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  Chapter One


Grace

I stood behind the circulation desk and sorted the books on the trolleys, moving  Anatomy of Crustaceans to the third-floor cart and Historical Events of 1810 Minneapolis to the fourth-floor one. Kelly had a habit of just tossing books wherever, leaving me to sort them. Not that I minded.
There were a lot for this early in the semester. It was my third at Ridder U, and I’d managed to catch up over the summer so I would be a senior and graduate with the rest of the people my age. The summer sessions had been tough, but they were totally worth it.
At first, I thought it had been a mistake coming back to Minnesota. Everyone I knew was grown and gone. Or had moved on with their lives. I’d visited my hometown two hours north as soon as I’d gotten back. Nothing had changed, but everything had.
The evidence of that was even more prominent here at Ridder. I’d seen him on campus two days after classes started in January. He was so different and still the same boy. His dark brown hair was shorter than it used to be, and he had a thin beard barely covering his sharp jaw. I wasn’t sure if he’d gotten taller or if he’d just grown out of the baby fat, but he had to be at least six feet now. And he looked happy. His smile was infectious, and I felt it across the quad. The guys and women around him must have felt it too, based on their own grins.
I spent the rest of the semester avoiding him on campus, even though I watched every single hockey game. He played so well. I just wasn’t ready to face him, to see if he even remembered my name.
A large tome dropped onto the cart, narrowly missing my hands. I glanced up at Kelly, who blew a bubble with her gum. Sweet wintergreen scent filled the air. The first thing I learned about her was her hatred of bad breath when she shoved a mint into my hand.
“There’s a system.” I picked up the title. History of Guam, that belonged on the fourth-floor cart. It was already full and ready for re-shelving.
“Yeah, you have a system for everything.” Kelly smirked and flipped her blond hair over her shoulder with a perfectly manicured nail. Kelly’s color of choice: Ridder U blue and gold. Football season was underway, and her boyfriend Hickney played center. Go Beavers. “I’ll man the desk. You can do your thing.”
I lifted my eyebrows. Kelly and I had only worked together a week, and she already knew what I preferred. Re-shelving books was one of my favorite things to do at the library. There was something calming about putting things back where they belonged. “Thanks, Kelly. Are you working tomorrow?”
“No, Jim is on. Why?” She busied herself separating the pens from the pencils into different holders. Kelly hated the pencil lead on the ballpoints. The pens would smear the lead before writing and sometimes not work at all.
“Just wondering,” I said as my heart sank. Jim was not my favorite person. He thought the library was just something to do, and he thought the stacks were just another place to make out. This was just a job for him. It wasn’t for me. Libraries were my safe place.
I used the strength in my legs to power the heavy cart toward the elevator, and my mood lifted. A few students dodged out of my way as the wheels squeaked despite the gray carpeting. The fourth level was always quiet and a great place to just lose myself for a while. Nobody would look for me.
Nobody ever did.
The elevator doors opened, and I shoved the trolley into the empty car. Just as they started to close, I saw him. Nolan’s dark hair and warm brown eyes stared back at me through the narrowing gap. I wanted to duck my head, avoid his gaze, but I couldn’t stop staring at him. I still saw the boy I knew, but this was a man I didn’t.
Even if they had the same handsome face.
The doors closed, and he was gone.

