and Amy, and son of Patrick and Courtney. He’s the grandson of Chet and Cora. His story is told Whispers of Luck.

      Shay O’Reilly – She’s the new oral and maxillofacial surgeon at Swan Harbor General. She’s married to Justin. Their story is told in Whispers of Luck.

      Lee Simpson - He’s a Special Agent with The Agency, a shadowy government agency, and partners with Gabe. Lee is married to the town librarian, Amanda, whose son is Ethan, and they have a son, Jamie. Lee and Amanda’s story is told in The Lessons of Love.

      Amanda Kane – She’s the head librarian at the Swan Harbor library, the mother to eight-year-old Ethan, and two-month-old Jamie.

      Amy Simpson - She is the day clerk at the Swan Harbor Sheriff’s Department. Her story will be told in Whispers of Love (Book 4)coming April 2026.

      Gabe Ricci: He is a Special Agent with The Agency, a shadowy government agency, and partners with Lee.

      Evan Simpson – He is a student at Swan Harbor University, and cousin to Justin, Lee, and Amy. His parents are Nathan and Lila, and brother to Piper.

      Captain Jack: He is a retired Naval officer and an eccentric resident of the small town. When he’s not doling out sage advice, you can find him at his restaurant. Captain Jack’s Fine Dining is built inside the seventeenth-century Spanish Galleon, moored at Swan Harbor’s newly renovated pier. His story is told in The Journey to Love
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      QUICK NOTE: If you enjoy listening to music while reading, Whispers from the Past has a playlist. It can be found on my website - Whispers from the Past.

      With that, enjoy!
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Blackbeard’s Bar & Grill

        March 12

        7:15 p.m.

      

      

      Friends.

      Brianna never had many, preferring to keep to herself. But in the last two years, much had changed. And the chance to spend the evening with a few friends came at exactly the right time. Especially since she’d been on edge all day. It felt like she was waiting for something … or someone.

      Could it be him? Was he the reason for her feelings of anticipation?

      She was meeting Amy, Brandy, and Samantha at Blackbeard’s Bar & Grill for an evening of girl talk and karaoke. It was one of those versatile places—a mix of a bar, grill, and dance floor where locals came to unwind.

      The moment she walked inside, the loud music and the aroma of fried food and beer wrapped around her. Polished wood, brass accents, and the cozy lighting reminded her of home. She was excited for the evening—until she noticed Amy waving her over and Sam wiping her eyes.

      So much for a casual night out with the girls.

      The moment she sat down, Amy and Brandy started talking at once. It didn't take her long to get involved. Sam’s fiancé had broken up with her via text and wanted his ring back. It took the evening from casual to a therapy session and man-bashing.

      That was before Sam had too much to drink and put herself in an embarrassing situation. Friends rescued her, but when Amy returned to the table, she was alone.

      “Is she okay?” Bri asked softly.

      Amy shrugged. “Sam’s tough. She will be.”

      “What are you not saying, Ames?” Brandy followed up.

      “She kicked me out.” Amy frowned. “I’m not used to that.”

      “Because of Shawn?”

      “Honestly? I don’t know. Since she moved back home, things have been different between us.”

      While Brianna didn’t know, nor pretend to understand the dynamics between Amy and Sam, another layer had been added to their friendship. Even though, the women had been friends since kindergarten, Amy was now dating Sam’s brother. She’d been doing so for years, but for most of that time, sister and brother hadn’t lived in the same state. It had to be awkward.

      When Amy turned her attention to her brother and his new girlfriend, Brandy leaned in.

      “Want to come with me to check on Sam?”

      They signaled their intent and hurried to the ladies’ room, where they found Sam sitting on the sofa, looking lost.

      “I’m sorry,” Sam sighed as soon as she saw them. “I feel like such a fool.”

      “Oh, Sam.” Brandy knelt in front of her. “This isn’t your fault. If that’s the type of man he is, he didn’t deserve you.”

      Sam took a deep breath. “Thanks for trying. I just want to go home.”

      “I can …,” Brandy began.

      “Shawn’s picking me up,” Sam replied. “Having an older brother can be a pain. But he’s been really helpful since everything …”

      Bri grinned. “I’m glad you have someone in your corner.” She hesitated. “Besides us, anyway.”

      Sam smiled. “Can I ask a favor?”

      “Anything.”

      “Would you get my bag? I think I’m going to slip out the back.”

      “I can do that. I’ll just be a minute.”

      Brianna started down the hall. When she passed Blackbeard’s entryway, the door opened, and three men stepped inside, temporarily blocking her path. The tallest one stopped, his gaze locking with hers.

      His stare was intense. So intense, she took a step backward—any thought of moving forgotten.

      “I didn’t hurt you, did I?” he asked in a voice that was low, gravelly, and unexpectedly gentle for a man of his size.

      “No, I’m fine.”

      He smiled, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. Shadows lingered there. Ones that were haunting and had her wanting to ask him if he was okay.

      A shout from across the room broke the spell, and his attention shifted.

      “Hey, Coach!”

      “Boys,” he greeted, his voice carrying the same edge. “Been here long?”

      He moved into the room like he owned it—slapping hands with some, gentle ribbing with others. To them, he was the jovial coach, and even if it was only temporary, they wanted to bask in his attention.

      Like them, something about him stirred her. Not because of what he showed to the world, but because of what he didn’t. That man caused a spark … she just didn’t know why.

      But falling in love wasn’t why she was here. Still, after spending so much time with Amy, Brandy, and Sam, she’d picked up their habit of checking men out … at least a little. And that man was a very nice specimen.

      His hair was on the longer side, wild like he’d combed his fingers through it more than once. He was broad-chested, and his eyes made her feel like he could look into her soul. Before he completely disappeared, she took another peek, and added—his buns were firm enough to bounce a coin on.

      That thought brought forth a little giggle. When she glanced up, Amy was watching her, one blonde brow lifted.

      “Who did you meet?“

      “I didn’t meet anyone. Why?”

      “Then who were you checking out?”

