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For the readers who want 



forehead kisses and naughty backrubs, 



I give you Hunter.
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Mimi Flood is a Kobo Emerging Writer Prize finalist mom of two who spent way too much time studying films when she should have been writing them! She lives in Montreal with her family. 
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The Road Less Taken





Hunter




The lavender-infused air blends with a mix of sweat and perfume. The class is mostly women today, which isn’t rare, and though I’d normally not mind the extra estrogen surrounding me, today it gets under my skin and every single temptation is excruciating.

I try to focus on my breathing, on the stretch of my muscles and the way the endorphins release into my bloodstream, but Jenn’s moans keep distracting me.

Listen to the sounds of the chirping birds and bubbling brook, I remind myself. Hear them. Feel them.

The soft hum of meditative music fills my studio, a space I’ve built with patience, purpose and more than a few sore muscles. Soon, I’m back in my Zen-like trance, whispering instructions to my yogis, enjoying the sunlight streaming in through the windows on Main Street, warming the polished bamboo floors and casting golden halos around the students.

“And release,” I say with a deep shuddering breath, dropping to my mat. “In your own time, come to a seated position.”

I hear a few cracks and groans as my students come to sit on their mats, and we end the class with some deep breathing and guided meditation.

“Great work today, everyone,” I say, opening my eyes. “Remember—progress isn’t about perfect poses. It’s about showing up for yourself. Be proud of that.”

They gather their things, some linger to chat, and I move to the door, saying goodbye to the ones who leave with a serene smile, answering a few questions about modifications and breathing techniques.

Jenn—with two n’s—prowls across the room toward me like a panther, her blond hair swinging from side to side.

“Hunter, that was an amazing class,” she coos in a southern drawl. She claims she’s just moved to Oakwhite Bay from Texas, but her accent sometimes slips, and I’m sure I hear hints of Californian. Jenn’s been a regular at my yoga studio Ohm-Azing for six months and has never missed a session. She’s also never missed an opportunity to stand a little too close to me, either.

She tucks a loose strand of hair behind her ear and rests a baby-pink manicured hand on my forearm. “I think I’m finally getting the hang of the crow pose. But I could use a private lesson to really perfect it.”

The invitation in her smile and the glint in her blue eyes suggest more than yoga.

Ever the gentleman, I grin, slipping my arm away with the same fluid grace I have when transitioning between poses. “You’re doing great, Jenn. Honestly, you don’t need private lessons. Maybe you should trust yourself more. The strength is already there.”

She pouts playfully. “Or maybe I need some hands-on guidance?”

“If you think you do, I’m sure I can find someone to help. How about Sandrine?”

“Ugh, no offense to Sandy, but I’d be more comfortable with you.”

She steps close enough that her heavy vanilla scent stings my nostrils. I meet her gaze with a kindness that leaves no room for misinterpretation.

“I appreciate the offer, but I keep my focus on the practice when I’m teaching.”

For a second, Jenn hesitates, but then she exhales a dramatic sigh and flashes a sheepish grin. With a furtive glance around the empty room, she shuts the door, and my stomach lurches. This is getting uncomfortable.

“Hunter, you’re single and hot as fuck. And I’m a hot, single girl. The math is pretty simple.” She plants her hands on my chest, tracing my pecs before skimming down to my stomach. “Mm, you’re nice and firm. Just like I imagined.”

I have to admit—I love the feel of her hands on me. It’s been months since a woman has touched me this way. But when she hooks her fingers beneath my shirt, I grab her wrists. “Jenn, this isn’t going to happen.”

She jerks her hands back, her eyes narrowed. “Why not?”

“First of all, I don’t date clients.”

“Who said a thing about dating?” She tilts her head and raises an eyebrow.

“Okay, then. I don’t have physical relationships of any kind with my clients.”

“Then I quit. There, I’m not your client anymore.”

“Secondly, I’m abstinent.”

“You’re a virgin?” she asks with a grimace, and assuming she’s kidding, I laugh, but her expression says otherwise.

“Abstinent means not having sex,” I explain.

“Like, today or…?”

“Or any day.”

“With anyone?”

I shake my head. “With anyone.”

“But… that seems like such a shame to waste all of this,” she says, pointing at me.

“I’m all right with it.”

“Wait. Are you making this up?”

“No, Jenn. I’m not making this up.”

She lets out a long exhale, assessing me with her steadfast stare. “Okay, so you can’t have sex. Whatever.” She shrugs and then ties her hair up. “What if I just give you a blowjob?”

I choke back my surprise, then bite my lip. There’s no denying the very real effect her offer has on me, especially as it’s been months since I had sex. Especially when she licks her pretty pink lips.

I wonder if I could… No, Hunter. You can’t.

I open the door, then take her hand. “Jenn, I think it’s best for both of us if you leave.”

“Ugh, fine. Can’t blame a girl for trying,” she says.

“See you next class?” I ask, even though this is awkward. I don’t want to be in this predicament again, but I’d rather not lose a paying customer.

In a lighthearted way, she rolls her eyes. “Yeah, yeah. I’ll be here. Where else would I go? You’re the only studio in town.”

As she walks out, I sigh and run a hand through my hair. I love my work and the community I’ve fostered over the past years, but sometimes, being the calm voice of reason has its challenges. And being the hot yoga teacher—their words, not mine—is one of those challenges. Still, I wouldn’t trade any of it for the world.

Once, Jenn’s flirtation would have led us into the storage room. But that’s not me anymore. My endless need to bury my emotions in sex is why I’m abstinent now.

I clean the room up, ignoring my serious case of blue balls, and remind myself that this is another day, another chance to help people find balance, on and off the mat. And to help myself in return.

After prepping for the next session, I walk out and cross the studio, bumping into Sandrine, who watches me with a curious glare. 

