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Trigger and Content Warnings




MC with social anxiety, references to gun violence, the death of a sibling and being raised in the foster care system. This book also contains three very explicit intimate scenes and several instances of what could be considered foul language throughout.   
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Chapter 1





Sarah

I used to thrive in the spotlight. Okay, maybe not thrive. But at least I survived its glare. Because once upon a time being in the spotlight had a certain appeal. I didn’t really have a choice since I practically lived there, but I made my peace with it. When I kicked the winning goal or made an amazing save it was a shot of adrenaline to bask in the attention I received.  

I had no reason to believe things would change so drastically. I did all the things I was supposed to. I kept my head down and followed all the rules. All through high school and college, I made sure I brought home decent grades. I gave one hundred and ten percent on the athletic field. I quietly thrived on routine and predictability and dreamed about a different future. One where things were more exciting, and I would be surrounded by people who just got me. That I would find my tribe, my forever friends, my soulmate. That my parents would finally accept me for who I was. 

Instead, one minute of violence changed my world forever. That one minute robbed me of the one cheerleader I had. It robbed me of the one person that always had my back and stood up to our parents on my behalf. I learned the hard way that the world isn’t a fairytale full of birds that land on your shoulders and serenade you, or charming cowboys that sweep to the rescue on a galloping white horse and carry you off into the sunset to live happily forever after. It can be full of disappointment and heartache and days of blackness you want to lose yourself in. It can be full of moments you lose that you can never get back. Moments that live in your nightmares forever. 

If I hadn’t been in the spotlight I might have spent my whole life suffering under the delusion that I was safe, that bad things can’t happen if you pay attention and take self-defense and always remain aware of your surroundings. Because that’s what the YouTube videos and the self-defense instructors and law enforcement officers tell you. But they’re wrong. That wasn’t enough. While I was deluding myself, the monster came out of the shadows and turned my life upside down. I know the glare of the spotlight is what brought the monster to me, like a homing beacon. 

I was never quite enough for my parents. For half my life, they referred to my soccer career as an amusing hobby and kept asking when I would get serious about making meaningful contributions to the world. I’ll never forget the day I proudly announced over spaghetti dinner that I was the new starting forward of the girls’ soccer team. My mother replied with, “That’s nice, dear. But tonight isn’t about you. Beth just became a Rhodes Scholar and I think it’s worth celebrating.” In other words, my accomplishment paled in comparison, was barely a blip on her radar. 

When I made the Olympic team, they liked to brag about my notoriety. But then my team and I didn’t bring home the gold medal and they told me I was too old for something they considered a pointless endeavor. They badgered me to settle into a real career. They badgered me about becoming a brilliant scientist like my sister, Beth. There’s a reason Jacob, Have I Loved was my favorite book growing up. Louise was the forgotten sister, the shadowy imitation of glittering perfect Caroline. I identified with Louise. I shared her guilt and her bitterness and her deep need to belong somewhere to someone. 

We’re told that it’s okay to be different and choose the road less traveled. Making that choice has never gone well for me. Being an outcast and begging for scraps of affection from people who only notice bright and shiny things is never fun. It’s isolating, and lonely. I will never beg for scraps again. I will never put myself in that position again. 

Then Beth was no longer here, and everyone blamed me because I wasn’t content to hide behind the cloistered walls of academia. They started pushing even harder and I felt myself crumbling beneath the onslaught of their expectations. I shrink-wrapped everything I was into a tiny package and tried to become the replacement they wanted. I thought it would assuage the guilt they were laying on my shoulders. 

Until the day I realized that I shouldn’t feel guilty because life happens and it’s scary and unpredictable and there are things you can’t control. I found myself staring into a mirror, finally seeing they would never accept me for who I was.  I knew in that moment that escaping out the window was my best option. I hastily piled my truck with three boxes full of my favorite books and movies, and a single suitcase. I hit the road with only my Husky, Sasha, for company.  

I drove for two days straight, catching naps in convenient rest areas, knowing that Sasha would bite the hand off any idiot dumb enough to get close enough, before I crashed on a friend’s couch in St. Louis and decided to put my teaching certificate to use. I scoured job boards until I found Willow Creek High School in the middle of nowhere rural Virginia. Luckily, the school board was desperate for a high school science teacher and hired me sight unseen based on my resume.

