
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


LOVE IN THE NEIGHBORHOOD 

by Marie Landry

Copyright Marie Landry 2025

All rights reserved

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, please purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to any actual people, places, or events, living or dead, is coincidental.

No generative artificial intelligence (AI) was used in the writing of this work. The author expressly prohibits any entity from using this publication for purposes of training AI technologies to generate text, including, without limitation, technologies that are capable of generating works in the same style or genre as this publication. The author reserves all rights to license use of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

Cover designed by BookedForeverShop



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​ABOUT LOVE IN THE NEIGHBORHOOD
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Bryn Glendale has avoided many things since her divorce: the outside world, connecting with anyone because that would mean opening herself up to hurt again, and, mainly, Gabriel Marchetti, her handsome and charming neighbor...who she had an ill-conceived one-night stand with the day her divorce was finalized.

Bryn has let anxiety and grief over her failed marriage rule her life for the last two years, but she needs to make some changes and she can begrudgingly admit Gabe might be exactly what she needs. If only he didn’t annoy her so much with his sunny personality and upbeat quirkiness. But his most annoying trait? The fact he sees the real her, no matter how hard she tries to keep her mask in place.

Gabriel Marchetti has always been intrigued by his beautiful, slightly prickly neighbor. When Bryn comes to his rescue during a potentially hazardous mishap, Gabe jumps at the chance to win her over. He invites her to the neighborhood events leading up to the holidays and suggests they pretend to date—just to keep their matchmaking neighbors at bay, of course—and, much to his surprise, Bryn accepts.

Bryn has rules, though: no flirting, no kissing, and absolutely no real feelings. If only Gabe didn’t make it so difficult to stick to those rules.

As the pair grow closer and the lines between fake and real start to blur, can Bryn let go of the rules and learn to let love in again?
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*Blue Sky Days

*The Most Wonderful Time of the Year

*Waiting for the Storm (Angel Island #1)

*After the Storm (Angel Island #2)

*Take Them by Storm (Angel Island #3)

*Only You

*Maybe You

*Hung Up on You

*A Very Perry Christmas

*A Very Perry Wedding

*Escaping Christmas

*Matchmaking & Mixtapes

*Reunions & Ruses

*Do-Overs & Mixed Signals

*Bucket Lists & Midnight Kisses

*Silver Bells & Serendipity

*At Home With You This Christmas
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In loving memory of Nancy Landry: my mum, my best friend, my favorite person.

Mum, I love you to the next galaxy and back, always.

To Jaimie and Joan. What a privilege to love and be loved by two such extraordinary women.

And to all the friends I’ve made online over the years: thank you, from the bottom of my heart, for all your love and support.
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​AUTHOR’S NOTE & CONTENT GUIDANCE
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I’m sure many authors will tell you that each book they write is a labor of love. That’s certainly always been the case for me, and it was no different with Love in the Neighborhood.

I started writing this book in 2022. I immediately fell in love with Bryn and Gabe, and writing their story was a bright spot during a dark time in my mum’s and my life. After the death of my mum’s best friend, Joan, I set the story aside, and went on to write and publish multiple other books over the next three years. Apparently, there’s something about this book and traumatic life experiences, because I picked it up again in the summer of 2024, when my mum was in the hospital for two months. Being with Bryn and Gabe gave me an escape, something to focus on during the hours I wasn’t sitting by my mum’s bedside.

And then came the worst day of my life: August 18th, 2024, the day my mum died. This book once again took a back burner as I poured all my grief and love into At Home With You This Christmas, a second-chance romance about a woman’s first holiday season after losing her beloved mother.

At the beginning of 2025, I went back to Bryn and Gabe, and this story finally came together. The last three years have been full of so much pain and heartache, and there are elements of that woven into Love in the Neighborhood, but ultimately, it’s a story about love, friendship, and finding the courage and strength to open your heart and allow the beauty of life to transform you.

Content Guidance: While this story is mostly lighthearted, it also deals with topics that may be sensitive to some people. Those include: Discussions and depictions of anxiety, depression, and grief; mentions of cheating (FMC’s ex-husband) and divorce; mentions of death (spouse, parents, grandparents); alcohol consumption; strong language; on-page sexual content with mild to moderately descriptive details.
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Listen to the entire playlist here

“Shake it Off” - Taylor Swift

“Take a Chance on Me” - ABBA

“Simply the Best (From Schitt’s Creek)” - Noah Reid

“Everywhere” - Fleetwood Mac

“Sunshine on a Rainy Day” - Emma Bunton

“next door” - Amelia Moore, ASTN

“thank u, next” - Vitamin String Quartet

“Too Sweet” - Hozier

“I Think He Knows” - Taylor Swift

“Hearts Don’t Break Around Here” - Ed Sheeran

“Adore You” - Harry Styles

“Country Mile” - U2

“The Name of the Game” - ABBA

“Head Over Feet” - Alanis Morissette

“Heal the Pain” - George Michael

“Fragile” - Kiley Minogue

“To the Moon & Back” - Savage Garden

“Cold December Night” - Michael Bublé

“Dive” - Ed Sheeran

“Who Do You Think You Are” - Spice Girls

“Home” - Edward Sharpe & The Magnetic Zeros

“Pocketful of Sunshine” - Nathasha Bedingfield

“Get Out of Your Own Way” - U2
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​CHAPTER ONE ~ BRYN
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I finish typing the body of an email and end it with my usual ‘Hugs, kisses, etcetera ~ Bryn’ before hitting Send. Not the most professional sign off, but when the client you’re emailing is also your closest friend, the lines of professionalism are more of a blurry smudge.

Releasing a satisfied sigh, I flop back in my desk chair and spin around a few times, closing my gritty, tired eyes. Even though it’s been four years, there are still moments when I can’t believe I get to do what I love most for a living. Hill & Dale Designs started as a side hustle, an outlet of sorts when my corporate graphic design job was sucking the joy out of the creative process. Occasional freelance gigs turned into a booming business that allowed me to not only quit my soul-depleting day job but also work with authors all over the world and make their custom cover design dreams come true.

A smile tugs at my lips when my phone rings. It hasn’t even been five minutes since I sent that email, and yet I don’t have to look at the screen to know who’s calling. I answer and put it on speaker, anticipating the ear-splitting decibels in three...two...one...