“Good class?” One of her dark eyebrows is arched in a way that says she witnessed what happened with Jenn.

“It was all right,” I answer, but don’t give her the chance to probe any further by turning my attention to the few clients nearby and offering them my best smile. “Isn’t your class about to start?” I ask. 

She shakes her head, but takes the hint and steps into the studio to set up, while I make my way to the front desk.

The day has been a quiet one, dwindling down with our last Pilates class, so I busy myself with some paperwork, then focus on figuring out this weekend’s swim lesson schedule at the community pool. But no amount of work keeps my thoughts from drifting to Jenn and what she was offering to do.

Since the new year, I’ve been on this spiritual journey and strengthening my yogic discipline by practicing the five yamas. I’ve customized them a little, increasing the focus on keeping sensual activities to a minimum, or in this case, zero. And I was doing well all things considered. But with Oakwhite Bay brimming with stunning tourists and college girls looking for short-term summer flings, I’m having trouble not letting my physical senses take over. 

I flew through the other phases; being honest and not violent were a breeze, but this celibacy thing is proving more difficult than I anticipated. This may be the hardest thing I’ve ever done, at least on a spiritual level, and having beautiful women like Jenn bending over in front of me, throwing themselves at me, doesn’t help. 

But my life isn’t what it used to be. Certain changes have made it necessary for me to adjust so I could continue on this path. 

And I need to see this through and make this work. If not now, then it won’t ever happen. 

After all, a promise is a promise, self-made or otherwise. And I refuse to let this be one more promise I don’t keep.




      [image: ]Celia




“Good evening, night owls. You’re listening to Moonlight with Marlowe. Tonight, we’re talking love, loss, longing, and that awful big thing called loneliness. I’ve heard it all; nothing’s too heavy for the moonlight. So, call me and let’s find the words together.”

Marlowe’s soft radio voice fills the car, and my eyes grow heavy. Opening the window all the way, I take a deep inhale of evening air, hoping it wakes me up.

I dart a glance over my shoulder at the back seat where Ella snoozes, her head lolled to the side, her curls an ebony curtain draped over her face. No matter how many times I tucked the small, baby-pink sweater between the belt and her, the seatbelt still cuts into her neck. She doesn’t seem to mind though, her eyes fluttering from her dreams.

What I wouldn’t give to sleep without a care in the world. But I don’t think I’ve had one solid night’s sleep in months. Not since the separation, that’s for sure.

“Hi, Marlowe. Love your show,” the first caller says.

“And I love you, Caller. What’s on your mind tonight?”

“Well, this is sort of hard for me to talk about. It’s just so… fresh. I’m going through a bad separation.”

“You and me both,” I whisper under my breath.

“We were together for fifteen years. Have two kids—eight and twelve. And it’s been tough on them. But to be honest, it was time we were over…”

If not for the caller’s southern accent, we could be twins. I listen to her confess about the ending of her marriage, how she feels, and a random connection to her grows in my chest.

“So many people say I rushed into ending it. That I should give him another chance. What do you think?”

“Do you still love him?” Marlowe asks.

The caller’s sigh fills the airwaves, fills my car, and I feel her hesitation deep down. 

“A little. I guess. He is the father of my children.”

“And he’ll always be. But that doesn’t mean he has to be your husband. In the end, you’re the one who must decide whether your happiness is worth jeopardizing for the sake of others.”

Marlowe’s words hit me as if she were sitting in the passenger seat talking to me. With a deep sigh, I shut the radio off. The last thing I need is a reminder of my failed marriage and of the massive decision still looming over my head.

A soft mist of fog spreads over the dark road ahead, and the smell of salt hangs heavy in the air, welcoming me to Oakwhite Bay. Welcoming me to what I used to call home.

The other companion in this car—the tight ball of anxiety in my chest—grows larger the farther we get from California, which is strange. You’d think having an entire continent between me and my husband would make me feel better. Instead, the nearer I get to the Bay, the more my homecoming feels like a gigantic mistake.

Once I exit the highway, I turn onto Main Street, which divides the town in two—north and south. It’s a little past nine p.m., but the town is already deadly silent. A complete contrast to Pasadena. In the distance, I hear the waves kissing the sandy beach, and suddenly I’m a kid again, brought back to a simpler time.

We drive past City Hall, the fire station with its original red wooden garage doors. One of the few signs of the town’s modernization is Mr. Walton’s former apothecary, which is now a CVS. Most of the buildings with their brick siding and droopy awnings survived, but something feels different, and I’m not sure if it’s because of my fifteen-year absence or something deeper.

Heading north up Fourth Avenue from Main, I take a left on Maple Street, and my grandmother’s house calls out to me like a lighthouse, with its white siding, faded yellow shutters, and bright green door. Though the sun went down an hour ago, a faint glow remains that dots the end of the dark street.

I pull into the driveway and kill the engine, finding the sudden quiet jarring after hours of highway driving.

“Are we there yet?” Ella asks, her tiny, groggy voice making me smile.

“We’re here, baby.” I step out, tugging her heavy body from the backseat.

At the door, Ella clings to me, so I struggle to get the stubborn key into the lock. After a few of her giggles, I get the door open with a grunt.

No one’s been in here for months, and a damp, old, musty smell greets us. The house has been a rental for a while, and looks clean enough, but I’m not sure what’s waiting in the bedrooms, so I lay Ella down on the floral-printed couch, covering her body with her sweater. Glad she’s already drifted back to sleep; I kiss her forehead and then walk into the kitchen.

I flip the light switch, grab a glass from the cupboard, then turn on the tap without letting the water run, and fill it. The first sip tastes of sand, and I hurry to spit it into the sink, but I’m too thirsty and chug the rest of it down.