Nolan

"Don’t be a pussy,” I said as I looked down at the requirements for the research paper due in two weeks. My teammate strolled along beside me, contemplating the meaning of his life. And by life, I meant getting laid. “But she won’t say no unless you ask her. Take her to Carter’s or just out for coffee, Linden.”
“Easy for you to say. If you asked her, she’d fall on her knees to go out with you.”
I closed my notebook on the paper and stared at him. “She’s not my type.”
“Yeah, because she’s a brunette.” Linden shook his head. His crooked front tooth appeared as he grinned. It was amazing he hadn’t lost that in a fight on the ice. Linden was pure brute force the minute a game started. Nothing got in his way. “You only date redheads.”
Translation: You don’t date a lot. It wasn’t true, not really. I’d dated Cara for a better part of two years. Yeah, she was a redhead, but she was sweet and actually gave a shit about other people. Unfortunately, I wasn’t quite what she wanted. We clicked, but just not quite right. She dumped me after our sophomore year when she left for a semester overseas. I was sad, but not heartbroken.
Linden pointed to the elevator as the doors closed. “Like that chick. You should ask her out.”
I glanced over and froze.
That wasn’t possible. It just wasn’t. That red hair, those freckles, the dimple I knew would appear the minute she smiled.
There was no fucking way Grace Addison was in that elevator. The door closed, and I stared at my funhouse-mirrored image.
I stepped back and stared at the ancient hand that rotated slowly past each number before stopping at four. It stayed there for a long moment before starting back toward the three. I wasn’t about to wait for the elevator. If that was Grace, I had to find her. I had to get to the fourth floor.
“Man, are you okay?” Linden asked.
I ignored him.
“Thomas? You good?” A hint of panic hit his voice. Linden wasn’t a pussy, but he gave a damn about his teammates. As much as I appreciated his concern, I had bigger things on my mind.
“Fine.” I patted his shoulder and looked toward the stairs. Four floors? No problem. “I’ll talk to you later, man. Just… ask Margot out. She likes hockey players.”
“Yeah, okay.” He started to say something else, but I was already halfway to the stairs.
I took them two at a time, barely winded when I got to the door marking the fourth floor. There was no way it was Grace. She’d disappeared faster than smoke on the wind just after our junior year. Just after we’d crossed that line from friends to so much more. There was no sign of her either. No text, email, social media message, nothing. She was just gone.
Taking a deep breath to calm my racing heart, I pushed the door open. The fourth floor wasn’t as busy as the second or third. I’d actually never been to it. As a social services major, most of the books I needed were on the second floor. I’d been to the third floor for a philosophy class I’d mistakenly thought would be an easy A, but other than that, I hadn’t ventured higher.
The floor was dark. I stepped out and into the stacks. The lights came on as I moved, lighting my way. God bless automation.
And that gave me an idea. Instead of searching for the Grace lookalike, I stopped at the end of a row and stared at the ceiling. Across the long room, a lone light shone above the stacks. Bingo.
I walked slowly, not sure if it was to keep from scaring her or to calm the hitch in my heartbeat.
It just couldn’t be Grace.
I’d looked for her everywhere online, but she was gone.
I’d gone to her house every day after she didn’t come back from summer camp where she’d worked as a counselor. After a week, a for sale sign was up and the house was emptied.
It was like she went into witness protection.
I made my way through the stacks, glancing down each aisle until I saw her red hair curling down her back. She stretched on her toes as she pushed a book into a space on a higher shelf. I stopped and watched like a creeper. Her mint green button-down shirt lifted enough that a small sliver of creamy white skin above her tight white jeans. She sucked on her lower lip while she concentrated.
I wanted to pull her against me.
“Gracie?” I asked softly, not wanting to scare her.
The book fell from her hand. She turned toward me, her eyes widened, and a bead of sweat trickled down her temple. Her eyebrows furrowed into a deep V. She inhaled, pushing her hands down against an invisible force. Her tongue licked her upper lip.
“Hi, Nolan.”







  
  Chapter Two


Grace

My chest constricted, and a lump filled my throat. I’d seen him on the ice during a game, but my seats were near the ceiling. I’d seen him around campus with his friends. I’d seen him with his girlfriends. It was easier to keep my distance. 
Sometimes I wondered if he even remembered me.
“You’re here?” His voice hitched. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. I wanted to wrap my arms around him, and I wanted to run. His warm brown gaze darted over my features. “You’re really here? Did you start this semester? Did you know I was here?”
I forced air into my lungs, but I wasn’t able to say anything. My phone buzzed in my pocket. “Sorry, I need to see if that’s…” I pulled it out and looked at the screen. “I’m sorry. I need to get to the front desk. Kelly needs me.”
His shoulders curved in. He pressed his lips together and nodded once. “What time do you get off? I … I’d like to talk.”
This was what I was afraid of the most. Nolan wouldn’t understand my grandmother’s decisions. I still didn’t, but I had no choice except to accept what she did. But those eyes, that crooked smile he always got whenever he was truly happy, I missed him so much.
“Grace?” His voice was gentle, soft, not quite a demand and not quite a question.
“At six.” I swallowed hard. “My shift ends at six tonight.”
“Can we talk then?” His lips curled into a smile when I nodded. “I’ve got so much to tell you.”
My phone buzzed again, and I glanced at it. Kelly’s boyfriend had gotten hurt on the football field, and she needed to go. I shook it at Nolan and grabbed my cart. His hands fell next to mine, his body so close I could almost feel his skin on mine. I wanted to slow my racing heart, and I wanted it to sprint. It had been too long since I’d felt like this. The only time I experienced anything like this was with him. Always him.
“I can’t believe you’re here,” he whispered.
“I can get this.” I pushed the cart toward the abandoned circulation desk, and his new strength powered it along faster.
Nolan smiled and glanced down. “We were always better together.”
My heart shattered into a million pieces. My hands fell off the bar, and Nolan rolled it behind the desk by himself. “We were kids.”
“Yeah, but we’re not kids anymore, Gracie.” He came around to stand in front of me. “I always wondered…” He shook his head and lifted his hands toward mine. “We’ll go to Chester’s Diner after you get off. Burgers and milkshakes. You still dip your fries in your boring vanilla shake?”
A small laugh burst from my lips. “You remember that?”
“I remember everything
Nolan
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