      Brianna shrugged. “No one special. I just came to get Sam’s bag. Her brother is coming to get her.”

      “Does she want us to go with her?”

      “I think she wants to hide for a little while.”

      “And sleep?”

      “That’s my guess. I’ll be right back.”

      Amy smiled. “Fine. Just be prepared to tell me who put that look on your face.”

      Brianna grinned, one that felt just a little sneaky. “We’ll see,” she quipped once she’d collected the bag.

      Brandy, Sam and her brother, Shawn, were waiting right outside the ladies’ room door.

      “I’m sorry it took so long. I, uh, got held up.”

      Brandy lifted a brow, but with a subtle head shake, she didn’t push the issue right then.

      “Thanks for taking care of Sam,” Shawn said, ushering his sister toward the door.

      “Let us know if you need anything,” Bri called.

      As soon as they were alone, Brandy’s questions started.

      “Which man put that smile on your face?”

      Bri giggled, then immediately covered her mouth. That was not her. She didn’t giggle.

      “When I was on my way back, a few guys came in and everyone had to greet them.”

      “Did you check out all of them or just one?”

      “Just one.” Then she clamped her teeth together, determined not to say more.

      “Stick with me, my friend,” Brandy murmured. “The night is young.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Blackbeard’s Bar & Grill

        March 12

        9:30 p.m.

      

      

      Hugh had been content to sit back and let the conversation go on around him. But then Gabe got a work call and ran out the door, and Eric’s attention kept drifting toward another table. The one Hugh had purposely put his back to.

      Initially, he told himself it was because he’d been the last one to sit, and that’s just how it happened. But as the night wore on, it became a struggle to stay true to that reason. Once Gabe left, though, he’d adjusted enough so he could see her from the corner of his eye.

      He didn’t know who she was and planned to keep it that way. One look into her blue eyes was all it took for him to know she was trouble. And that was something he didn’t have time to deal with.

      “I know it’s not your sister who’s caught your attention, Eric,” Hugh teased. “Which one are you watching? The brunette or the woman with the beautiful red hair?”

      Eric grinned. “Well, I did want to ask Amy about Sam. I heard she was pretty messed up before we got here.”

      So, not the redhead.

      “Sam?”

      “Samantha Jackson,” Eric explained. “She’s been Amy’s best friend since elementary school.”

      “Jackson? That’s the guy Amy’s dating, right?”

      “Oh, yes.”

      “There’s a story there, isn’t there?”

      Eric chuckled. “When Amy started dating Shawn, my brothers and I had a talk with him.”

      “You can’t stop now.”

      “If I remember correctly, Justin reminded Shawn he knew how to dismantle a body. Lee threatened to sic the IRS on him.”

      “And you?”

      “I told him I’d ticket him every time I saw him.”

      “How many times have you followed through on that promise?”

      “None. Shawn’s not such a bad guy. It’s just …”

      “You’re not going to toss the no one’s good enough for my baby sister at me, are you?”

      “No, but after watching Amanda and Lee, and Shay and Justin fawn all over each other, I’m not sure Amy and Shawn are forever.”

      Hugh snickered. “You’re quite in tune with your feminine side, aren’t you?”

      “Don’t knock it. The women eat it up.”

      “So I ask again. Is it your sister you’re keeping an eye on, or someone else?”

      “Can’t it be both?”

      Hugh made the mistake of glancing toward the table once more. His gaze collided with the redhead’s, and an ache raced around inside she might be the one who’d captured Eric’s eye. He forced his attention back to his table, only to find his cousin watching him closely.

      “You see something interesting over there?” Eric tossed back. “I know it’s not my sister. Could it be the redhead, by chance?”

      Hugh grinned. “Go chat ‘em up. I’m dry.”

      He left Eric sitting at the table and pushed his way through the crowd to a spot at the end of the bar.

      “Obsidian stout,” Hugh requested when he caught the bartender’s eye.

      “Tap?”

      “Please.”

      Hugh watched Kyle while he poured the drink. The other man was a couple of years older, but they’d been on the same football team in high school. After that, they’d gone in different directions. He’d gone to college and into the NFL. Kyle’s path veered hard—steroids had been his downfall.

      “Think the team’s going to be any good this year?” Kyle asked when he set the glass in front of him.

      Hugh shrugged. “I hope so.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to say, hell, yeah?” Kyle laughed. “And then hype up excitement to boost ticket sales?”

      Before Hugh responded, he took a drink, and a flash of red in the mirror caught his attention. He hesitated, the drink he’d taken yet to be swallowed.

      “Hugh?”

      Kyle’s teasing voice broke through his temporary fog.

      “You okay?”

      “Just savoring it.”

      “Uh huh.”

      Before Kyle could say more, Hugh tossed out, “How’s Lauren?”

      At the mention of his wife, Kyle’s smile grew. “Did I tell you we’re pregnant?”

      A sliver of something slid through Hugh, but what was it? Loneliness? Regret? Or was it jealousy of a type of relationship he’d never known? Whatever the reason, it wasn’t something he wished to focus on right then … maybe never.

      “Really. Congratulations man. I never thought I’d see the day.”

      “What about you? Any prospects?”

      Hugh’s gaze jumped to the mirror. But the slight softening inside had him forcing a chuckle.

      “Why settle for one, when you have a buffet to choose from?”

      “Don’t knock it until you’ve tried it.”

      Similar to words he’d heard from his cousin Justin. Since he’d met Shay, he’d fallen hard and fast.

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “You never know,” Kyle tossed out before turning away to help another.

      Hugh leaned a little heavier against the bar and took another drink. His gaze unerringly drifted to the mirror. From there, he could watch her.

      Eric had taken his advice and settled at one end of the table. From the looks of it, he was telling one of his stories. Hugh’s gaze drifted from one woman to the other, stopping on the redhead. She was watching him—her look unwavering.

      His breath hitched, the spell only releasing him when Kyle’s father, Doug, settled next to him. His ever-present glass of Scotch in his hand.