Leaning against the counter, I take in the house’s state. It’s in decent shape, and it shouldn’t take me too long to get it ready to sell. Grandma left it to me when she moved to Florida with her boyfriend last year, and I’ve been renting it out since, scheduling a cleaner to come in after the renters leave.

Littered with tchotchkes, the kitchen shelves bow as if struggling under their weight. I once found the knickknacks cute and thought they gave the house character, but now they make it seem cluttered and old. Which likely explains the meager number of renters we’ve had.

I notice the peeling paint and what looks like small cracks in the ceiling and release a heavy sigh. Maybe the work ahead is a tad more than I was prepared for and an added burden I don’t really need right now on top of everything else. 

Fighting to not get overwhelmed, I find a jar of tea in the cabinet and set the kettle on the gas range. While I wait for the water to boil, I return to the living room and crack open the large wooden chest, pulling out a familiar brown and orange knitted blanket and spreading it over Ella. I brush some of her jet-black hair from her face, and a lump of emotion sticks in my throat. She’s a trooper for handling the way her life has changed over the last few months. I wish I’d been as brave as she is when I was six. Hell, I wish I were as brave now.

The whistling kettle calls me back to the kitchen. I make a cup of black tea, huffing when I don’t find any sugar. Sipping my hot, bitter drink, I walk out onto the front porch and let the peaceful silence around me ease some of my stress.

Bats fly by, disappearing into the trees, and a breeze drifts over the neighbor’s fence, hitting my skin, making me shiver. 

Summer in Oakwhite is never too hot or muggy, which suits me fine. Surviving winters here is a completely different ball game. But as of now, I’m not sure where we’ll be come wintertime. As Grandma used to say, I’ll cross that bridge when there’s a bridge to cross.

I swallow down the last sip of tea and return inside, washing the cup in the sink, then go out to get our suitcases from the SUV. The trunk pops open, and I glance around at the familiar homes. So much has changed since I moved away all those years ago. The houses are all updated, painted in muted pastel shades, with their front yards perfectly landscaped. 

I look back and grimace. When did Grandma’s house become the ugly house on the block?

My thoughts wander to how things used to be when I lived here. How I would hang out with my former best friend, Tina Nolan. I wonder what she has been doing for the past fifteen years and whether she’s doing well. But memories of the past resurface, making me shake my head. 

No, I don’t care what she’s up to or how she’s doing.

A shiny black Audi sits in the driveway across the street and piques my curiosity. I wonder who it belongs to, what they’re like. I know I’ll find out soon enough. From what I remember about how it used to be, neighbors here are nosy and don’t keep to their private bubbles for too long. By tomorrow morning, they’ll likely be knocking at my door, welcoming me back.

The ball of anxiety returns.

I refuse to worry about that on top of everything else. For now, I need to focus on unpacking, on shoving my crap into my grandmother’s tiny house. 

I mean, technically, I don’t even need to unpack the car this instant. I’m on my own. Something I’ve never been. I went from my parent’s house to a dorm and have lived with Robert ever since. This is my first chance at independence, to do whatever I want. I could put my feet up and just be. The thought fills me with thrilling confidence, but also a gaping hole of panic.

When I get inside, Ella is in the kitchen, rubbing her eyes. “Momma, I’m hungry.”

“Want some cereal?” I settle the heavy box onto the kitchen table and dig into it, pulling out some Cheerios, then find her a bowl. “You’ll need to eat them dry.”

“I don’t like dry,” Ella complains.

“I know, sweetheart, but I don’t have any milk and the store’s not open.”

“The store is always open, Momma.”

I smile, then crouch down and run a hand over her hair. “Stores here aren’t like in California. But I promise we’ll go get everything we need in the morning.”

She glances outside, and I cut her off before she argues.

“Come on. Grab a seat.” I pull out a chair and slide the bowl over, then take out my phone to start a list for the market.

In Hallstead, the town neighboring Oakwhite, I picked up some basics, but other than non-perishables and some cereal, I didn’t get much and forgot the milk. We’ll need to stock the fridge at Porter’s, the tiny grocer in town, but the idea of bumping into someone I used to know has my stomach twisting. I’d drive out to Hallstead and hit up the Wal-Mart just to avoid any awkward run-ins.

Ella holds up two Os to her eyes. “Look, Momma. I’m a Minion!”

Her giggle turns into a hearty laugh, and blame it on my exhaustion from driving all day, but I join in, some of the worry lifting from my all too tense shoulders.

I pop a Cheerio into my mouth and stroke her cheek, smiling, reminding myself that whatever happens next, I’m sure we’ll be all right.
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Something New







Hunter


The world wakes, and the sun peeks over the horizon behind the homes around mine, filling the sky with subdued shades of blue and purple, but the air is warm and humid. The ocean-bound birds fly above me, and I keep my gaze focused on the house across the street.

Since Grandma Collins moved away last year, the house has stood eerily still. Renters have come and gone, but none of them stayed longer than a few days. A week at most.

I wonder who’s renting this time and if it’ll become a living, breathing organism as it once was, one that takes in and spits out the tourists passing through Oakwhite.

Only today is different. There’s a huge U-Haul trailer hitched to the dark blue SUV parked in the driveway. The car wasn’t there when I came home last night, so they arrived during the night.

I take a deep inhale, letting the air fill my lungs, then hold my breath while standing on one leg. My stomach rumbles, desperate for the breakfast I haven’t had yet. I release my breath and switch legs. While the sky transforms, and the sunlight dives over the house across the street, bathing mine, I smile and hold tree pose for another ten-second breath. Lowering myself to the ground, I do three more sun salutations, welcoming the day ahead, then sit cross-legged and remain still, shutting my eyes, focusing on my breath.

The loud chime from my phone makes me flinch. Guess I didn’t mute it. I ignore the interruption, returning to my meditation, but it rings a second time.