“Magic!” Joanie screeches. “Bryn, it’s fucking magic! You’re a magician!”

My smile becomes a full-blown grin. I never get tired of reactions like this.

“You got every little detail right,” Joanie continues before I can respond. “The way his hair curls over his forehead. The mischievous glint in her eyes. The hedgehogs!” She lets out a dreamy sigh that makes me laugh under my breath.

“I’m glad you’re happy with it.” I angle my chair to face the wall-to-wall bookcase on the far side of my office. Two entire shelves are full of books with covers I’ve designed. Joanie Bowen has her own special section since she was my first client when I went freelance; it was the cover of her debut self-published romantic comedy that made my business take off.

“‘Happy’ is an understatement,” she says, drawing me out of my pinch-me moment. “The book community will lose their collective minds when they see it. They’re already feral for Dylan just from the teasers I’ve been posting.”

“It’ll be the next bookstagram sensation,” I say. “Or is booktok the thing now? Or are we back to booktube? Hell, why not all three?”

Joanie laughs. “I like the way you think. I’m having something delivered to you later today, just FYI. A little thank-you for all your hard work, and for being an amazing friend.”

“You didn’t need to do that!” Despite my protestation, excitement stirs in my belly. My best friend is a world-class gift-giver and a generous one at that. On her last publication day, I surprised her with a flower delivery, and she surprised me with a custom-made light-up sign featuring my business logo that she sent from her home in the south of Wales to mine in Honeywell Hollow, Ontario.

“I know, but that’s the point, B.” Joanie’s voice is distant now, as if she put me on speaker and wandered away. A rustling sound is followed by an irritated grunt.

“What are you doing?” I ask.

“Getting ready for a date,” she responds, her voice muffled. “I’m going out with that Cary guy again.”

“Two nights in a row? I thought you said you weren’t going to see him again.”

She texted me several times during their date last night, lamenting about how awkward it was. I suggested she get off her phone and pay attention to him, but she assured me she was texting surreptitiously under the table while he did things like peruse the menu, ask about the wine list, and excuse himself to use the bathroom. After proclaiming he was destined to be another one-date wonder, Joanie went silent. I was worried when I didn’t hear from her for a couple of hours until I received a ‘Home safe, talk tomorrow, love you!’ text from her around seven o’clock, which would have been midnight her time.

“The date improved,” she says, her breathless voice competing with the sound of rustling fabric. “He eventually relaxed, and things felt more natural. I didn’t think I’d say yes to a second date, but then he kissed me at the end of the night, and...well...”

“Fireworks?”

She makes a sound I think is a laugh. “More like potential for fireworks. We’ll see how it goes tonight. At the very least, it’ll be fuel for dating anecdotes in future books.”

“Always thinking.”

“You know it,” she agrees. “Anyway, lovely, what about you? Have you given more thought to dipping your toe in the dating pool any time soon?”

I resist the urge to let my head drop onto the desk. We’ve been over this before. Countless times, in fact. Joanie knows I have no interest in dating and prefer the fictional men in books to those in real life. “Nope,” I say, popping the p for emphasis.

“Come on, Bryn! The holidays are coming. Could be a good time to find someone to deck your halls and make you feel jolly.”

From her tone, I can imagine the smirk and eyebrow waggle combo that accompany her words. Thankfully, the doorbell rings at that moment, saving me from having to come up with a response. I switch over to the doorbell cam app on my phone and watch as a delivery driver sets something on the porch before heading back to the van parked on the street. “I wonder if that’s whatever you sent me.”

“Can’t be,” Joanie says. “According to the tracking on my end, it’s still in transit.”

I hop up from my desk and make my way downstairs. Outside the front door, I find a book-shaped parcel waiting for me. The return address is one of my other clients; I recently redid an old cover for her, which quadrupled her sales, so she likely sent me a copy.

“Book mail,” I tell Joanie, stepping back to close the door. As I do, I catch sight of my across-the-street neighbor coming out of his garage with a ladder. “What is he doing?” I mutter to myself.

“He?” Joanie asks, her excited curiosity evident from that one word alone. “He who? Where?”

I step back inside, closing the door and moving to the window. “My neighbor. I think he’s—”

“Ooh, the hottie from across the street?” she interrupts. “What’s his name, Jake? What’s he doing? Is he shirtless? Can we switch to video?”

I can’t help the little snort that escapes me. Joanie has caught sight of Gabriel Marchetti a few times in the background while we’ve been video chatting. One of those times happened to be last summer when he was gardening shirtless in his front yard. “It’s Gabe, and I’m sorry to report he’s fully clothed today, probably because it’s the middle of November and it’s freezing outside.”

She huffs. “Shame, that.”

I can’t argue with her there, although I remain silent, the way I always do when Gabe comes up. As my best friend, Joanie is privy to nearly every detail of my life, which means she knows I’ve seen more than just a shirtless Gabe. I’ve seen all of Gabe. And Gabe has seen all of me. It’s the one topic that’s off limits between us, mostly because it was a real rock-bottom moment for me—one I’d rather forget, even though her assessment of Gabe being a ‘hottie’ is one hundred percent accurate and I may or may not have stared too long on occasion while he’s been shirtless in his yard.

“Anyway,” I say pointedly, peeking through the living room curtains to track Gabe’s progress. He’s now crouched in the driveway with his back to the street. I tell myself I’m keeping an eye on him out of concern since there’s no one around to spot him on that ladder. “Shouldn’t you finish getting ready for your date?”

A long silence stretches on the other end of the line. I glance at my screen to make sure the call hasn’t dropped. Finally, Joanie sighs and says, “I worry about you, you know.”

“Me? Why?”

“You know why, Bryn. You spend too much time holed up alone in your house. It’s not healthy.”

Despite her gentle tone, her words make my throat tighten. I can’t remember the last time anyone cared about me the way Joanie does. For what feels like the millionth time in the last four years, I wish there weren’t an ocean separating us. It’s supremely unfair that she’s the best friend I’ve ever had, and she lives thousands of kilometers away.

“I know,” I mumble.