Now I’m afraid of being around so many people at one time and I hate crowds because they fill me with this bone-deep fear. The knowledge that I’m not safe, that I can’t protect anyone, not even myself, is always there. My anxiety was always manageable, until I was trapped in a situation I couldn’t escape from by my choices and my circle. Now, my fear can be paralyzing, and when my panic attacks come roaring out of nowhere I feel like a dolphin stranded on a deserted beach, gasping for air. 

That fear is why I’m a high school science teacher in a small town (with a guaranteed captive audience) instead of on the pitch in front of thousands of screaming fans.  It’s why I left behind everything familiar and worked so hard to bury myself in this small town. I know my students and I are still in danger of attack, and the fact I need to go through active shooter drills with them makes my stomach turn. But those drills are a way of life in twenty-first century America, and the kids are so nonchalant about it they don’t even realize the innocence they’ve lost. It never ceases to amaze me that the power-hungry overlords who run our country seem more interested in regulating my body than regulating guns. 

Even when I feel like the whole world is going to complete and utter shit and everyone around me seems oblivious, living in a small town is still better than living in the city. It suits me to a tee because they don’t know my history. They don’t have ridiculous expectations for my future. Sure, they’ve seen the YouTube videos and the ESPN highlights, but I’m old news because I’m retired. They only trot out my credentials to impress stuck-up parents from rival schools who talk shit about people they call hillbillies.

Here in Willow Creek, I know what to expect because I have everything planned down to the last detail. After first week jitters at the beginning of every school year, I always settle into my groove. I think about that instead of being around this many people in one place at one time. I think about that instead of my sensory overload. These days, all I want is quiet and focus and a glass of wine by myself while I watch the stars. Crowds are a freaking nightmare. They made me anxious before the pandemic, but after two years of teaching and living like a hermit, it’s even worse. My nightmares torture me more than ever, and something I occasionally tolerated in the past is now something I want to avoid at all costs. 

Standing here just waiting means I’m sacrificing a piece of my sanity and my skin is crawling right now, like I just saw an army of marching cockroaches skitter across my bare feet. It feels like I’m one misstep or miscalculation away from falling on my face and proving the truth of all my self-doubt. I don’t see anyone I recognize, and that’s both alleviating and amplifying my anxiety. Even the fireman with water sluicing down his waist and dripping from his scruffy jaw to his carved bare chest, isn’t distracting me. I watch his muscles clench while he climbs back onto the dunking platform. I should be drooling, but I’m only I’m slightly more than mildly intrigued. I know from experience that firemen might be hot, but they come with all kinds of baggage. I shake my head to dislodge the rising tide of impatience and gather my thoughts.  

On the one hand, I don’t need to be hyper-focused on finding exactly the right words if someone walks up to me. On the other hand, it makes the crowd seem a little ominous, like a living breathing suffocating thing tightening a noose around my neck I can’t control. I feel so exposed.

I’m anonymous right now, but that won’t last for long. I know it’s not going to stay that way. It’s only a matter of time before a student, or another teacher, forces me into awkward social interaction. I hate feeling like an off-kilter Gumby, or like a caricature of Lurch from the Addams Family, and I never know what to say and always end up unintentionally offending someone because I miss all the social cues. I’m much more comfortable in my bubble. I’m brave and relaxed when I’m swapping stories and advice and gossip with my friends. 

The aroma wafting from the kettle corn booth beside me is sickly sweet, like a summer day that smells of freshly mown hay and honeycomb. I close my eyes and inhale, letting the familiar scent wash over me like a balm. The air is filled with the squeak of stroller wheels across pitted ground and uneven tussocks of grass, the plaintive wails of children, and the oohs and ahs of everyone aiming their phones at the dunking booth. Like we have a Baywatch lifeguard rising from the water instead of a bare-chested fireman. It's loud, unpredictable, chaotic, and overwhelming. 