Releasing my breath, I stretch out and grab it.


Spencer


It’s settled. We’re exposing the wall!




I could reply and argue, but now that I’ve been out-voted two-to-one by my business partners, also known as my best friends, I don’t bother. Pressing my lips together, I put the phone down and accept the fact that the renovations at the brewery will take longer than I’d planned. I ignore the dwindling deadline of the grand opening hovering over me, and after a final sun salute and a namaste, I put away my things.

Sipping my kale smoothie, I stand at the bay window and stare at the Collins house again. I hope the new residents aren’t a loud family that spend their time arguing and slamming doors.

Don’t get me wrong; I love kids. They’re not the ones I have problems with. It’s the obnoxious parents who treat their kids like lesser beings. The ones that come to my weekend swim classes at the community pool, who bring their dysfunctional relationships along with their kids’ water-wings and sunscreen. I could do without the drama. The kids deserve better.

A woman steps out of the house, dressed in jean shorts, a light pink tank top and some flip-flops. A darker pink paisley handkerchief bandana holds back her jet-black hair. She’s short, not too thin, with generous hips and a perfect ass that steals my breath away before I tear my eyes from it.

She’s pissed at the trailer, and stops what she’s doing, slamming her arms to her sides. Her shoulders rise and fall with her exasperated exhale, and after what looks like a few long cleansing breaths, she jiggles the finicky lock open and leans in, pulling out a large box, then returns to the house. 

Suddenly, I picture her toned arms wrapping around my neck, and her legs wrapping around my waist…

Shit. I drag a hand down my face, running away from temptation and head to the bathroom for a shower. 

This is what abstinence does to me. The past months have been difficult, but these last few days have been hell on earth. I’m not sure if it’s the stress building over the last few weeks, dealing with one issue after another at the brewery, but I’m struggling to rein in my emotions. And my needs. 

Even twenty-minutes spent meditating under the icy stream to ignore my hard-on does nothing, so I return to the living room to gaze through the window. 

Shamefully, my breath quickens when the neighbor reappears. No matter how many boxes she carries from the trailer, the cargo never seems to lessen. This is definitely more than a short-term thing. It’s like she’s moving her life into that house.

On her third trip, she stops and bends over the flower beds to tear out some weeds. Her shorts stretch over her round ass, drawing my eyes, and again, I regret looking. Her movements are elegant, like a dancer, but they’re also strong and confident.

Hypnotized, I lose myself watching her. 

I should leave. I should get ready for work. But then she stands up and wipes her hands over her ass, and my eyes stay glued to her as they follow her to the side of the house. She turns the hose on and bends over and…

“Holy shit!” I groan, my voice thick.

She’s drinking water from the fucking hose. A lifelong fantasy since I was a kid, now it’s unraveling right before my eyes. But I’m too weak to resist and give in, justifying what I’m about to do by telling myself six months without jerking off is one hell of a long streak. I reach a hand into my pants, circle my stiff cock and pump, my eyes never tearing away from my gorgeous neighbor.

The water splashes over her full lips, dripping down her chin, wetting her top. I know she’s a stranger, and this is wrong, but that makes it so much hotter. Forget the months of self-imposed celibacy—not heading over there to hit on her is the hardest challenge I’ve ever faced.

She shuts the hose and coils it back onto the support, then wipes her chin with the back of her hand. She rips the bandana off, shaking out her hair with her fingers, and glances toward my house. The longer she stares my way, the more I worry she sees what I’m doing. But from this angle, and through the opaque curtains, it’s unlikely, so I keep going.

She stretches her arms above her head, her top sliding up, revealing a tiny belly button that sits above a short, light brown line that runs along her lower waist. A scar.

My gaze travels up her body, and lands on her breasts, noting the way her hard nipples cut through her tank. When she drops her head back, rolling it from side to side, it’s as if her body is calling out to my tongue, and I’m struck with profound thirst. Small silver hoops hang from her earlobes. Earlobes I picture myself nibbling on. She exhales so heavily, I feel it all the way across the street, and it sinks straight into my heart.

Next, she bends over once more, combing her fingers through her hair before retying the handkerchief. She flips her head back, adjusting the kerchief, but something feels unexpectedly familiar. Like an intense sense of déjà vu.

As if my earlier meditation and my razor-sharp focus from jerking off have smashed together, the realization crashes down on me all at once.

Clear as the bright blue sky, I know who my neighbor is.

Fuck. 

“Can’t be.”

The woman of my teenage dreams. A face I never expected to see again, but always dreamed of.

The instant her name tumbles into my brain—a name that has always painted my memories with sunlight and joy—my body tenses, my balls tighten, and I come, an earth-shattering release in my hand.

Celia Collins. Gorgeous, unattainable, older-than-me Celia Collins is back in Oakwhite Bay. And not just back, but living across the street?

This cannot be happening.

I can’t be this lucky.

Lucky? This isn’t luck, Hunter. This is a goddamn curse.
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I’m aware that the three boxes piled in my arms are too much. Two would have been safer. But after the horrible night’s sleep on my grandmother’s lumpy old bed, I’m so exhausted, I just want to unload our stuff and be done with it. Then perhaps I could figure out the rest of my day. Make that figure out my life.

I’d give anything to start the day with a bath, but irritation consumes me when I remember the messy, soap scum mess. The sight of the original claw-footed tub, the one that washed away so many summers of sand castles and mud pies, brought a contented sigh from me last night, but that was before I looked more closely. The sorry state of it only reminds me of the enormous task I’ve set for myself and ignites a small regret about this so-called brilliant plan I had.

Am I a complete idiot for moving us across the country? Maybe Robert was right—maybe this is the biggest mistake I’ve ever made.