      Doug’s appearance took him aback. Where Kyle looked healthier than he had in years, his father was pale, almost too pale. He fought the questions bubbling beneath the surface and tapped his glass.

      “I want to thank you again for serving Obsidian.”

      “It was a smart business decision.” Doug’s voice was soft, breathless. “As was putting my son in charge.”

      Hugh grinned. “And Kyle’s wife is pregnant.”

      “She is,” Doug murmured. “As is Adrianna. She’s pregnant with her third.”

      That uncomfortable feeling returned. Adrianna had been his high school girlfriend. And while he didn’t pine for her, hearing about her family was unsettling.

      “She’s living in Portland now, right?”

      Doug hummed. “What about you, Hugh? Ready to settle down?”

      “Is that your way of saying I need to grow up?”

      Doug chuckled. “Now, son. I didn’t say that, did I?”
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      She’d tried not to stare. But he’d always been there—in her peripheral vision—every movement he made catching her attention.

      “Want more?” Brandy pushed the basket of fries toward her.

      Bri nibbled on the fry she didn’t really want and tuned back into the conversation at her table. It wasn’t all for naught.

      She learned the man at the bar was Hugh Simpson, Amy’s cousin. Her brother Eric was regaling them with comical stories from his job—he was a deputy with the Swan Harbor Sheriff Department. And the man who’d run out was Gabe Ricci, a special agent with The Agency and Lee, another brother’s partner.

      While she found Eric’s tales entertaining, her attention refused to stay on what was in front of her. Instead, it drifted to the man standing at the bar.

      Hugh was broad, easily twice her size. But comfortable in his skin. That alone told her, his shadows weren’t caused by something people could see. Whatever it was, he held it close.

      “You don’t mind, do you?” Brandy leaned over to whisper.

      Bri blinked away her thoughts and met Brandy’s laughing dark eyes.

      Damn.

      “Why would I mind?” Bri feigned indifference. “Have fun.”

      It wasn’t until Brandy and Eric pushed back their chairs and stepped onto the dance floor that she figured out what was going on. Once she did, though, she had to wonder. Had she misread the twinkling eyes? Were they about her friend’s behavior and not her own?

      Bri glanced at Amy, not surprised to see her watching the dancers as well.

      “Are you worried about something?

      Amy turned back and leaned her elbows on the table. She wore an expression Bri struggled to read. It had her once again glancing toward the dance floor.

      The couple danced well together, like they’d danced many times before. But it was the look on Brandy’s face that had her catching her breath.

      “She’s in love with him, isn’t she?”

      Amy winced. “I thought she’d gotten over that.”

      “You knew?”

      “Brandy has had a thing for Eric since we were in high school.”

      “Did they ever date?”

      “No. That doesn’t mean they weren’t in the same space many times.”

      Before Brianna could follow up, Amy’s brother Lee and his wife, Amanda, stopped by their table. It had her making a mental note to check up on Brandy and gave her time to study Hugh some more.

      Part of her knew she needed to push aside her curiosity. Knew he could be no more than a temporary distraction. Except the more she tried to do so, the more her interest grew.

      Brianna knew she shouldn’t, but she couldn’t seem to stop. She drained her glass and pointed toward the bar.

      “I’m going to get another. Do you want anything?”

      “I’m good. While you’re gone, I’m going to ask Ben, a friend of Eric’s, to dance. You okay with that?”

      Brianna grinned. “Have fun.”

      Her heart gave a mini flip Amy wouldn’t be alone. It also gave her permission to take her time … if it was warranted.

      She situated her purse strap over her shoulder and glanced in the mirror once more. When she did, Hugh was watching her, his stare just as intense as earlier.

      As soon as she started toward the bar, his eyes flared, and a ruddy hue dotted his cheeks just above his beard. Brianna ducked her head, but refused to back down and return to the table. Instead, she angled down a few feet from where Hugh had planted himself.

      “Can I help you?” the bartender asked.

      “Blue Moon with an orange slice, please.”

      The bartender smirked, causing a little frown to form between her brows. While she waited, her gaze drifted to the mirror, not surprised to find Hugh watching her, wearing a teasing smile.

      A part of her wanted to stomp her foot and ask what she’d missed. The other side wanted to take her drink and slink back to the table.

      “Enjoy.” The bartender set the drink in front of her and exchanged grins with Hugh. “Let me know if you need anything else.”

      Brianna took a drink. She typically wasn’t a fan of beer, but the Blue Moon was slightly sweet, even more so with the orange slice. It had also proved to be a good conversation starter before. Would Hugh take her bait?

      She took a sip, and her gaze shifted up. This time, Hugh was looking away. Taking that as a message of its own, Brianna started back toward her table.

      “That’s such a girly drink,” she heard before she’d gotten far.

      Her heart raced, and she tightened her hold on the glass, worried she’d drop it. Slowly, she turned to face him.

      His hazel eyes glowed golden in the bar’s warm light, picking up their color from his shirt.

      Unconsciously, Brianna pulled back her shoulders and straightened to her full height—5’4”—but she’d bet he was at least a foot taller.

      “Well, I am a girl.”

      Hugh’s gaze never wavered from her face, something that completely shocked her. It reminded her of simpler times.

      His smile started with his lips, just a small one, and his eyes crinkled.

      “I’m not arguing with that.”

      “Good.”

      He tipped his glass toward her in a courtly way. “If you’re going to drink beer. You should try a Deschutes Obsidian Stout.”

      “Deschutes?” Brianna frowned. “French for waterfall?”

      Hugh’s grin grew. “Hell, if I know. I just know they make a damn fine beer.”

      “He’s only drinking that stuff because the company gave him a lot of money to pose with his shirt off,” the bartender smirked. “Otherwise, don’t believe anything he says.”

      “You don’t have to tell everything you know, Kyle,” Hugh muttered.

      Bri’s mouth dropped open, and she side-eyed him. He was watching her, but his expression had changed. This time, it held laughter and anticipation, or was that expectation? Temporarily anyway, his shadows were hidden.

      “Should I be impressed?”