“I know you know.” She sighs again. “I just don’t want you to have regrets. I write strong, sassy, smart women for a living, and I want to see my strong, sassy, smart bestie being the main character of her own story.” When I don’t say anything, she adds, “If you’re not ready to date, you could at least get out and try to make some friends. Maybe get some new hobbies?”

This subject has been coming up more and more frequently. I meant what I said about having no interest in dating, but I do need to get out more. Unfortunately, what’s a simple, natural concept for most people is more complicated for me, and I don’t know where to begin. In an attempt to both deflect and lighten the mood, I scoff and say, “Hobbies? I have hobbies, thank you very much.”

“Spending every spare moment reading isn’t enough. You need to get out of fictional worlds and into the real one. You know I’m right.”

“Ugh, fine! You are right and I have to say it’s really annoying.”

Her tinkling laugh loosens the tightness that’s crept from my throat down to my chest. “I hound you because I love you.”

“I love you too. Now go on your date and stay off your phone this time. Text me when you get home, though.”

She promises she will, and we say our goodbyes. Package in hand, I move away from the window, only making it a few steps before something compels me to look outside again. The ladder is leaning against the front of Gabe’s house now, and I can see him moving boxes around in the garage.

I’ve lived here for seven years, and Gabe has always gone all out with holiday decorating: lights strung on the house and the trees around his property, a plethora of lawn ornaments, light-up reindeer on the roof. He’s single and doesn’t have kids, so it’s always both surprised and amused me. From my experience, people who decorate with such gusto tend to have families and/or children.

I was beginning to think he wasn’t going to decorate this year, even though it’s still early by many people’s standards. Gabe is typically the first person on Highland Avenue to kick off the festive season, often at the beginning of November before the weather turns bad. If the familiar-looking sleigh he’s dragging to the center of his lawn is any indication, I guess I was wrong.

After getting the sleigh situated, he goes straight for the ladder. My stomach clenches. When I was nine, my dad fell from the top of a ladder while putting up Christmas lights around my childhood home. He usually waited for my mom to help, but Mom and I had been away for a few days visiting my great-aunt, and Dad wanted to surprise us. We were surprised, all right; we ended up detouring to the hospital instead of going home when we learned he’d broken his leg. That’s part of the reason I’ve left my own Christmas lights up all year since my ex-husband moved out. There’s no way I’m climbing up there myself, and I don’t want to depend on anyone else to do it for me.

“If you were a nice person, you’d go over there and offer to help,” I mutter to myself, shifting from foot to foot in front of the window. Gabe now has a large cardboard box in one hand and is climbing the ladder. When he reaches the top, I spin away from the window. I can’t watch. My nerves can’t handle it. Gabriel Marchetti is not my problem.

Back in my office, I open my laptop and refer to my never-ending to-do list. I start with some fiddly maintenance things on my website, followed by answering a few emails, and soon I’m swept up in work, with my hot neighbor completely forgotten. Okay, almost forgotten. At least I don’t give in to the urge to peek out the window again.

When I decide to take a break, the room is much darker than it was before. I’d noticed inky clouds creeping in from the west earlier, but there’s no snow in the forecast, so I didn’t give it much thought. As I stand and stretch, I ponder the merits of being finished with work for the day instead of simply taking a break and then diving back in. I could order something for dinner, open a bottle of wine...

A noise from outside draws my attention to the window. My eyes go immediately to Gabe’s house. I can’t deny the relief that rushes through me when I see the ladder is gone. The damn fool must have finished and returned inside, although he left his garage door open. I scan the street to see if any of the neighborhood kids are the cause of the noise, but the road is deserted.

I’m about to step away from the window when the sound comes again. Movement catches my eye and I follow it to Gabe’s roof...where the man himself is standing, waving his arms, and yelling what I assume is something like ‘help me, I’m stuck up here’. My gaze sweeps the ground in front of his house until I spot the ladder in the bushes.

I dart downstairs, pausing long enough to stuff my feet into my boots. Gabe must see me coming because he stops yelling as soon as my door slams shut behind me. I do an awkward shuffle-run across my driveway, mindful of the small patches of snow and ice that have fallen intermittently over the last few days. When I reach the front of Gabe’s house, I make my way wordlessly to the bushes where the ladder has fallen.

“Are you nuts?” he calls to me. “Where’s your coat? It’s freezing out here.”

I pause, taking a few steps back so I can blink up at him. “Am I...am I nuts? Are you kidding me right now, Gabriel? I’m not the one stuck on their freakin’ roof.”

He tilts his head in concession, giving me a rueful smile. “Sorry, ignore me, you’re right. I’m extremely grateful you came to rescue me. Why don’t you pop into my house and grab a coat?”

“I’m fine,” I tell him, returning to the bushes. I don’t add that the surge of adrenaline pumping through my veins has made me immune to the cold. I’m sure I’ll end up shivering under a huge pile of blankets with my hot water bottle clutched to me once I return home, but Gabe doesn’t need to know that. With an anxiety disorder like mine, I’ve grown accustomed to the energy surges followed by crashes that include exhaustion and the shakes.

I brace myself to haul the ladder up, but it’s lighter than expected, so I stumble a bit before steadying myself. Gabe makes a barely audible sound of dismay, but doesn’t say anything. Once the ladder is in place, I step back to peer up at him again. “Are you coming down or staying up?”

He shoots me a sardonic look as he approaches the edge of the roof. “I was on my way down when I accidentally kicked the ladder.”

“And why were you on the roof if you’re just putting up Christmas lights?”

“With all the rain and storms we had at the beginning of the month, I wanted to make sure everything was as it should be. Since I was already up here...”

The second his booted feet hit the ground, a heavy breath whooshes out of me. I suck it back in when Gabe turns to face me, a wide smile lighting his whole face. I can’t remember the last time I was this close to him. I’d nearly forgotten how dark his eyes are and the way laugh lines crinkle around his mouth and eyes, all while a dimple pops out in his left cheek. My body’s reaction—sweaty palms, racing heart, a flood of memories from a night two years ago I’ve tried to forget—is the reason I normally avoid Gabe at all costs, despite the fact we’re neighbors.

“You’re a lifesaver, Bryn. Who knows how long I’d have been stuck up there if you hadn’t come along? I guess that’s a lesson not to forget my phone next time.” He lets out a self-deprecating laugh that makes me too tongue-tied to speak, so I simply grunt in agreement. “Why don’t you come in and I’ll make you a hot drink as a thank-you?”