I aim for the front steps, knowing they’re there, even if I don’t see them, and lean toward the left. I’ve climbed this staircase up to the house a million times before. All five steps.

But that was before Grandma put a fucking garden gnome at the corner of the first step. A loud curse tumbles from my mouth when my foot meets the stone statue, and an aching throb pulses up my leg. Because of course I’m wearing stupid flip-flops.

Time slows down, and I know I’m falling over. The boxes slip from my grasp, crashing to the ground, crunching beneath their weight. Instinct thrusts my hands out in front of me to break my fall, and I shut my eyes, flinching, anticipating the pain.

Only pain never comes.

Instead, I’m jerked backward, crashing against something… hard. Very hard… And warm… That smells of the beach with a hint of… sunscreen?

I haven’t crashed into something. It’s someone.

A man.

A man with really solid muscles, to be precise.

My eyes fly open.

The stranger holding me is so tall I have to drop my head back to look up at him. The sun hits the back of his head, creating an angelic halo, but it also blinds me, turning his face into nothing more than a dark blob. Blinking until my vision adjusts, I take a step back, my savior’s hands slipping away from my hips.

My hero is… stunning. He’s so fucking pretty, there’s no way he’s real. Almost translucent, his eyes are remarkable turquoise-blue. He has wavy, sandy blond hair that sits on his head like a hat and is held back by a dark green headband. And I swear his jaw is so sharp it could cut glass. His looks don’t just steal my breath away; they rip it right out of my body.

And somehow, the pain in my foot gets shoved to the back of my mind.

“Are you all right?” he asks, his voice warm like dripping caramel as his frown splits his eyes with a deep slit.

The crick in my neck reminds me that my head is still tilted backward, and with a cough, I straighten up and glance down at my foot, zeroing in on my poor baby toe, which is now dark, purplish red. The sight snaps me back to reality and unleashes a fresh surge of pain that shoots up my leg with stinging spasms.

“Ooh! Shit! No. Nope. Not all right.” I hobble to the steps, noticing my hero’s large hand cradling my elbow as he helps me to the staircase.

Driven by hope that his good looks will once again anesthetize the pain, I glance up. Sadly, the stinging is too intense, and his handsome face does nothing but make the blood rush vigorously through my veins. As a result, my toe pulsates like Fred Flintstone’s.

“Is it okay if I run inside and get you some ice?” the tall stranger asks with deep dimples and a wide, boyishly charming grin.

The house is a disaster. I can’t let him see it. “Don’t worry about it,” I say. “I just need to stay off it for a little while.”

This guy is at least six feet tall, maybe more, and crouches down in front of me, bringing his eyes level with mine. He laces his fingers, resting his hands between his knees, and I notice his strong, thick thighs straining against his light-brown shorts. “You don’t remember me, do you?”

My head snaps up. “Should I?” An uneasy feeling settles in my stomach.

I’d remember such a perfect specimen of a human, wouldn’t I?

“I thought you might.” Quietly, he stares at me with a slightly hurt expression behind his smile.

I rifle through my memories, frowning. I must look hilarious because he grins, dropping his eyes to the ground.

“Don’t worry about it. It’s been a long time.”

The way he cocks his mouth to the side and his innocent shrug triggers something tucked away in the recesses of my mind. “No way…” My jaw drops. “Hunter?”

His deep, mature laugh sounds nothing like the young, nerdy, not to mention, scrawny kid I used to know. Then again, I haven’t seen Hunter in almost twenty years. Back when he wore braces and had early onset acne. And weighed less than a hundred pounds soaking wet. Now, he definitely weighs more…

“Oh, my… Wow.” My eyes unwittingly drop to his crotch, as if they don’t know where else to focus, but then swiftly shoot back up, realizing I shouldn’t be looking there, either. “You grew up.”

“That’s usually what happens,” he replies with a subtle wink.

How is his voice so damn deep? 

His hypnotic grin leaves me ridiculously stunned, but then his hand finds my bare knee, and his smooth fingers ignite my already warm skin.

“So, since you know who I am, want me to get you that ice?”

He’s ten years younger than you, Celia. Stop staring!

I force myself to blink and clear my throat. “Sure. I guess it’s fine.”

He bolts up the stairs, heading inside, and I listen to him moving effortlessly around the kitchen, then the crack of the ice tray. A few seconds later, he’s by my side again, and without hesitation, he takes my ankle, slowly sliding off my flip-flop, then settles my foot on his thigh. 

Lightly pressing a towel filled with ice over my baby toe, he meets my gaze, barely biting down on his lower lip.

“Does that feel good?” he asks, the velvet timbre of his voice poking at my insides and drying out my mouth.

Celia, you sick freak! You used to read him bedtime stories!

The reminder dumps a bucket of ice water down my back, and I scratch my neck. “Yeah. You’re fine—I mean, it’s fine.”

Sliding the ice to the underside of my toe, Hunter smiles, and fuck my conscience; I can’t stop staring! He’s like the Loch Ness monster—too good to be true, unbelievably real, and when you see it, you’re too stunned to look away.

“So, you still live in Oakwhite?” I ask, unable to come up with anything more interesting to say.

He shifts the ice pack a smidge. “I moved away while I was at Columbia, but came back a few years ago. I work at the yoga studio in town.”

“You’re a yoga instructor?” I try to sound impressed, but it comes out more high-pitched and shocked than it should.

“You sound surprised.”

“Not that you’re a teacher, but that Oakwhite has a yoga studio,” I joke. The corner of Hunter’s mouth lifts into a side-grin. “Explains your thighs, though.”

Did I say that out loud?

“I mean, you’re fit, from being a yoga teacher,” I quickly add.

Hunter grins, glancing at my foot with a furrowed brow. 