I’m exactly where she said to meet her. I’ve been standing here in the sweltering heat of Indian summer for forty minutes, ignoring the trickle of sweat underneath my ponytail. So far my best friend is a no-show. And she’s not answering my texts. 

Emma owes me an explanation for ditching me. I’m fiercely competitive, and even though this isn’t a soccer field, I’m not going to forfeit my chance to win a ribbon. She knows this about me, and that’s how she was able to convince me to leave my comfort zone and do this stupid race with her. After all the effort she expended persuading me to be her partner I can’t believe she ditched me. I hope she’s not in some kind of trouble and can’t communicate. I’m angry because I hate being crippled by indecision, but I’m worried too. Which is making my skin crawl even more. It feels like a landmine I can’t navigate without losing a vital organ.

I hear Taren’s laugh before I see her. It’s so unabashedly happy it makes my stomach cramp. There’s a thread of joy running through it I’ve never heard. Which tells me she’s with Zane. I want to rejoice with her. I really really do. I love my best friends. 

But I can’t swallow the hard little kernel of envy lodged in my chest like a hand grenade. 

I’m trying to choke down my resentment and it feels like someone is holding the end of a lit blunt against my skin. I know I shouldn’t be jealous. Taren took a chance I’m too scared to take. My fear of being rejected as not enough is like a crushing weight on the inside. I know I have even my best friends fooled. They think I’m quietly confident, instead of seeing the shivering bundle of nerves beneath my mask. I’m wired differently, and I don’t know if I’ll ever find someone who appreciates and loves me for it, without trying to change me or gaslight me. 

I hate that Taren’s unfettered happiness makes me wistful. Before the world changed, I thought my life was full and I had everything I wanted. I felt professionally fulfilled. I knew I was making a difference in the lives of the kids in our community. But lately I want someone besides my goofy dog sprawled across my bed. Even though physical touch can be difficult to handle, sometimes I just want someone to give me a bone-crushing hug at the end of a shitty day. To take my coat and push me onto the couch and force a cup of steaming Earl Grey into my hands. 

I stroll up to them with studied nonchalance. They’re already standing in line waiting for their burlap sack. There’s a tall guy with broad shoulders and a swimmer’s physique standing beside Zane. Broad shoulders, so broad I doubt my reach would meet in the middle of his back. A narrow waist, the muscled, round curve of a gluteus maximus that would make the angels weep, and thighs I can tell are as solid as the main beam of the sailboats I used to spend my summers on. The brim of his baseball cap is resting against the back of his neck, so of course that’s the first thing I notice, and from the side, I can see it’s hiding a man bun of honey and caramel. There are curls of black snaking like tendrils up his nape and peeking beneath the cuffs of his shirt sleeves, trailing across his biceps, and I’m sure he’s hiding a tattooed canvas underneath his plain white tee. Just imagining him in a complete ensemble that includes gray sweatpants makes me want to dive into my bedside drawer full of joy tonight for relief.

Ok, enough distraction. Time to get their attention and figure out what the hell is going on. “Have any of you heard from Emma? She was supposed to be my partner.”

They all turn in unison to look at me. 

“Did she bail on you?” Asks Taren. 

“It looks like it. And I know we would have crushed this,” I observe, unable to mask the thread of irritation lacing my words.

“Yes! You are both just feral enough to obliterate the competition,” laughs Taren.

“I can be your partner,” a rich tenor interjects. His voice is the low rumble of thunder before heat lightning slashes across the summer sky.

It’s the guy in the baseball cap. When I see his whole face I recognize him. It’s the douchebag developer guy I caught Zane having lunch with. I knew there was a reason he seemed familiar. Why is he offering to be my partner? He has that delicious hint of pirate I’ll make you walk a plank alright, and he doesn’t already have a partner? Does he really want to participate or is he making a move? Is he flirting or just being nice? I thought he was Taren’s enemy, and I can’t believe she already buried the hatchet. Maybe he threatened her with the plank, and she feared for her life. I think Zane would’ve walked the plank in her stead though, or punched the guy’s lights out instead of thumping him between the shoulder blades like they’re the best of bros. So maybe it was just a douchebag façade, and his replenishment of the town coffers wasn’t motivated by arrogance and smarminess.