      If anything, her answer relaxed him even more. The expectation was gone, leaving behind a teasing smile. One she didn’t plan on paying attention to.

      “Not at all.” He held out his hand. “Hugh Simpson.”

      She understood what she needed to do, but it was almost a struggle to follow through. Somehow, she knew if she touched him, things would change. Slowly, she slipped her hand into his, not surprised when his swallowed it.

      “Brianna Cooper.”

      He’s the one you’ve been waiting for.
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        Blackbeard’s Bar & Grill

        March 12

        10:00 p.m.

      

      

      Hugh’s arm still tingled from the current between them. He’d felt it before they’d touched—a shimmer beneath the surface. But when her hand slid into his, it became a lightning rod. One that left him quaking in his boots—figuratively, of course.

      He’d known that if they touched, things would change. But he hadn’t been able to keep his gaze off her.

      Had she felt their connection? Was that why she’d been watching him?

      Hugh took in Brianna’s flushed cheeks and shining eyes. She dropped her gaze to touch their connected hands, before taking a step backward.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Hugh,” she murmured, her voice soft and musical.

      He searched for a more neutral topic, something to break the spell weaving around them. That’s when he remembered Doug—whom he’d ignored for far too long.

      “Do you know …?” Hugh swung around, but Doug was gone. “Never mind. Let’s talk about you.”

      Brianna wrinkled her nose. “Me? I’m not interesting.”

      “I would disagree with that.”

      Her brows lifted, the same red gold as her hair. “Why would you say that?”

      “Well …” Hugh let the word trail off and tapped the side of her glass. “We really need to talk about your choice of beers.”

      “Are you telling me I should drink something more manly?” Brianna smirked. “Like a Deschutes Obsidian Stout, perhaps.”

      “Oh, no, Miss Cooper, you have it wrong. You are not masculine. Nor do you need a manly beer.”

      “Brianna, please.”

      “Brianna, it is. Are you sure you wouldn’t like a taste?”

      Hugh held his glass under her nose, moving it back and forth slightly. “Smell that?”

      “Pine tar?”

      “You have a discerning sense of smell.”

      She laughed. “No need to flatter.”

      “I wasn’t.”

      “Oh, okay.” She hesitated, and a twinkle appeared in her eye. “Did you really get paid for drinking that without a shirt?”

      He barked out a laugh. “I might have.”

      “Really?” Brianna’s eyes grew large.

      Suddenly, she set her glass on the bar and took out her phone. She tapped out several things, then slid her finger across the screen.

      The longer she stared at her phone, the more nervous Hugh grew. He didn’t know why, as he’d been shirtless in front of people more times than he could count. At one time, fans had given him photos of his shirtless self to sign. But he’d never had a woman … or at least a woman like Brianna Cooper search for his photo … especially in front of him.

      Several seconds later, she stuffed her phone back into her bag and reached for her drink. He waited for her to say something, anything. Instead, she remained quiet.

      “Did you find what you were looking for?” he couldn’t help but ask.

      “I did.”

      “And?”

      “Looking for a compliment, Hugh?”

      His cheeks flushed, as that hadn’t been his intention. He’d fallen back into his old habits.

      “Forget it,” he forced out through gritted teeth. “That’s not what I meant.”

      Thinking he’d made a big enough fool of himself for one night, he took another drink and let his gaze drift back to the mirror.

      Eric was no longer dancing with the same woman. He’d moved to a corner table with friends from work. Brandy and Amy were back at their table—taking turns looking in his … or should he say … in Brianna’s direction.

      When his gaze drifted back to Bri, a part of him was surprised she hadn’t moved. Instead, she stood in the same place, sipping her drink, and watching him.

      That she hadn’t run, quietened the constant chatter in his head. He looked away from the mirror, to study her perfect complexion.

      Smooth, porcelain skin. Wide blue eyes, full lips, a sexy cleft in her chin, and a wild mane of red hair. He wanted to run his fingers through it—just to see if it was as soft as it looked.

      “I’m sorry,” he murmured when she caught him staring. “I can be a grouchy bastard.”

      Brianna laughed. “Was that what you were being? A grouchy bastard?”

      “What do you think?”

      Her gaze drifted around his face, before dropping to his chest and sliding back up. It left behind points of heat, and his body stirred, reminding him he was a healthy male.

      “You were a star on the team in high school, weren’t you?”

      He shrugged.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.” She moved on. “And an even bigger star at the university?”

      “Maybe.”

      Brianna chuckled. “Getting paid for drinking Obsidian wasn’t the only time you’ve done something like that, was it?”

      He gave a brief shake of his head but didn’t offer more.

      “What I’m trying to say is this. You’ve lived your entire life in front of cameras. People soaked up everything, taking what you gave. Your comment was a condition.”

      “Oh?”

      “A condition from the image,” she went on. “The man is still learning how to live in the real world.”

      Hugh’s breath caught, and words escaped him. She’d articulated his feelings—almost too well.

      “So, you’ve forgiven me, and are chalking it up to my being a big lug.”

      “I’m not the one who said that, but if it fits …”

      She charmed him. Something he didn’t think he’d wanted. But it felt right.

      “Are you always so blunt, Brianna?”

      A pretty blush spread across her cheekbones, and she glanced away. When she turned back, it was to face the bar.

      “What is it?” he asked, curious about her silence.

      Brianna glanced at the mirror, where Amy and Brandy had given up pretending they weren’t watching.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to⁠—”

      Hugh laid his hand over hers, cutting off her words. “Are you worried about my reputation?” He paused until she looked at him. “Or yours?”

      “But the gossip line …”

      Hugh chuckled, as he knew all about the gossip line. His sisters and mother were avid fans.

      “I don’t mind. Do you?”

      Her eyes softened, and she relaxed her hand. She’d just given him her trust. It wouldn’t last forever … but right then, it felt perfect.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Brianna slowly slid her hand from underneath Hugh’s and reached for her glass. He’d touched her twice, and each time he did, the connection between them grew a little stronger. It scared and excited her, but confused her as well. Especially now that she knew he was the one she’d been waiting for.