When I don’t respond, his eyebrows lift along with the corners of his mouth, making me realize I’ve been unconsciously inching away from him.

“That’s not necessary,” I say. “I should get back home. Duty calls, you know how it is.”

“Mm-hmm, sure.” He bobs his head, his eyes drifting over me. I freeze when it occurs to me what I’m wearing: fleece pajama pants covered in smiley-face avocados and a matching top with the words ‘Holy Guacamole’ scrawled across the chest. My braless chest. Normally, I force myself to get dressed every day, even though I work from home and no one sees me, but I was so preoccupied with finishing Joanie’s cover, I never bothered changing out of my pajamas.

Gabe’s eyes return to mine, and I can see the smile there before it blooms across his face. “Come inside, Bryn. I don’t bite. In fact...”

“Don’t say it,” I blurt. “Please don’t say it.”

His smile ticks up a notch, making a wild swarm of butterflies dance around in my belly. I wish I didn’t have this type of reaction to him. I also wish I didn’t know what he was about to say: he may not bite, but apparently, I do. The morning after our ill-conceived one-night stand, he had my teeth marks on his shoulder and neck to prove it.

“Right. That night is off limits.” He holds up his hands and presses his lips together, likely in an attempt to suppress yet another grin.

“Exactly. Like it never happened.”

Except it did happen and, god help me, I’ve thought about it way more often than I should over the years. It’s the main reason I avoid Gabe, despite how friendly he is. I’ve tried to tell myself it’s because he’s too friendly, too sunshiney, and also a bit weird with his graphic tees, old man cardigans, and patterned socks.

But the real reason is that he saw me at my worst—really saw me, like into my very soul—and when I launched myself at him and begged him to help me forget everything and everyone, he did. I know what Gabe looks like naked. I know he has a tattoo from the elbow of his right arm to his shoulder; I know he has a dark trail of hair from his belly button leading south; I know the way he tastes and the sounds he makes.

And he knows things about me too. He’d been particularly fascinated by the cluster of freckles on my left hip and the scar on my right side from where I’d nearly been impaled by a sharp stick when my childhood best friend and I were pretending we were Jedis with lightsabers. It’s all too intimate, that knowing. And I’m not comfortable with intimacy. Not anymore.

“Hey.” Gabe takes a step toward me, tentatively reaching out to touch my shoulder. I’ve been lost in thought, and now I’m standing here, shivering visibly. His dark eyes are kind and gentle as he ducks slightly to look me directly in the eye. “Come inside and warm up. Let me make you some tea or hot chocolate or something.”

I think back to my conversation with Joanie earlier. What she said about it not being healthy for me to be alone all the time and shut myself off from the world. So when Gabe tilts his head, his expression a mixture of patience and expectation, I feel myself nod. “Hot chocolate sounds good.”
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​CHAPTER TWO ~ BRYN
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The front hall of Gabe’s house is cluttered with boxes overflowing with colorful, glittery decorations. There are more lights—oh god, does that mean he’s planning to go back up on the ladder?—and a giant box with one of those inflatable yard ornaments. I get a better look at it as I bend to take off my boots, barely suppressing an eye roll when I see it’s a snow globe with a penguin and igloo inside. How disgustingly cute.

I straighten to see that Gabe has already removed his coat and boots, and is watching me. I do my best to ignore the way his studious gaze makes my skin tingle. He makes a sweeping gesture with his arm to invite me further into the house, so I walk past him toward the living room. Our houses are completely different; mine has an open floor plan on the main level, while Gabe’s is split into a separate living room, dining room, and kitchen.

He carries on down the hall, then stops and turns back. My eyes go wide when he grips the hem of his black hoodie and pulls it over his head, revealing a faded Fleetwood Mac T-shirt underneath. The movement also reveals a slice of tanned skin and dark hair on his stomach, but nope, I’m not looking at that.

“Here.” He holds the sweater out to me. “I can grab you a clean one if you prefer, but you’ll warm up quicker with this one since it’s got my body heat. You’re still shivering.”

It feels strange to put his hoodie on, but my trembling is as much from being outside without a coat as from the adrenaline rush, so I need to warm up or I’ll crash hard later.

I accept the shirt with a murmured thanks, and he tells me to make myself at home while he gets our drinks. I pull the sweater on as I head for the couch, just barely resisting the urge to bury my face in the material. It smells like Gabe: whatever laundry soap he uses mixed with his musky, slightly spicy cologne, and an underlying note of...vanilla?

Flopping down on the couch, I take the opportunity to look around. Not much has changed since the last time I was here. There was a brief period a few years ago when Gabe and my now-ex-husband, Martin, were friendly, and Gabe invited us over for drinks and even a couple of barbecues. Then, of course, there was the day my divorce was finalized two years ago and I invited myself over after Gabe found me standing in his driveway in a daze. I didn’t see much of the living room that day, though.

I’m saved from that train of thought by Gabe’s return. He’s wearing the same jeans as before, but the Fleetwood Mac shirt has been replaced with a green pullover sweater. He looks comfortable, but then he always does, no matter what he’s wearing. He’s one of those quietly confident people who’s naturally secure in his own skin. Not for the first time, I wonder what that must feel like.

A smile blossoms across his face as he takes in my appearance. His gaze feels like a physical weight as it moves over me, especially when it lingers on the hoodie. It’s likely my imagination, but I swear there’s a flash of heat in his eyes—there and gone in an instant. My breath catches as an unbidden image flickers through my mind of him gripping the hem and slowly peeling the sweater over my head.

God help me, I’ve been reading too many smutty romance novels.

“Here we go.” He sets a tray with two steaming mugs of hot chocolate and a plate of cookies on the coffee table. “I figured we needed a little something to go with our drinks. I made cookies this morning, so...”

“You made these cookies?” I ask, my hand pausing on its way to one of the mugs.

“Yep. I’ve always loved to cook, but baking is a fairly new hobby. My niece fancied herself somewhat of a culinary expert after getting an Easy Bake Oven for her birthday, and she wanted to branch out. Neither of her parents has any interest in baking, so Uncle Gabe stepped in.”