He’s muscular and lean, his arms and legs strong, but nothing over the top. And there’s a glow to him I’m sure comes from doing something relaxing all day long. Which reminds me; I need to find a job, and soon. The thought makes my side cramp. I haven’t worked in years and am qualified for nothing.

“Actually, I’m the owner,” Hunter explains with pride that brightens his eyes, like his smile.

“You own it? That’s so cool. Well done.”

He moves the ice out of the way and lifts my foot up, blowing on my toes, then glances up at me under his thick lashes. The entire three seconds his soft breath skates across my foot while our gazes remain locked is more seductive than anything Rob ever did.

Wrong. Wrong. This is so wrong.

“You should come to the studio someday. Try a lesson,” Hunter suggests, breaking the spell.

The very inappropriate spell.

I scrunch my nose. “Not sure I’d fit in there. I’m not that bendy.”

“All the more reason to try it out. A good stretch will work wonders on the tightest bodies.”

I’m surely hallucinating, but everything he says sounds wrapped in sex as if he’s carefully choosing his words. Either that or I’m suffering from insanity brought on by a too-long period without getting laid.

“I’ll think about it,” I say.

Hunter sits cross-legged on the grass, and gingerly places the ice on my foot again, cradling my foot in his hands. “So, you’re moving in?” He nods up at the house.

“For a little while.” A dull ache creeps in behind my ribs. Nervously, I brush some hair back, but end up sliding my bandana off. Swiftly, I bunch it in my hand, trying to act as if it was deliberate.

“How’s Grandma Collins doing? Is she enjoying Florida?”

“She’s great. Thanks for asking. She just joined a bocce ball club.”

“You don’t say?” Hunter replies. “I was thinking about her chocolate-chip cookies the other day. Those were the best.” His little laugh reminds me of the movie-loving kid I once knew.

I’m not sure if it’s his proximity, his kindness, or the way his thumb keeps drifting across the top of my foot, but it’s as if all the stress I’ve been feeling has vanished, replaced by something comforting.

It’s called extreme arousal, Celia.

“I think I have her recipe somewhere.”

“Are you serious? Because I’d pay for that recipe,” he says lightheartedly.

“Or you could come over one day and we’ll bake them together.”

Wow, I have no filter.

“Sounds like a plan.”

“I think you’ve healed me.” I wiggle my toes, but regret it instantly when pain floods along the top of my foot. Thankfully, it doesn’t shoot up to my knee anymore.

“Good.” Slowly, Hunter lowers my foot and stands up. He offers me a hand, and I take it, noticing how it gobbles mine up. “I wouldn’t walk on it too much. Keep it raised if you can.”

“I’m not sure how I’ll manage that.” I nod toward the trailer. “I have so much to do.”

“I can help if you need it.”

“Oh, no, I couldn’t ask you to do that.”

“Come now, Cece,” he says, waving a hand dismissively through the air. Hearing what he used to call me brings a small smile to my face. “If you need help with anything, I’m free.”

“Like right now?”

“Like right now. Or every day.” He shrugs.

“What about the studio?”

“Owning the place has its perks. I get to make my schedule. I’m free most mornings, except on weekends.”

“Girlfriend?” I ask, wondering why I’m being nosy.

He shakes his head. “No, I give swimming lessons at the community pool.”

“You’re a swim teacher, too?” I perk up, ignoring the urge to analyze his arms and chest some more. “That’s great. Ella loves to swim, but she could definitely use some lessons.”

A crease forms between Hunter’s eyes. “Ella?”

“My daughter.”

“How old is she?” he asks, glancing over my shoulder.

“She’s six.” 

I see his wheels spinning and the weight on my shoulders returns, reminding me how much time has passed since I was in Oakwhite. 

A lifetime ago. 

“She’s still sleeping. We had a long day yesterday.”

“Right, well, you could bring her to the pool later. The beginner’s class is at eleven.”

“That could work. How much is it?”

“First one’s free,” he says with a wink.

“I like free.” 

And until my life gets back on track, I’ll take all the freebies I can.
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I walk around the pool, double-checking for any lost items left behind the previous day, then skim the water, removing leaves and bugs. The water level’s good and the clarity is right, so I test the pH level, happy to see it’s within range. Taking a seat on the metal bleachers, I review the class roster, splitting the kids into groups based on skill levels, then I add Ella’s name to the beginner group.

I still haven’t recovered from Celia being back in town. As if I’m filled with helium, I’ve been floating on air since I left her house this morning. Even after helping her unload the car, I didn’t want to leave her side. But something told me she wanted me to—she seemed on guard. I could have gone to the studio, or even stayed home, but then I would have spent my time staring out my window at the most beautiful neighbor I’ve ever had.

So, I came to the pool early. But now I’m here alone, and my thoughts are drifting to things I’d rather avoid. Lulls in distraction like these are bad for me. I do better when my mind is busy, because if it’s not, my thoughts take a regretful and shameful turn.

A flash of red crosses my line of sight, lifting my spirits. My baby sister, Maxine, walks past the fence with a bounce in her step. She comes into the pool area carrying two cups from Lillie’s Bakery, and I smile.

“Morning, brother.” She hands me a cup of coffee labeled in thick black marker.

I drop my head to the side, reading the scrawl. “Snookums?” My sister likes to give random and somewhat embarrassing names when she orders my coffee, and I never know what to expect. “Really, Max?”

With her bright red curls and her five-foot-three frame, people rarely believe we’re related. Not like my older sister, Tina, let’s say, who is tall and blond. Put Tina and me side by side and you’d think we were twins, not ten years apart.

“I even spelled it out for them,” Maxine brags with a laugh. She wiggles her eyebrows with a coy smirk, like I do when I’m being a brat, and it’s obvious we’re of the same gene pool.

I peek into the cup. “No whip?”