      “The gossip line doesn’t bother you?”

      Hugh smiled again, this one a little crooked, telling her his answer would be that of the man—and not the image.

      “Do I love being talked about?” He shrugged. “As you said, people have talked about me my entire life. Not because of who I am, but because of what I do.”

      “And now?”

      “I’m the football coach of the local university,” he sighed. “It comes with the territory.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      His eyes twinkled. “There you go again with that bluntness.”

      “Should I say I’m sorry?”

      “Why do you ask?”

      “Well, you are Amy’s cousin, and we’re good friends. Besides, I don’t mean to offend.”

      “No?” He caught a piece of her long hair and studied it. “Isn’t that the rule for a woman with such beautiful red hair?”

      Bri chuckled. “You sound disappointed.”

      “Not at all.” Each word was said with emphasis, as his long fingers slid down her hair to the very end. “You’re you. That’s nice.”

      A part of her wanted to bask in the way he was watching her. Wanted to study the piece of hair he’d touched to see if it looked as different as it felt. But the more practical side of her took a proverbial step backward.

      “You still haven’t answered my question,” she teased.

      “About the gossip line?”

      Brianna tipped her chin.

      “If I’m in public, I’ve learned it comes with the territory.”

      “I sense something behind that,” she murmured. “Is it always the image who goes out in public, and the man stays at home?”

      Hugh blushed and looked away long enough to take a drink. He hesitated, then he took another drink. She’d just about decided he didn’t intend to answer the question, when he pushed his empty glass aside, and once again met her gaze.

      “Sometimes it’s difficult to turn off the image. With you though …”

      Bri’s breath caught. She wanted to stop him from continuing. Wanted to say, never mind. Not because she didn’t want to know his answer. But the more she knew the man, the more difficult he would be to resist.

      Friends. Just friends.

      But there wasn’t a rule against flirting a little with friends, was there?

      “Never mind,” She gave him a way out. “It’s not important.”

      Hugh hesitated, and once again, he touched her. This time, he brushed her hair over her shoulder. When he did so, his gaze lingered before returning to meet hers.

      “You’re unassuming,” he replied softly, just a touch of shyness peeking out. “I like that.”

      Bri couldn’t hold back her little giggle. “You’re just happy I didn’t continue asking awkward questions about the shirtless activities you were paid for.”

      Hugh’s laughter came fast, surprising not only her but him.

      “Dance with me?”

      She wanted to say yes more than anything. Until she glanced in the mirror and noticed Brandy and Amy were still watching them.

      “Can I have a raincheck?” Bri pointed toward the mirror. “I should …”

      “Go,” he offered gently. “You can owe me.”

      “And what is it I owe you?” she teased. “A dance or another lesson about Obsidian?”

      “Maybe both. We’ll just have to see, won’t we?”

      Her heart raced, and a shiver rushed through her. All from the tenor of his sexy voice. A low, husky bass that was just a touch rough.

      “I guess we will.”

      Brianna dug inside for strength to take her glass and leave him behind. She practically floated across the floor, and the entire way felt like everyone was watching her.

      “Well, well,” Brandy hummed. “It looks like you have some news.”

      She glanced in Amy’s direction before turning back to Brandy. “News about what?”

      Brandy rolled her eyes. “You know very well what I’m talking about.”

      “It’s nothing. He called my drink a girly one. That’s all.”

      “What do you think, Ames?” Brandy asked. “Does that sound like something your cousin would do?”

      When Amy didn’t respond right away, Brianna’s heart felt like it dropped into her stomach.

      “You’re not mad that I talked to him, are you?” she asked quickly. “It was⁠—”

      Amy cut her off. “I’m not mad.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “I’m not exactly sure. Surprised, maybe.” Amy paused. “Since he’s returned to Swan Harbor, he’s been different—more closed off, I guess. Who knows, Bri? Maybe you’re good for him.”

      “I’m not looking for a relationship,” Bri hastily added.

      Amy and Brandy laughed.

      “You know you’re in Swan Harbor now, right?” Brandy asked.

      “Of course.”

      “Then you must know,” Amy picked up. “That you’re no longer in charge. If she deems it’s time for you to fall in love, you have no choice.”

      Brianna grinned. She understood Swan Harbor’s behavior better than her tablemates. After all, he was why she was here … just not to fall in love with him.

      She glanced toward the bar to see that he was still watching her. He lifted his glass as if to toast her, and winked. Then started across the floor toward the table where Eric sat.

      “You were checking out Hugh earlier, weren’t you?” Amy guessed.

      “That’s who made you giggle!” Brandy exclaimed.

      Bri took one last peek before turning toward her friends. “Well, you do have to admit, he does have a nice set of buns.”

      Brandy nodded. “Agreed!”

      Amy just shook her head. “Women have been telling him that for years. Have you seen his commercial photos?”

      “The shirtless ones?” As soon as the question was out, Brianna slapped her hand over her mouth. She hadn’t meant to say that.

      “You know about his shirtless photos?” Amy raised a brow. “Do tell.”

      Stick to the facts and not the feelings, she reminded herself.

      “Well, the bartender said …”
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        * * *

      

      Hugh crossed the floor feeling lighter than he had in a while. Was that because he’d spent a few minutes talking to someone who saw beyond the image he presented to the world? Or was it because he’d let down his guard enough to show her who he was?

      It wasn’t a question he could easily answer. But as he said his goodbyes and drove home, it lingered in the back of his mind. He’d actually enjoyed himself—and hadn’t been in a hurry to leave. Once he was home, he’d dive back into the evening … maybe.

      When he’d returned to Swan Harbor the previous summer, he’d planned on taking over a cottage that had been in his family since the early 1900s. Built by his great-grandparents, he’d always liked the feel. However, a leaky roof—in both the home and the garage—had him coming up with a new plan.

      While waiting for the construction to be completed, he’d taken an apartment at Camelot Arms. Located on the south side of town, the building was older—comfortable with no frills. It had served its purpose, but he was suddenly ready to move.