“That’s...” Adorable. It’s adorable. I’ve seen him playing outside with his niece and nephew over the years, and it’s always given me an odd feeling. Something akin to the warm fuzzies, which isn’t a sensation I’m all that familiar with or overly fond of. “Sweet,” I say finally. “I bet she loves that.”

“Oh, she does. It’s been a learning experience for both of us, but even our failed attempts have been mostly edible.”

“And these?” I ask, indicating the cookies on the tray.

“These are a success.” He picks up the plate and holds it out to me. “They’re vanilla shortbread. Might just be my best attempt yet. Consider yourself lucky you missed the testing phase.”

The cookie is perfect—buttery and crumbly with a hint of sweet vanilla. The scent I caught earlier makes sense now. Is there anything this man can’t do? “Delicious,” I tell him.

“Thank you.” He holds up his mug, a playful smile twitching at the corners of his mouth. “I’d like to make a toast: to you, Bryn Glendale, for stepping foot in my house again for the first time in years.”

I groan and retract my mug, which I was in the process of lifting toward his. “Gabriel.”

He chuckles, motioning for me to lift my mug again so he can clink his against mine. “Okay, but seriously, I’m glad to have you here, even if it took me nearly being stranded on my own roof to make it happen. I’ll have to remember that for next time, although I’m hoping there won’t be a next time, and we can finally be friends.”

“Why would you want to be friends with me?”

He gives his head a little shake and blinks a few times, seeming baffled by my question. “Why wouldn’t I? You’re smart and funny. I know you prefer to shut yourself away from the world, but—”

“Wait, how do you know that?”

“We’re neighbors, Bryn,” he says simply. After a beat, he adds, “It’s not like I watch your house or anything, but I do have a bird’s eye view, so it’s hard not to notice things. Like the fact you rarely go out and people rarely go in.”

I nod slowly, keeping my gaze trained on the swirly, chocolatey patterns inside my mug. “I work from home, you know that.”

“I do, yeah.” His gentle tone makes me twitchy. “Do you not date? Or have friends you hang out with?”

“I have friends,” I say, my tone more defensive than I meant for it to be. “They just...happen to be online. And scattered all over the world.”

I wait for judgment. Mockery. Not everyone understands online friendships; some people think you have to be with someone in person to have a ‘real’ relationship. Joanie and I may never have met in person, but she knows me better than anyone else. She’s the one I go to when I have news, or I’m upset, or need to talk. We tell each other everything from the mundane to the massive.

“That’s great,” Gabe says. “I’m glad you have that. I’m just saying it couldn’t hurt to have some local friends too. Like, say, me.” He gives me a bright, toothy grin. “Or if not me, there are plenty of incredible people in the neighborhood. Daphne was actually asking me the other day if I ever talked to you. She said she’s seen a few of the covers you’ve designed at the bookstore, and she gets excited every time.”

My chest fills with pride. Most of the covers I’ve designed have been for independently published books, so they aren’t carried in many physical bookstores, but I’ve done a few commissioned pieces for big publishers. The first time I saw one of my covers in a bookstore, I nearly cried. Okay, I did cry, but I blamed it on allergies when a sales associate asked if I was okay.

“Did you tell her I’m a hermit who never leaves the house?” I ask.

Gabe’s lips twitch. “I said I hadn’t seen you for a while because you’d been busy. She told me to be sure to pass along all the info about the upcoming neighborhood holiday activities. She said she’s not the only one who’d love to see you attend at least some of them this year.”

“Well, tell her...thanks.” I shove a cookie in my mouth, ignoring the expectant look on Gabe’s face. He waits patiently while I chew and swallow. I try and fail not to sigh and roll my eyes. “I’ll think about it.”

I won’t. Not really. While part of me understands how unhealthy it is to stay tucked away in my home, another part of me believes it’s safer that way. I kissed a lot of frogs in my twenties, thought I found my prince charming, along with a group of friends, and now, at thirty-six, I have the emotional scars that prove how wrong I was. People leave. They disappoint you. They break your heart. Why give new people that opportunity?

The pensive look on Gabe’s face tells me he has some idea of what I’m thinking. “I won’t say any more about it after this, but if you decide you want to attend an event and you don’t want to go alone, I’d be happy to be your wingman. Sometimes it helps to have someone by your side for these things.”

I nod again, setting my mug back on the tray. It’s empty, although I barely remember drinking it. “Thanks. I’ll let you know. For now, I should head home.”

“You sure? You don’t have to rush off on my account.”

I hesitate for a second before pushing to my feet. “I have a bit more work to do. Thanks for the hot chocolate and cookies.”

“Anytime.” He blocks me as I go to pass him. “I mean that, Bryn. My door is always open, and you have my number. Don’t make me get stuck on the roof again as an excuse to have a conversation with you.”

I huff. “Okay, Gabe.”

He moves out of my way, and I slip past him into the hallway. He follows and leans against the wall, arms crossed over his chest as he watches me stuff my feet into my boots.

“Oh, your sweater,” I say.

“Keep it for now.” He opens the closet and shoves some things aside before pulling a bright purple coat from within the depths. He hands it to me, flashing me a grin that makes my knees wobble. “An extra layer so you don’t start shivering again on the walk home. I’ll get them later. I know where you live.”

The words are followed by a wink. Winking usually gives me the ick—it seems so smarmy and sometimes borderline lecherous—but when Gabe does it, it makes my skin heat. This man doesn’t have an insincere bone in his body, so something like a wink fits with that natural confidence of his.

We say goodbye, and I hurry down the driveway before I can do something stupid...like return to Gabe’s warm, cozy living room, and decide to stay for a while longer after all.
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​CHAPTER THREE ~ GABE
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It’s been an hour since Bryn all but fled from my house, and I keep catching myself smiling at the thought of her. She presented quite the sight earlier, marching across the street in her avocado-themed PJs, her dark hair twisted into a lopsided bun atop her head, and her brows drawn in tightly over her hazel eyes.