“No whip. And extra soy,” she answers with a grimace. “I’ll never understand how you can drink that stuff.”

“It tastes good, and it’s good for you.”

Maxine stares at me, unconvinced. She hates anything healthy, insisting I’m wasting my life eating a balanced diet.

“All right, it might not taste good,” I admit. “But it is good for you.”

“Sure, whatever you say. When’s class?”

“Eleven.”

She nods, sipping her coffee. The silence between us is usually comfortable, but this morning I sense something’s off. 

“Everything okay?”

“Sure. Why?” She glances at me, then rolls her eyes. “You’re not doing that aura-reading thing, are you? I told you I hate when you do that.”

I chuckle into my cup. “No aura-reading required. Anyone could tell something’s bugging you.”

Ignoring my question, she checks her phone. “So, if class starts in an hour, why are you here so early?”

I put my coffee on the bench next to me with a shrug. “It’s not that early.” I walk to the shed, unlock it and take out some kickboards and pool noodles for class.

“You’ve never shown up here an hour before class. Like ever.”

“And you’re deflecting from what’s on your mind.”

“Am not.”

I narrow my gaze at her. “Are too.”

“I tell you what,” she begins, shoving off from the bleacher and joining me. She rests a hand on her hip. “You tell me what’s bugging you first, then I’ll tell you what’s bugging me.”

I stack the boards by the pool, then shake my head. “Nothing’s bugging me.”

“And there’s nothing bugging me.”

I wrap my arm around her neck and bring her in for a side-hug. “Okay, so it’s settled. We’re both completely happy and unbothered.”

“Completely.”

“I am, however, short a teacher. So, if you’re not busy, do you want to help with class?”

She laughs, elbowing me in the ribs. “Oh, you know I’d love nothing more than to help wrangle a bunch of screaming kids, but I can’t today. Beverly’s on vacation, so I’m in charge of housekeeping.”

“I could pop in later if you need help—”

“No, no, it’s fine,” she answers, cutting me off. “I can totally handle it.” 

“I know you can,” I reply. “But you know, Max, if ever you need any help, I’m here for you.”

She winces as if I’ve insulted her, and her freckled cheeks darken with a soft blush. “I know. But really, I’m fine. I’ll see you later.” She reaches up, giving me a big, wet kiss on the cheek.

I wave as she leaves, but something niggles at me. I love my sister and her steadfast drive. She’s the most independent person I know, refusing handouts, but she also likes to keep her cards close to her chest, and won’t ever admit to needing help.

I laugh to myself, returning to the pool house to apply some sunscreen. Turns out Max and I are much more similar than I’d like to admit.
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I’ve always hated the community pool. Even as a kid, I preferred to throw myself into the ocean and struggle against the unpredictable current, rather than dive into a germ-infested chlorine bath. But I need to put that aside for Ella. There’s no way I’ll let her step foot in the dangerous Atlantic without being an exceptional swimmer, and a class is the best way to do it. 

And knowing Hunter will be her teacher certainly helps ease my mind, too.

Once she’s comfortable, Ella is super friendly, but she often struggles with new situations and strangers. When we cross the gate into the pool area, her tiny hand grips mine and she scoots to hide behind me.

“Sweetie, don’t worry. It’ll be fun.”

“No, it won’t.”

I bend down, framing Ella’s pretty face in my hands. “I know you’re scared, but you don’t need to be. Hunter is Momma’s old friend,” I say, as if it’ll help. “Go, be the brave girl that you are, and when you finish class, we’ll go get ice cream. How does that sound?”

Her bow-shaped lips bunch up. “Pinky promise?”

I curl my little finger around hers and give it a squeeze. “Promise.”

“Okay, Momma.” With an assertive nod, she moves off to the side, and we wait with the other parents.

The more Ella sees the other kids playing, the looser her hand feels in mine. Though she claims she needs me by her side, I know once she’s broken the ice with the other children, she’ll forget all about me and move on. And there’s a small piece of me that aches realizing that even at six years old, she’s getting older and soon enough she won’t need her momma.

An audible hush falls over the crowd of parents, who I now notice are mainly moms. I follow their gazes toward the opposite side of the pool. 

Blinded by the sun, I slide my sunglasses onto my face, then see what interrupted their morning gossip.

Hunter walks by the pool, beside a young woman sporting light-brown French braids. With their golden tans and their baby-blue uniform bathing suits, they resemble life-size Barbie and Ken dolls.

Over twenty years ago, that used to be me—the perfect body, the taut skin and thick, shiny hair—and I fight off the deep resentment tucking itself beneath my ribs. I’m sure this other instructor is totally nice. I mean, she’s teaching kids to swim, for Pete’s sake. I should stow my bitterness, or whatever this feeling is inside that makes me resent her for standing so close to Hunter.

“Hey, everyone!” Hunter shouts to the kids across the pool. “Can you come line up over here, please?”

At his command, the kids run over, lining up along a fence at the back, but Ella hesitates, tugging on my hand. “Come with me, Momma.”

I crouch down. “Baby, you’ve got this. Besides, only the students get to go to that side. But I’ll be right here watching you, okay?”

I tuck some of her hair back into her Frozen bathing cap and offer her a reassuring smile, ignoring the urge to gather her into my arms for a hug, when a tall shadow falls over us.

“Hey, Cece. Is this Ella?” Hunter asks, sinking his six-foot frame to our level. He sticks out a hand. “I’m Hunter, one of the swim teachers.”

Ella warily takes his hand and shakes it, and my heart melts.

“If it’s all right with you,” he says to her, “could your mom stay here while you come into the pool and play? We have a bunch of games planned.”

Ella shakes her head, ripping her hand away. “Only if Momma comes with me.”