      Why is that? Until tonight, you’ve been fine.

      Hugh ignored his inner voice and unlocked the door. As soon as he pushed it open, there was a bright flash, followed by a loud pop, and then the room went dark.

      It kicked up his heartbeat enough to where he stepped back. Just enough he was no longer standing in the doorway. Yet he could still reach the light switch.

      He flipped it on. His gaze immediately going to the small table next to the kitchen. Normally it was bare. This time, in the center of the table lay a scroll.

      “Great!” he quipped. “Swan Harbor’s sending me a prop straight out of the movie National Treasure.”

      His gift was easy to ignore while he left his gym bag on the washing machine and glanced through the mail. He ignored it while he showered and pulled on a pair of cut-off sweatpants. And then he returned to the living room.

      The scroll lay in the same place, but this time it was harder to ignore. As nuts as it may have sounded, he almost felt compelled to move closer. Compelled to pull the sides apart, just to see if there was a message.

      Hugh touched it briefly, using only the tips of his fingers. When he did, it shocked him, reminding him of the current he’d felt the first time he’d touched Brianna.

      It took his breath, making him uneasy. Why? Was it because he lived in Swan Harbor, and she had a way of interfering?

      Except that wasn’t what his mother would say. She’d tell him to Listen to his heart or some other saying he’d grown up hearing. Lately though, his heart had been more of a burden than a guide.

      He hadn’t returned to Swan Harbor just because he was running from what had happened. Nor had it been for nostalgia. His reasons had more to do with something deep inside telling him it was time. There was work to be done.

      But Swan Harbor didn’t just hand out second chances. She gave responsibility to those she deemed trustworthy. Her messages came wrapped in the town’s lore, often leading to mysteries that uncovered long-buried secrets.

      When he’d first realized what it was, he’d wanted no part of it. But the longer he ignored it, the more persistent it became. Until finally, it was like a million voices were chattering all at once reminding him—he was a Simpson.

      He’d returned and couldn’t say he wasn’t glad to be back. It was nice to catch up with family, friends, and relive memories he thought he’d forgotten. But then, he’d return home from a night out, and the chatter was waiting—often louder than before.

      Running didn’t help. Nor did hockey. Lifting weights or sparring with Paddy Flanagan—the owner of Genie’s Gym—left him exhausted. But at home, the noise was always there.

      Until tonight.

      While he’d talked to Brianna, the chatter had stopped. He’d expected it to come back the moment he’d walked inside. Yet … it hadn’t. Whatever vibes the scroll put out had replaced it.

      Hugh reached for one wooden end and pulled it close. He knew what he’d find inside. A message. One that reminded him no matter how far … or how long … he tried to hide … Swan Harbor wasn’t giving up on him.

      This time, she hadn’t delivered her message quietly. In her own way, she’d told him her patience was over.

      Once more, Hugh glanced at the message and tried to push it away. But just like magnets pull toward each other, so too did the scroll.

      With very little choice, he pushed the sides apart. Written in the center were three words.

      
        
        You are hope.

      

      

      Hugh barked out a laugh. What a joke! He was just about as far from hope as you could get. Decidedly unhopeful. If anyone deserved those words, it was Bri.

      Just saying her name made him smile. It was soft and wrapped around him, making him feel … not hope per se, but something he wasn’t ready to name.

      His thoughts kept going back to her expression when she’d glanced up after searching her phone. She’d made it clear that man didn’t impress her. And, if he was truthful, that man didn’t impress him much either.

      He’d walked away from a situation he’d not understood. Hadn’t cared to understand. But now … he had choices.

      Continue along the path he’d been following to an end that seemed lonely, almost wasteful.

      Or …

      Pay attention to Swan Harbor’s message and follow where it led.

      Just like when he coached, he wanted to see all the parts of the play, knowing exactly what he wanted the outcome to be. If he took the second path, he had no control … and that was the scariest part of all.
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        Chet & Cora’s Home

        April 4

        1:00 p.m.

      

      

      Brianna settled at one of the picnic tables in Chet and Cora Simpson’s backyard. The party invitation had surprised her. But with the entire Simpson clan coming together to celebrate her nephew’s birthday, Amy had insisted.

      We need to support Sam.

      However, once Bri arrived, and the first thing she’d seen was a shirtless Hugh, she’d known there was more. Her friend had ulterior motives.

      “Brianna, dear.” Cora, Amy’s grandmother, stopped next to the table. “Would you like more lemonade?”

      Bri dutifully held up her glass, and while Cora filled it, she studied the older woman’s expression. The look in her dark eyes was unsettling—not dangerous, but the kind that whispered, Who can I fix you up with?

      “Thank you, Mrs. Simpson,” she replied. “Your party is lovely.”

      “Cora, please.” She wrinkled her nose. “Mrs Simpson just sounds so old.”

      “Age rests in the bones, not in the heart.”

      Cora hummed. “I’ve heard that saying before. I’m just not sure where.”

      “Memories like that always come back around,” Bri replied, her voice sounding tight—at least to her ear.

      “They do, don’t they?” Cora murmured almost absently, as if her thoughts were in the past. “Maybe I’ll remember soon.”

      “Maybe you will.”

      But hopefully you won’t.

      Thankfully, Cora moved away to help others, allowing Brianna to relax and regroup. It was a good thing she wasn’t always so careless with her words.

      “Have a cookie.” Brandy slid onto the bench on the other side of the table and set the plate between them. “I thought I wanted them, but …”

      “I think I’d rather take a walk,” Bri opted for. “Wanna join me?”

      Brandy shrugged, but followed her for several feet before angling them in a different direction. That’s when Bri noticed Sam and Eric sitting together in the shade. They were laughing at something, making her heart hurt. Why was love so complicated for her friends? Shouldn’t it be easy?

      They circled several groups of people and wandered toward the flower gardens in the back. After five minutes of silence, she asked the question she’d been holding in for weeks.

      “How long have you been in love with Eric?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Brandy tossed back a little too quickly.

      Brianna smirked. “We’re friends, Brandy. I know you well enough to see it written all over your face.”