I’m not sure which one of us was more surprised when she accepted my invitation to come inside. The woman is an enigma. She can be prickly, but I know she has a softer side, even though she tries to hide it. When she and her now-ex-husband moved in across the street, I remember thinking she could be a bit standoffish, even though she was polite. My assessment soon changed when I recognized signs of anxiety: her pulse fluttering like a trapped bird at her neck, the way she’d twist her fingers together, or gnaw at her bottom lip. All those things were signs I learned from my sister, who dealt with serious anxiety through her teens and most of her twenties.

Once I had that awareness, I did my best to put Bryn at ease and let her know in subtle ways that she was safe with me. I never got the sense that her husband made any attempts to keep her calm. He was often dismissive and made casual jokes at her expense. “She’d never leave the house if I didn’t make her,” he’d say with a laugh and an eye roll, or, “She didn’t want to go, but I made her.” Always making her do things, as if she were a child who needed to be told what to do rather than an anxious adult who could likely use encouragement and gentle coaxing.

That’s how it was for me; I never struggled with full-blown anxiety the way my sister did, but I used to be painfully shy. After people got to know me, they’d often tell me they mistook my shyness for indifference or even rudeness. There were times I thought I’d never get over my social awkwardness, but then I met Alison Sidwell and she turned my world upside down in all the best possible ways.

My wandering feet take me into the kitchen now, where I pour a glass of the wine I opened last night to have with dinner. I smile to myself once more as my gaze drifts over the items adorning the outside of the fridge: my niece’s most recent artistic masterpiece; a mall photo booth strip of pictures of the two of us; a calendar to keep track of appointments and upcoming events in the neighborhood; and a small heart-shaped framed photo of Alison and me on our wedding day eighteen years ago.

“What do you think, Ali?” I brush a fingertip over the photo. Alison has been gone for ten years, but I still talk to her occasionally. I did it constantly after she died, hoping for signs and guidance, some proof that she was still with me somehow. There were a lot of tears back then, which often morphed into me shouting all my raw grief and anger into our empty house. Things got easier eventually, and the way I called on her evolved into something that eased the ache inside me rather than fueling it.

“Think I could do for Bryn what you did for me all those years ago?”

Bryn is bright and creative, with a wicked sense of humor lurking underneath her serious facade. I imagine she could do and have and be so much more if she had someone to gently prod her outside her bubble of self-imposed isolation. There have been times over the last couple of years when I’ve worried that her anxiety has become agoraphobia. She hardly ever leaves the house, and has everything delivered, from packages to groceries to meals from restaurants. I know she’s over there because the lights go on and off, delivery drivers come regularly, and I catch the occasional glimpse of her as she grabs her packages from the porch.

Don’t go getting a savior complex, Gabriel Marchetti. The voice in my head is Alison’s, and it’s laced with good-natured humor. In my mind’s eye, I can see the expression she would wear, a cross between amusement and indulgence.

“She doesn’t need to be saved,” I murmur. “And I wouldn’t force her to do anything she didn’t want to do, but...I could encourage her, couldn’t I?”

Over the years, I’ve felt like I’ve received fewer and fewer signs from Ali. My sixteen-year-old nephew lovingly tells me I’m ‘delulu’ to think my dead wife is sending me messages from the Great Beyond, but it’s always brought me comfort when I’ve caught a flash of a cardinal flying by or a butterfly lands in front of me when I’m working in the garden. There are more personal signs too—hearing a song that was special to us when I turn on the radio, or overhearing someone saying something that reminds me of one of the countless inside jokes we shared. So when the heart-shaped frame suddenly shifts before my eyes and slides slowly down the fridge, stopped only by the corner of the calendar, I know it’s a sign from Ali.

“A season full of neighborhood events.” A laugh bubbles in my chest and spills from my lips. “Bryn would hate that, but it could be the perfect way to draw her out...”

It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say the people in this neighborhood saved me after Alison died. I wanted to isolate myself from the world and be alone with my agony and my memories. Alison and I were such a unit; to our friends, we were Ali and Gabe, Gabe and Ali, the couple who hosted people regularly in our home and were invited out just as often. I didn’t know how to live without Ali, didn’t know who I was without her.

But my neighbors wouldn’t let me isolate for long. They brought me food and ate with me, invited me to their homes, and made me get out of the house, even if it was just into the garden for some fresh air and sunshine. Part of me hated them at first for not letting me wallow in my misery, but I soon recognized that I owed them a huge debt of gratitude. It took a long time and it hurt like hell, but I eventually discovered who I was on my own and learned to be happy again.

The circumstances may be different, but I think if Bryn gave us all a chance, we could do that for her too.

And if I’m perfectly honest, I might have somewhat selfish reasons for wanting to draw Bryn out of her shell. I like her. A lot. She intrigues me, stirs up something in me that’s been long dormant. That night we spent together two years ago has stuck in my brain, despite all my efforts to forget it. She was clearly hurting, so I did my best to put her off, telling her I didn’t want to take advantage of her vulnerable state. She assured me repeatedly that she knew what she was doing. When she said, “I want you, Gabriel. And I want you to help me forget about everything else, just for tonight. Can you do that?” Well, let’s just say I was a goner.

So yes, Bryn Glendale is an enigma. I’ve always enjoyed challenges, though—puzzles, jumbles, trivia, riddles. And every interaction with Bryn makes me more determined to figure her out.

I move the heart frame back to its original position and notice the corner of a piece of paper poking out from between the pages of the calendar. As soon as I start to pull it free, I remember what it is, and my mood instantly sours as my whole body clenches.

I’m sure most people wouldn’t have such a visceral reaction to their own brother’s wedding invitation, but most people aren’t related to Michael Marchetti. And most people don’t have to worry about their sibling sleeping with someone they were in a relationship with and then marrying them.

I hold the corner of the heavy cardstock invitation as if it’s contaminated. I should have thrown it out the second it arrived, but I’d stuck it on the fridge, promising myself I’d deal with it soon. When it fell from its magnet and slipped behind the calendar, I forgot about it until I received a rare text from my brother, telling me that since I was clearly too busy to respond, he’d go ahead and put me down as ‘attending’. He added that he’d even do me the favor of allowing me a plus-one if I could find someone willing to accompany me.

“Self-righteous asshole,” I mutter, tossing the invitation into the garbage where it belongs, then downing the rest of my glass of wine. If I attend—and that’s a very big question mark of an if—it’ll be for my parents’ sake. They understand the rift between Michael and me, and are even sympathetic, but they hate it, and I hate upsetting them in any way.