Hunter nods in response, then looks up at me and winks. The warm sensation it creates in my stomach is undeniable. And still so wrong.

Dammit, Celia!

“Well, that’s the thing,” he explains to Ella. “You see, someone’s put a spell on the pool water, and if anyone except for teachers or students goes in, they’ll turn into an ogre.”

“A spell?” Ella replies, her eyes wide.

“Yep. And you wouldn’t want your mom to become an ogre, would you?”

Ella’s tiny heart-shaped mouth pinches as she fights a giggle, but then she shakes her head.

“Yeah, me neither. So, what do you think? Would you be okay with your mom sitting here on the bench and staying pretty?”

“Okay,” Ella says, taking Hunter’s hand.

His satisfied smile reaches into my chest and grips my hammering heart. 

He leads Ella to the opposite side of the pool to meet the other students, who cheer her on, and I’m not sure what makes me grin harder; the applause or what Hunter just did.

Not to mention that he called me pretty.

I hurry to find a seat, fighting the urge to strut, my ego loving the definite boost.

The hot metal bleacher pinches the backs of my thighs, but my skin is already a warm, clammy mess. What I wouldn’t give to be in some shade, or even better, to be at home setting up my hammock in the backyard with a nice cup of iced coffee.

“Don’t you just love swim class?” the woman beside me asks.

“Sure,” I start with a smile, but then follow her eyeline to Hunter doing stretches with the kids, his muscles rippling under his bronzed skin. Her meaning hangs in the thick summer air and makes me shift in my narrow seat. 

We shouldn’t be checking him out. I hope she understands how wrong it is. Still, I can tell by her narrowed gaze she’s fantasizing about him, remembering how things were when we were younger. How we’d have been all over him if given the chance.

Hunter goes over the rules, then tells the kids about the activities they’ll be doing over the next hour, but my attention remains captured by his thick neck, his broad shoulders and how his solid back tapers at his narrow waist.

I clear my throat and look elsewhere.

I didn’t know what to expect when I returned to Oakwhite, but I never dreamed I’d be ogling my former best friend’s brother. The kid I sometimes babysat. The kid I used to watch Saturday morning cartoons with.

Hunter high-fives each student as they split into groups, but pays particular attention to Ella, holding her hand as they sit on the edge of the pool. He hops into the water, and after talking to her, he extends his arms out and she jumps into them, willingly.

Despite the surprise of seeing him all grown-up, one thing I thought all those years ago still rings true: Hunter Nolan grew up to be a wonderfully kind, beautiful human being who is no doubt a heart-breaker, too.
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Celia is as lovely as I remember her being. As my brain never let me forget. 

Unlike the other moms who come to the pool dressed and made up as if they’re headed to church, Celia keeps it simple. She doesn’t wear makeup; a hair clip holds her black hair up, and she’s replaced her pink tank with a loose beige T-shirt, but thankfully, she’s still wearing the same jean shorts. Natural yet stunning, she’s gorgeous, but there’s some weariness in her gaze even her sunglasses can’t hide.

“There isn’t really a spell in the pool, is there?” Ella asks, as we walk toward the other kids, looking up at me with her big, round eyes. Celia and her daughter share the same stunning blue shade and the same soulful stare.

I shake my head. “Not really. But how else would I get your mom to let you come swim?”

Agreeing, her expression serious, Ella nods, and I press my lips together. She lines up next to the other kids, clutching her hands together in front of her.

“Hey, Declan,” I call to the fellow six-year-old. Declan’s been swimming here since he was two, and his older brother, Zayne, works with my sister, Max, at the inn. I’ve known them both for so long, they’re like family. “This is Ella. Do you think the two of you can buddy-up today?”

“Okay, Hunter,” Declan replies proudly, holding out his hand to Ella. “Hi. Nice to meet you.”

They shake hands, and I give Declan’s deep chocolate hair a ruffle, then step back to speak to the group.

“All right, time for attendance.”

I run down the list of names on my clipboard, little hands bolting up in the air after I call each name.

Once that’s done, I split them into groups by age and experience level, then send them into the pool with Shannon, my fellow swim instructor.

The hour goes by in a flurry of splashes, laughs and songs, and when it’s all done, the students rush out of the pool to their parents, who welcome them with arms—and towels—open wide.

Shannon and I discuss the schedule for the next few weeks, but my attention drifts across the pool to Celia, who is gathering Ella in a fluffy Frozen towel.

I expected to see her today, but when I saw her walk in, my heart started hammering against the walls of my chest all the same.

While Ella dries off, and the other parents gather their things, Celia sits down and undoes her hair clip, letting her hair tumble over her shoulders, and my fingers suddenly long to run through her ebony strands. 

She speaks with Carina Cardoso, Declan’s mom, and they share a laugh. The sound doesn’t make its way across the pool, but like an old tune I know by heart, I hear her laugh clearly in my head. Sweet like hot chocolate, smooth like velvet. The most enchanting laugh I’d heard as a kid and unlike anything I’ve ever heard since.

I drop my head, crossing my arms and nodding along to whatever Shannon is saying, but I’ve stopped listening.

It’s hard to believe this is my life now. I went from being content in my singledom, or at least told myself I was. I focused on my studio, on the brewery, on these classes, on being present every day, and in walks Celia Collins, an intense gust of wind from my past, blowing everything to smithereens.

Speaking of blowing…

I bite my lip at my dirty thoughts, telling myself it’s time to leave.

“I’m going to hit the showers,” I say to Shannon, gathering my things and heading into the pool house.

Over twenty years ago, when Celia left town, I knew I’d miss her, but I was just a kid. It was innocent. However, a few years later, I’d seen her at a family barbecue, and knew my feelings hadn’t lessened.

If anything, my feelings had become an all-consuming crush, one that, even now, hasn’t let go.
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