He’s drifted close enough that I can smell hints of bergamot, clove, and rum. Is this what it feels like to ignore the health advisory and gaze directly into the sun in the middle of an eclipse? I think my retinas are permanently scorched, and his scent makes me want to lick the sharp blade of his jaw. 

“Why would you want to be my partner? You don’t even know me. Don’t you think it’s a little soon to be getting in the sack with someone?” Crap. Am I flirting? I never flirt. I’m always too anxious to put myself out there like that. Even to myself, it sounds like I’m flirting. I shouldn’t be flirting - especially when I can’t tell whether he’s flirting back or just being nice. Usually my attempts at flirting are either an aggressive weird version of Gru from Despicable Me or a cute bumbling version of Meg Ryan from a nineties rom com. And this guy is probably still a douchebag when it applies to women. Even if he’s a hot douchebag. So I shouldn’t even contemplate flirting with him. 

Sex is usually something perfunctory for me, a necessity like food and water and air. Flirting is an unnecessary preliminary. Why spend time on the appetizer when I can shove it aside and devour the main course? Usually we don’t even make it to the bed because I just need to scratch an itch, not mess up the sanctity and solace of my eight hundred thread count sanctuary or bond over an awkward breakfast of sausage gravy and biscuits.

“Is it though?” His eyes are suddenly alight with interest. I can see a glimmer of gold in the muddy brown depths. Those flecks of gold are like pyrite winking through the ripples in a creek. I’ll never forget the first time one of my cousins showed me a piece she brought home from one of her Girl Scout camping trips and solemnly asked me if we should hitchhike a ride to go back and pan for more.

“Is it what?” I’m flustered because I got lost in one of my spirals trying to discern and describe the color of his eyes and have no idea what he’s referring to. It’s why I like numbers and scientific theory and working a problem I know has a solution that’s perfectly formulated and expected. I don’t have to keep track of nuanced social clues and conversations that tie me up in knots because there are so many distractions. Facts don’t have surprises or meandering. They can’t pull me in a thousand different directions or demand interactions beyond my control.

“Is it too soon,” he clarifies. “I don’t think so. Not if you want to win,” he makes it sound like he’s just talking about the race. The knowing glint in his gaze says otherwise. I think it’s safe to conclude that he is being more than nice. That I was being paranoid again and he is actually flirting with me. “And there’s no way we won’t win. At least we’ll beat down these two lovebirds,” he cocks a thumb toward Taren and Zane, who are locked in one of their moony-eyed silent exchanges. Completely oblivious to the world. Like they always are nowadays. How they fell into this so fast after not seeing each other for seventeen years is a mystery. It’s like no time passed at all.

I snort. “You’re probably right. They’re going to pass out from the ecstasy of having their bare legs nestled together and completely lose track of the mission,” I objectively recognize that getting in the sack with this guy, proverbial or sexual, would not be a hardship. 

Taren pokes me in the arm, finally rousing herself from her sexy times trance. “You won’t beat us. We’ve been practicing.”

“Please. You won’t beat us,” Blake interjects. “Fierce Girl and I will decimate you because of the height difference alone. You’re going to pull each other down because there’s like a twelve-inch span between you. You’re going to trip over each other because you’re so mismatched,” he twists around to smirk at Zane. “Taren is going to be taking four steps for every single one of yours.”

I can’t tell whether I’m more amused or annoyed that he feels comfortable enough to give me a nickname on such slim acquaintance. I can tell he’s the kind of guy who doles out nicknames like he’s handing out candy to trick or treaters. I know we haven’t done introductions, but he and Zane are obviously bros and I know my name’s had to have come up in casual conversation.

As if on cue, Zane snaps out of his trance-like state. “Oh yeah. Blake, this is Sarah. Sarah, this is Blake.”

Blake holds his hand out to me. I wrap my own around it because I think we’re going to shake. But we don’t. He’s just staring down at me. Not very far. Because my eyes are even with his chin. But still not moving. “So, can I still call you Fierce Girl?”