Refusing to let my brother take up even a second more of my brain space, I return my thoughts to a much more pleasant subject: Bryn. And figuring out a way to win her over.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​CHAPTER FOUR ~ BRYN
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I can’t get myself to focus on anything for the rest of the day. I pace around my office like a caged animal, peering out the window toward Gabe’s place every few minutes. When it’s obvious I’m not going to get any more work done, I settle into my favorite chair and attempt to read, but the words swim in front of my eyes.

Seeing Gabe today stirred up all kinds of things, including thoughts of my ex-husband, which is never a good thing. I keep absentmindedly picking up my phone and letting my finger hover over the BeSocial app, then setting it aside. The idiot had the audacity to send me a friend request shortly after our divorce was finalized. I had promptly declined, although in a moment of weakness, I’d checked his profile and discovered it was public. At first, I wondered why, but as I scrolled through and saw all the pictures of him and his girlfriend—the woman he left me for and immediately moved in with—smiling and happy, I realized that was why. He always was a show-off.

My hand moves of its own accord and picks up my phone once more. I ignore the alarm bells going off in my brain as I click the little green icon and call up Martin’s profile. As expected, I regret it almost instantly. The most recent pictures are of him and his...well, his fiancée, apparently. They’re currently in Paris—somewhere he always promised to take me—and he proposed at the top of the Eiffel Tower.

Despite the gnawing pit in my stomach, I can’t help but scoff and roll my eyes. A show-off and a cliché. I skim through the pictures, feeling sicker by the minute at the smiles plastered on their faces as they eat in fancy restaurants, visit sites I’ve always dreamed of seeing, and do gross kissy-face poses. Even worse? The combination of Martin’s rambling captions about how he’s never been happier or more in love, and the saccharine comments from people I used to consider friends.

I do what I should have done ages ago: hit the Block button. I block his new fiancée too for good measure. Even though Martin and I weren’t meant to be and I’m better off without him, it still hurts. He used to tell me I was the best thing that ever happened to him and that he was happier than he ever could have imagined. Not happy enough to stay faithful or even truthful, though, as evidenced by the double life he was leading, which included a girlfriend, friends I’d never heard of, and even an apartment outside town.

I jump up from my chair and shake out my arms, trying to literally shake off this heavy feeling crawling through my body. This is a moment for Taylor Swift. I grab my phone again, open my favorite music app, find “Shake It Off”, and connect to my home speakers so the song can blast through the living room. And then I dance.

I’m over Martin and have been for a long time, but that doesn’t stop his sunshine-and-roses life from having an effect on me. I mean, Paris! Somewhere we were supposed to go, but he kept putting it off, saying he was too busy with work or we couldn’t afford it.

When the song is over, I hit repeat and keep dancing. If anyone saw me flailing around right now, they’d likely worry for my mental state and physical safety. It feels good, though, and by the time the song is ending for the second time, I’m breathless, and the gnawing in my stomach has lessened.

For what feels like the millionth, I curse my tricky brain and the anxiety that rules my life and holds me prisoner. While Martin has moved on, I’ve remained stagnant in every area of life other than my career. I’ve spent the last two years with an ‘I’ll do it soon’ mentality, perpetually promising myself I’ll take action. I’ll check out community events next week. I’ll join a class of some sort next month. Next time I see one of my neighbors, I’ll speak to them instead of avoiding them. It’s a never-ending loop. I’ve convinced myself I’m content because I love my job, I have a nice home, and I have friends online, but...it’s not enough.

A knock on the door pulls me from my reverie. A glance at the doorbell cam app shows a delivery person on my porch. When I open the door, he asks me to sign for the large box in his arms, which is stamped with the logo of a local business that curates fancy gift baskets.

Box in hand, I dash to the kitchen, flipping on lights as I go. I pry the card free and read the typed note: For Bryn, the best friend a girl could ask for, and the most talented designer on the planet. Bold claim, I know, but I stand by it. Sending you a few goodies to celebrate our latest shared success. Save a glass of the bubbly to toast with me over video chat, and let’s figure out a way to celebrate together in person one of these days. All my love, Joanie. xx

At the top of the box, a beautifully-designed bottle of sparkling wine is nestled in a bed of tissue paper. Underneath, there’s a candle with a festive mulled cider scent, some luxury bath products, a box of salted caramel truffles, and a giant jar of hot chocolate powder layered with marshmallows and crushed peppermint candies.

The hot chocolate makes my thoughts drift to Gabe and his cozy living room. I push those musings aside and text Joanie, thanking her profusely and ending with a string of kiss and heart emojis. I haven’t heard from her since she left for her date with Cary, which hopefully means her evening is going well.

After scarfing down three truffles, I eye the clock and decide to go for a walk to dispel the rest of the nervous energy lingering in my body. The sun has set now, but I’ve grown accustomed to walking in the dark. It started this past summer; I was tired of the treadmill and felt the urge to get out of the house. During the day, the neighborhood was always bustling with kids playing in yards and riding bikes through the street, and people sitting on their porches or trekking back and forth to the houses with pools. I’d wait until late at night to venture out, telling myself the real reason was because it was cooler than during the day when the sun was out full blast and the humidity was high. I kept it up through the autumn, bundling up in layers and letting the crisp air clear my head. Now it’s one of my regular self-care rituals, along with leisurely soaks in the tub, curling up to read, and watching feel-good TV.

When I reach the coat closet, I realize I’m still wearing my pajamas and Gabe’s hoodie. It’s too late in the day to change now, and no one will see me anyway. I wrap a scarf around my neck, pull my coat over the bulky sweater, and don my boots for the third time today.

Outside, the early evening air is bracing, and it smells like snow. I suck in a deep breath, filling my lungs and holding the breath for a few seconds before letting it out in a rush. At the end of my driveway, I pause, my gaze lingering on Gabe’s house. The lights he hung earlier have been turned on, and the inflatable snow globe is sitting in a limp heap on the opposite side of the lawn from the giant sleigh.