      Brandy blew out a breath and stopped at the corner of the garden. She inhaled deeply and glanced over her shoulder.

      “Do you smell that?”

      “Grass and dirt?” Bri quipped, knowing exactly what was happening.

      “No,” Brandy muttered gruffly. “Life.”

      “New blooms?”

      “Partly,” Brandy agreed. “But look at this garden. The bright yellow daffodils spread cheer. Purple hyacinths sweeten the air. Cora’s tulips, hellebores, and perennials are all waking. It’s the season where everything holds promise—new buds, bright colors, and the scent of damp earth whispering of renewal.”

      “And in that part of the garden,” Bri pointed to another section. “I see lavender, lemon balm and peppermint. One for relaxation, another for stress and upset stomachs, and the last for digestion.”

      She’d tossed out the statement intending to bring the conversation back to her question. Except as soon as it came out of her mouth, she felt uncomfortable. The attention hadn’t stayed on Brandy.

      “Tell me about your relationship with Eric.”

      “I don’t have one.”

      Bri hummed. “You’re friends, right?”

      “Well, yes.”

      “Then, you have a relationship with him.” Brianna hesitated. “Just not the one you want. Is that it?”

      Brandy glanced over her shoulder, then continued walking along the garden’s edge.

      “Okay, you’re right. We’re friends, but that’s it.”

      “Do you wish there were more?”

      “I used to.” She shrugged. “But since that night at Blackbeard’s, I’ve put my energy elsewhere.”

      “Why?”

      “Eric’s a great guy. He’s always been friendly, but every time I feel like our friendship has shifted, he steps back even further. I’m tired of waiting.”

      “Is there anyone else?”

      Brandy turned sparkling eyes in her direction. “Well, a hunky guy lives not far from me. When he returns from a run, I’ve almost swallowed my tongue a time or two.”

      Brianna hesitated, causing Brandy’s grin to grow. It helped settle the meaning of the odd phrase.

      “Hugh?”

      “Of course, Hugh,” Brandy hummed. “No one else looks quite that good in tiny shorts.”

      A sliver of something raced through her at Brandy’s comment.

      “I’ll take your word for it,” Bri offered nonchalantly. “He’s single.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Bri side-eyed her friend. How had the conversation moved back to herself so quickly?

      “What are you trying to say, Brandy?”

      “Look over your left shoulder.”

      It took her several moments while she considered whether she truly wanted to do that. Somehow, she knew that whatever she saw was part of the ulterior motives.

      But with a smirk firmly planted on Brandy’s face, she couldn’t stand it any longer and glanced over her shoulder.

      “It’s just like I said. Hugh is single. He’s sitting with the guys and obviously didn’t bring a date to the party.”

      “Come on, Bri.” Brandy snickered. “I know you aren’t that dense. Hugh might not have brought a date, and he might be sitting with the guys, but he’s watching you.”

      Bri couldn’t resist taking one more look over her shoulder. Brandy was right. Hugh was watching her. Even from a distance, his stare was intense, growing more so with each passing minute.

      Her breath caught, and unconsciously she took a step toward him, only to realize what she’d just done.

      Even across the Simpson’s yard, which wasn’t small, the same current she’d felt at Blackbeard’s was there. And when their gazes met, it grew stronger, beckoning her to follow.

      “I wouldn’t read anything into that,” Bri tossed out a comment meant to convey whatever.

      “Come on, girlfriend,” Brandy teased. “You heard Amy. Maybe Swan Harbor is trying to tell you something.”

      “Like what?”

      “Oh, that’s an easy one. Listen to your heart. It always knows.”

      Wasn’t that why she was here? Because she’d listened to her heart?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Chet & Cora’s Home

        April 4

        7:00 p.m.

      

      

      As most of Cora’s parties went, this one was no different. It had started at noon, and seven hours later, it was still going strong. Family sports, which turned into a giant cookout, and then the main event—this time, Ethan’s birthday. When the crowd thinned, the younger adults gathered around the fire pit, while the older ones settled inside.

      Tonight had been the same. Except the one he’d been watching for hadn’t appeared.

      Was that his fault?

      Hugh had taken a step in her direction more than once, but something kept him from taking a second. While he wasn’t 100% sure he knew why, he could make an educated guess. He was chicken.

      Their conversation at Blackbeard’s had been easy. More than once he’d put his foot in his mouth, yet she’d forgiven him. They’d flirted, and a connection between them had formed. She’d quieted those voices for that night—and the next one as well.

      Then days passed, and gradually the voices returned. Usually at night when he was alone. He’d considered calling her. Had even considered inviting her to the new jazz club in town the night he’d met a few friends. Instead, he’d taken Brandy, and she hadn’t been shy with her questions.

      That was when he’d decided it was best to have the memory of Blackbeard’s, then risk ruining what that evening gave him. Especially since a relationship was the last thing he needed.

      But then, he’d watched her walk into Cora and Chet’s backyard. She wore a completely different clothing style from what she had on that night, and his heart had stopped. He might have tried to forget her—but it hadn’t worked.

      At Blackbeard’s she’d worn black jeans and a long-sleeve blouse. Tonight she had on a light green dress that seemed to flow around her. A tie cinched the waist, and the bottom touched the tops of her shoes. She looked like a woman who’d stepped out of another time. Yet, the style fit her.

      Hugh clenched his hands into fists, then reached for his drink. When he set it back down, he glanced at Eric, sitting to his right.

      “Do you have something to say?”

      Eric lifted a brow. “You’ve been watching her all day. Go talk to her already.”

      “Who?”

      Gabe, sitting to his left, snickered. “I wasn’t there when you met the lovely Miss Cooper at Blackbeard’s, and even I knew who Eric meant.”

      Hugh fought the need to ask where Gabe’s observation came from. Had he been looking for himself?

      He glanced from Eric to Gabe. “I’m not looking for a relationship.”

      “Who said anything about a relationship?” Gabe put out there. “Maybe it’s just for a night or two.”