Okay. Maybe the annoyance trumps the amusement. It annoys me that even now we’ve been introduced he thinks he still has the right to give me a nickname. “Do I have a choice? From everything I’ve heard about you, I doubt it. If you accept the fact that later on I can give you any nickname I want, I guess I’m okay with it.”

“Well we’re friends of our friends. Isn’t it inevitable that we’ll get to know each other better?” His answer is smooth. Too smooth. Like he’s had a lot of practice disguising what he wants. Making it palatable even when the person on the receiving end isn’t interested.

“You don’t fool me. You weren’t referring to the platonic form of knowing.” I have zero reservations about calling him out. 

“You’re jumping to a lot of conclusions,” he observes. 

I shrug. “If the shoe fits….” I purposefully let my words trail off so he can fill in the blanks himself. 

“I’ll convince you I’m not a complete douchebag,” he unceremoniously grabs my hand in his and leads me to the starting line. I yank away from him while simultaneously trying to calm my somersaulting sex drive. His palm is rough against my own, his grasp sure and confident. He’s giving me stern brunch daddy vibes and my vajayjay is up on that vault right now with Simone Biles, strutting for all she’s worth. And how does he know I think he’s a douchebag? He must get that reaction a lot. Obviously he’s not as smooth as he thinks he is.

He steps in and holds the bag open for me. I’m glad I wore jeans, because his basketball shorts, which are almost as drool worthy as gray sweatpants, are rolled up at the waist so almost everything below his muscled thighs is bare. Which means our skin would be touching if I’d worn shorts. I think I’m glad I wore jeans.

I once again tell my rogue lady parts to simmer down and put on my game face. It’s been a while and I have to wrestle them into submission. “Let’s do this.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone as competitive as I am. Until now,” he gives me a huge approving grin. Okay. So he gets a point in his favor that my determination to win at all costs (even across a Monopoly board) doesn’t intimidate him.

When the referee blows the whistle, we’re off like a shot. We’re both tall and lanky, so it’s easy to match our strides. Just as predicted, we leave Taren and Zane in the dust and are soon leading the pack. The high school Phys Ed teacher and her partner gain on us when we’re only a couple of lengths from the finish line. I take a bigger step and miscalculate. And down we go. As we’re falling I see the eight-year-old Donaldson twins, who will soon reign terror over the entire fourth grade class, sneak past the adults and cross the finish line first.

Blake twists his body to catch the brunt of the impact. Which leaves me glued to him. My hand is resting just beneath the top of his shorts, touching the middle of a coarse trail of hair that my fingers are itching to stroke. He lost his hat, and his hair is escaping from its bun, a shaggy dark honey, caramel mess of waves around his face. With his shot of whiskey eyes, and the pale gleam of stubble on his cheeks, he’s like my fantasy Thor come to life. I jerk up, but we’re still tangled in the bag together. 

His eyes drop to my lips before he closes them and takes a deep breath. “Let me untangle us.”

Why the hell am I matching my breathing to his like we’re synchronized swimmers or Lamaze partners? Why am I having trouble tearing my eyes away from him? I stare at his chin like it’s the most fascinating one I’ve ever seen. It kind of is, because it’s carved in half, with a cleft like the one on the dad from The Incredibles. I’m irrationally tempted to stick my tongue there. 

“Yeah,” I mutter. My face is burning with the embarrassment of ten million suns. I don’t need a mirror to see that even the tips of my ears are red. 

Oblivious of my wayward thoughts, he deftly tosses the bag aside and lifts us to our feet. Because I’m tall, I’m not used to men moving me around so easily. I’m unbalanced for a second and involuntarily sway towards him. He catches me by the elbows. “Are you okay?” He asks.

There’s no way I can get words past the lump of mortification in my throat. “Yeah,” I mutter again.

He lets go. “So where do we go from here, Sarah?”

We don’t go anywhere. My ovaries are acting like they just met Love Potion Number Nine. That’s not a complication I need right now. I need sex that will not ruin me for all time. 

“We don’t go anywhere, Blake. Besides back to the sidelines with Taren and Zane.”

“I don’t even get a dance tonight?”

“Nope. I have lesson plans to prepare for the start of school next week,” I don’t feel like clarifying that this is how I prefer to spend every evening. 