Without a destination in mind, I turn left. My thoughts are already less jumbled, although they’re still coming fast. My mind strays to thoughts of Gabe. His kind eyes, dimpled smile, and deep voice. The unsettling way he looks at me as if he really sees me. The fact he learned to bake for his niece. The attraction I’m pretty sure isn’t one sided.

“Bryn?”

The tone of the person’s voice makes me think it’s not the first time they’ve said my name. My head snaps up, and I see Daphne, the neighbor Gabe mentioned earlier. She’s stopped a few feet ahead of me on the sidewalk, giving me a quizzical smile.

“Sorry,” I say. “And hi. I was lost in thought, and I guess I was watching the sidewalk so I wouldn’t slip.”

“No worries.” Her smile is friendly and open now, as if we’re old friends instead of people who happen to live on the same street and have only ever spoken in passing because I’m a shitty neighbor. “It’s good to see you. I always seem to miss you coming and going.”

I don’t tell her that’s because I rarely come or go. Instead, I say, “It’s nice to see you too. I’ve been so swamped with work, I don’t get out much. I saw Gabe earlier, though, and he mentioned he was talking to you recently.”

“About your book! Well, your cover,” she amends. “You should have seen me in the bookstore. I let out a squeal as an associate was walking by, so I told him why I was excited. He got excited too and said he follows you on Instagram, so of course I had to do the same.”

“Oh, wow.” My voice comes out faint. Talk about surreal. I only have a professional Instagram account, which is currently run by my part-time virtual assistant. I check on it every once in a while, but the sheer number of likes, comments, and followers overwhelms me, even though I’m grateful for every single one since it means I get to continue doing what I love for a living.

“Your artwork is incredible,” Daphne says. “You’re so talented. I never progressed past stick figures and suns with smiley faces.”

“Thank you, I appreciate that.” I dig deep into my limited well of neighborhood knowledge, relieved when something flickers in the back of my mind. “If I remember correctly, you’re quite talented at sewing? I can barely thread a needle.”

Her face lights up, a hint of red tinting her brown cheeks. Before she can say anything else, a woman approaches from behind her, laying a hand on Daphne’s shoulder. She doesn’t look familiar, but she smiles and nods as if she recognizes me.

“Are you accosting Bryn?” she asks, which makes Daphne release a peal of laughter.

I tune out for a moment as the two of them speak to each other. I rack my brain for the other woman’s name, along with her relationship to Daphne, but nothing comes to me.

“Oh!” Daphne says suddenly. “I just realized you’ve never met Astrid. We’ve been together for about six months, and she moved in with me in September.”

“Daphne has pointed you out to me once or twice, but it’s nice to officially meet you.” I return the sentiment as Astrid steps forward to give my hand a quick, firm shake, then moves back to coil her arm around Daphne’s waist.

The smiling pair make a beautiful couple: Daphne with her smooth, dark skin and curly hair peeking out from under a bright red toque, and Astrid with her pale skin and a rope-like braid of black hair slung over her shoulder. They’re both wearing puffy black jackets and thick multicolored leggings tucked into boots. I’m suddenly very aware of the fact I’m wearing my avocado jammies, and I silently curse the Me of Five Minutes Ago, who didn’t think I’d run into anyone. What a way to make a first impression.

“We’re doing a quick lap around the neighborhood before dinner,” Astrid says after a few beats of silence.

“We should get on with it before we’re tempted to turn around and go back to our nice warm house,” Daphne says with a laugh. “But...” She draws the word out, exchanging a glance with Astrid, who nods enthusiastically. “Since you’re here, we’d like to invite you to the neighborhood holiday kick-off this weekend. It’s at our place this year. You wouldn’t believe the competition for the gig.”

“It’s going to be pretty casual,” Astrid adds. “Kind of like an open house, where people can come and go as they please. There’ll be lots to eat and drink, and Daph has been working on her playlist for the last week.” She says this like it’s an inside joke I should know, so I smile, hoping it doesn’t look too forced.

“Please say you’ll come,” Daphne says. “We’d love to get to know you better. A lot of other people in the neighborhood feel the same.”

A lump forms in my throat. Do people actually talk about me? What do they say? Do they call me a recluse? A hermit? Those are accurate descriptions, but do I want them to be? I never gave it much thought or even cared before, but for some bizarre, inexplicable reason, I care now. Joanie and Gabe’s talk of friendship and getting out of the house swirls in my mind, mixed with my recent desire for...more. And so, without giving myself a chance to overthink it, I blurt, “I’ll be there. If I give you my number, can you text me the details? And I do mean details—what to wear, what to bring, that sort of thing.”

I don’t normally put my neuroses on display to people I barely know. I expect strange expressions from Daphne and Astrid, or at the very least, raised eyebrows. Maybe mocking laughter or even just laughter because they think I’m kidding. My request is met with smiles, though, and Astrid nudges Daphne, who says, “Of course,” as she pulls out her phone and hands it over for me to add my number to her contacts.

“Great,” Daphne says, accepting her phone back and tucking it into her coat pocket. “I’ll text you tomorrow with all the details. We’re really excited you’re coming.”

Her words, paired with Astrid’s enthusiastic nod, make warmth spread through my body. I watch as they move past me, arm in arm. I remain rooted to the sidewalk, the warmth from a moment ago slowly leeching from my body as the internal freakout begins. What did I just do? Why did I agree to go? I haven’t attended a single event since my divorce. I don’t remember how to interact with people. As for crowds...oh god, there’ll be a houseful of neighborhood residents, despite the fact Astrid said people would be free to come and go.

Even though I haven’t been out for long, I spin around and speed walk in the direction I came from, eyeing Gabe’s house as I approach my own. After a moment’s hesitation, I cross the street and hurry up his driveway.

I’ve nearly reached the front door when it suddenly opens, sending a warm yellow glow across the lawn. Gabe steps into the doorway, laughing under his breath when his eyes meet mine. I can only imagine the bewildered expression on my face.

“I happened to be looking out the window and saw you marching up my driveway,” he says. “You look like a woman on a mission.”

“You were right earlier,” I blurt. Now he’s the one who looks slightly bemused. “About me needing to get a life, I mean.”

He holds up both hands. “Hey, I didn’t say that.”

I tilt my head in concession. “Okay, not in so many words. I know you weren’t being judgmental or unkind, just...making an observation. You’re not the first.”
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