      “She’s not …” His voice faded when Eric, Justin and Lee each passed money to Gabe. “What the hell?”

      Gabe gave him a cheeky grin and spread the bills apart. “This was the easiest $60.00 I’ve ever won.”

      “You were just lucky,” Eric tossed out.

      “Maybe,” Gabe conceded. “Maybe not. Personally, I believe it had something to do with my observation skills.”

      Hugh grunted. “You should share.”

      “Think again,” Gabe quipped. “This is mine.”

      “What shall we bet on next?” Eric asked.

      “You?” Hugh suggested.

      Eric frowned. “Why me?”

      “What’s the deal with you and Sam?” asked Justin.

      “I told you on the night of the sleigh ride,” Eric replied. “I’m doing Amy a favor.”

      “You did say that,” Justin agreed. “But are you still doing Amy a favor? Or is it turning into more?”

      Eric glanced around the group. “Does it matter?”

      When Eric’s gaze landed on him, Hugh held his arms up in surrender. “Don’t look at me. Ask those two lover boys.” He nodded toward Lee and Justin. “And since Amanda and Shay are coming this way, you’d better hurry.”

      “Don’t lead her on,” Lee murmured. “You don’t want to be the rebound guy.”

      “Daddy Lee.” Ethan jumped into the group, silencing the conversation. “It’s time to go home.”

      Hugh exchanged looks with Justin and mouthed, “Daddy Lee?”

      Before Justin answered, Shay slid her arms over his shoulders and pressed her temple to his. If Hugh hadn’t been watching, he wouldn’t have believed it. His cousin had truly fallen … and fallen hard.

      Lee glanced up at Amanda, and with a look, they exchanged an entire conversation. It reminded him of Eric’s comment about Amy and Shawn.

      Are you sure that’s all it reminded you of?

      His breath caught, and once again, an image of Bri danced in his head. Should he do as his cousins suggested and go find her?

      When his heart beat a little faster at the idea, he forced his attention back to Ethan’s antics. It distracted him until he saw the look Justin and Shay exchanged.

      “Told you,” Eric leaned over to whisper. “I’ve never seen that behavior between Amy and Shawn.”

      “You going to say something to her?”

      “She’s my sister,” Eric grunted. “Why would I do that?”

      “To protect your sister?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Amy can take care of herself,” Gabe replied.

      Eric’s brow rose. “Where did that come from?”

      “I just know.”

      There was a finality in his comment, but Gabe’s expression said there was more going on.

      A case had brought Lee and his partner, Gabe Ricci, to Swan Harbor more than a year ago. Once they’d solved the case, they’d stayed behind, as had their boss. Now, the second floor of Sally’s was a top of the line spy office.

      While he knew little about Gabe, Lee trusted him with his life.

      Gabe grinned. “What does Swan Harbor say about love, Eric?”

      “You might have wished you hadn’t asked,” Hugh laughed. “Eric knows more than you’d expect.”

      “Bite me,” Eric grumbled. “Listen and learn.”

      “I think I need more lemonade for this conversation. Want anything?”

      Gabe and Eric answered in the negative, giving Hugh a chance to make his escape … temporarily, anyway.
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        * * *

      

      Bri had spent the last hour playing card games with Ethan. As an after-school helper, she hadn’t minded. It kept her busy but gave her too much time to think.

      More than once she’d caught Hugh watching her, a little smile playing on his mouth. But he’d never followed through with what that smile seemed to offer.

      With Ethan gone, Bri went looking for one of her friends. When she found Brandy and Sam involved in a deep conversation, she followed the music outside.

      The air smelled like smoke, and even though sitting by a fire sounded wonderful, she didn’t want to be the only female. From there, she took a narrow path through a grouping of trees and ended up at the base of a small hill.

      The area was still close enough to hear the music, but the trees she’d just walked through blocked much of the light. It gave her a view of a dark sky that stole her breath.

      She started up the incline, feeling closer to the stars with each step. While they appeared to be within touching distance, they were really millions of miles away. A number that was almost too large for her to imagine.

      Brianna settled on the grass and leaned back on her elbows. The view reminded her of the one from her cabin, just on a much smaller scale. On her mountain, if the clouds hung low, it made her feel as if she were one with the sky.

      She hadn’t been there long when she heard footsteps. Her heart jumped before settling into a slow, steady rhythm. He’d come.

      Hugh didn’t ask if he could join her. He just settled next to her, mimicking her pose, but maintaining the silence. Was that a message in itself?

      Ten minutes stretched into fifteen, then twenty, each song blending into another. Instead of calming her, his nearness caused a yearning inside. One that had her blinking away tears.

      She was a fool and should run far away. Except, she couldn’t. He was her reason for being here, and that trumped all other feelings.

      When the song changed again, Hugh turned on his side to face her.

      “I’d like to collect now,” he murmured, his voice the same gravelly tone that caused an awareness she wasn’t sure how to handle.

      “Collect?” Bri frowned. “Collect what?”

      “From the raincheck,” he reminded her. “Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten. It would wound me.”

      Brianna’s gaze clashed with his. His expression reminded her of his asking her to dance. Reminded her of how much she’d wanted to say yes. Reminded her of when he’d said, We’ll see.

      “Since you aren’t holding an Obsidian, you must be talking about a dance.”

      “I am.”

      “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why do you want to dance?”

      “I want to dance with you,” he hesitated. “Just you.”

      Brianna’s breath came out in a loud whoosh … or at least that’s how it sounded. She lifted her head until their gazes clashed.

      Instead of asking again, Hugh stood and held out his hand. Just like the last time, her heart raced. But without hesitation, she gave him what he wanted.

      Hugh’s smile grew, and with a gentle tug, he pulled her up and into his arms.

      “How’s that?” he whispered against her temple.

      With her emotions bubbling up, her response was a hum that came from deep inside. Hesitantly, she pressed her cheek against his chest, and fought not to get too comfortable.

      He held her gently, and as much as she wanted to put him on the spot, she decided right then wasn’t the time. Being in his arms felt too good, and while it couldn’t last forever, she
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