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Laurel tugged at the hem of her blouse, trying to blend into the crowd milling around the school gym. The place was decked out like a makeshift gala, strings of fairy lights dangling from the basketball hoops, tables laden with auction items that screamed "overpriced for a good cause." Rob, her husband, was in his element, weaving through the parents and donors with that easy charm of his, shaking hands and laughing at jokes that probably weren't funny. He thrived on this stuff, the schmoozing, the networking. Laurel? Not so much. She was the type who preferred a quiet night in, with a book, not forcing small talk with people she barely knew from drop-off lines.

At just 5'1", she felt even smaller in the sea of chattering adults, her tight jeans hugging her curves and her blouse doing its best to look casual yet “put-together”. Underneath, her lacy bra added a secret touch of confidence, though right now, it wasn't helping much. She wandered past the silent auction tables, eyeing the items with mild disinterest, a variety of gift baskets, concert tickets to a jazz band she’d never heard of, an autographed basketball that looked like it'd been signed by someone semi-famous, a couples' massage package promising "ultimate relaxation," and the big-ticket item, a golf trip for four to Hawaii, complete with resort beaches and greens that sounded dreamy but way out of their budget.

Boredom set in quickly. Rob had vanished into a cluster of dads debating sports stats, leaving her to sip her watered-down punch...alone. She had a flashback to seventh grade, when as a geeky, braces wearing teen she sat in the corner watching the “cool kids” dance while she awkwardly chatted with the chaperones. And that's when she spotted him, the older guy from the neighborhood, the one she'd wave to on her morning drive to work. He was always out tending his garden, looking content in his solitude. Late fifties, she guessed, with a widower's quiet air about him. Tall, salt and pepper hair neatly combed, dressed in slacks and a button-down that said he made an effort but wasn't trying too hard. He stood off to the side, nursing a drink, looking about as thrilled as she felt.

Their eyes met, and he raised his glass in a half-toast, a small smile cracking his face. Laurel hesitated, then drifted over, figuring why not? Anything beat staring auction items that she was never going to win.

"Hey, you're the garden guy, right?" she said, her wide blue eyes sparkling with a hint of mischief as her freckled cheeks perked up with a genuine grin. "I see you every morning on my way into work."

He chuckled, a low, warm sound. "Yep, that’s me. Brian. And you're the cute girl that always makes my day with her friendly smile and wave. The blue hatchback, isn’t it?"

She laughed, and blushed at being called “cute”. "Hi I’m Laurel.  And yeah, that’s me in the blue Toyota. That's me. Though ‘cute’ might be a stretch. This your scene? The whole auction circus?"

“Oh, you’re definitely cute. Even cuter when you’re not dashing off to work,” Brian offered, before he leaned against the wall, shaking his head. "Not even close. My grandkid goes here, so I'm obligated. But if I have to hear one more parent brag about their kid's soccer trophy, I might bid on an escape pod."

Laurel snorted, covering her mouth. "Oh, tell me about it. My husband is over there playing world ambassador. Meanwhile, I'm just trying not to nod off over here."

They fell into easy chatter, bonding over their shared eye-rolls at the event. Brian had a dry wit that snuck up on you, pointing out a mom in a sequined dress who looked like she'd raided a disco ball, or the dad seriously inspecting the wine basket he was set to bid on, like it was secretly hiding drugs "Bet he thinks it'll pair well with his midlife crisis," Brian murmured, and Laurel had to stifle a giggle, her cheeks flushing.

She couldn’t remember the last time she’d laughed this much at a school function. She found herself opening up, teasing him back. "You seem pretty observant for a guy who spends his days lost in roses and tulips."

"Ah, but roses and tulips don't talk back," he shot back with a wink. "Makes for better company than the majority of these folks."

As the announcer took the mic he made a final call for bidding, “Remember folks, this is a silent, secret auction. You write down your top price, along with your name – or paddle number, if you want to stay anonymous – and put it in the jar next to the item. Top bid wins the item. We’re going to start in just a few minutes, so hurry and get your bid in”

The energy in the room picked up and a flurry of movement started around them, interrupting their easy conversation. And soon the auctioneer was back at the mic and started to announce the winners. Bid sheets for the smaller items were collected, compared and the winning amount was announced. Meanwhile, as the crowd settled back down, Laurel and Brian reconnected, their conversation flowing like they'd known each other for a lot longer than just five minutes. It started innocent enough, the autographed basketball came up, and Brian eyed it skeptically.

"Bet it goes for over two hundred bucks," he said. "People love their memorabilia."

Laurel tilted her head, playful challenge in her eyes. "No way, under a hundred easy. Loser grabs the next round of coffee?"

He grinned, extending his hand and taking hers into it. "You're on."

The ball sold for two-hundred sixty, and Laurel mock-groaned as she fetched him a fresh cup from the refreshment table. "Fine, you win this one. But don't get cocky."

The bets kept coming as more items were announced, each one ramping up the fun. A spa gift card sparked a wager on its final price, Brian nailed it within fifty dollars, earning a dramatic curtsy from Laurel. "Your highness," she teased, her voice light and flirty without meaning to be.

He laughed, but there was a spark in his eyes. "Careful, I might start expecting royal treatment."

By the time the couples' massage came up, Laurel was buzzing from the banter and a second glass of wine that Brian had snuck her. She leaned in closer, her freckled nose wrinkling in amusement. "Okay, hotshot. Guess within ten bucks, and... I'll flash you a peek under this blouse. Right here, quick and discreet."

Brian's eyebrows shot up, but he played it cool, a sly smile tugging at his lips. "Bold move. But if I get it spot on? What then?"

She bit her lip, the thrill of the game making her bolder. "Spot on? Hmm... Let's say I owe you a private show sometime. Deal?"
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