“What do you teach?” he sounds genuinely curious.

“I’m one of the high school science teachers. And the girls’ soccer team coach.”

“You sound like a workaholic, Sarah,” he observes and lifts a brow like he’s getting ready to proposition me. “Life shouldn’t be all work and no play.”

“I’m not all work and no play. I just don’t want to play with you,” I smugly retort.

He throws a hand to his heart, like I just shattered it, and stumbles backward. 

The histrionics are ridiculous, but I still chuckle. “I’ll see you around, Blake.”

I need to get a grip before I agree to brave a public event that will have people packed in like sardines. For the sake of the women in this town, I hope he and Zane did not take the same salsa dancing lessons. Zane demonstrated his skills with Taren when they started dating again, and the entire restaurant was swooning. Margarita Mondays haven’t been the same since.
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Chapter 2





Blake

I was the kid who grew up in and out of the system. The one who found gifted mittens from sympathetic teachers surreptitiously tucked into his desk after recess. The one who was grateful for the school’s free breakfast and lunch program because he never knew where his next meal was coming from or if it would be anything more than a peanut butter sandwich. The one who claimed the ill-fitting winter coats from the Lost and Found. The one who fought tooth and nail to earn scholarships that would pay for college when he aged out of foster care because he knew that’s the only way he would have a decent future. 

After my dad died, my mom used drugs to treat her depression. Social Services pulled me out of the house more times than I can count because of her benders. She’d disappear for days looking for her next high, and when she got hooked on opioids she just stopped reporting to the social worker and dropped off the radar completely. That’s when I guess she officially abandoned my little sister and me. When she finally forgot she was a mother. Her absence and being constantly shuffled around from the age of ten, resulted in emotional numbness and a deep-seated aversion to forming connections with others. It’s something I’m finally coming to terms with and trying to fix after years of therapy. Now I understand why I’ve always found it difficult to form lasting friendships and why my bedroom has always had a revolving door. I was cocooning myself from ever having to deal with that hurt again. I wanted to be the one who left – not the one who was left. I know now that I need to let people in, and I’m trying. I’ll never be able to heal the neglected child I was, but I can build a different future.

It’s the main reason I moved here and why I’m suddenly craving the close-knit community of Willow Creek. It’s the antithesis of everything I was exposed to growing up. It’s the antithesis of all the shallow goals I thought I needed to chase and all the insecurities I thought I needed to wrangle into submission. It’s what I’ve managed to avoid and the thing I’ve always been afraid to say I wanted. It’s what I think I need to finally make the desperation that claws at my soul disappear forever. It’s a sense of belonging and this conviction of rightness and this affirmation of yes, you have found your place and yes, this is your tribe. It’s a place that makes me feel like Luke Skywalker instead of Darth Vader, like Bruce Banner instead of The Incredible Hulk. I finally have the chance to choose my own family and I’m taking it.

If Willow Creek is my place, and Zane, Dex and Ian are my tribe, then Sarah Fraser may be my person. She’s like one of those stars you can barely see with the telescope, a hazy nimbus of light you think is a galaxy. Until you adjust the focus and realize it’s a supernova. She’s luminous. 

She’s even more tightly coiled than I was before I let Willow Creek seep into my pores. And from what I understand, she’s been here at least five years. I bet when she does let go it’s like a Cat 8 hurricane barreling down everything in its path. Something so powerful it could level an entire city. Nothing but torrential rain and howling winds that leaves destruction in its wake. I could sense the waves of unease rolling off her and her acknowledgment of the latent attraction looming between us. She’s the walking pop-up ad for “still waters run deep.” 

I’ve heard a lot about her because Zane and I are so close now. But we’ve never been face to face until today. I always thought of her as Fierce Girl in my head, and definitely went down a Google rabbit hole researching her soccer career. That probably makes me a creeper, something I’ve never been accused of because I was never intrigued enough. But the little snippets of her story Zane let slip have intrigued me from the beginning. 

Now that I’ve met her, she totally lives up to her nickname and I think the universe was sending me a hidden message. Now that I’ve met her, I’m even more convinced I’m exactly where I was meant to be. Do I believe that each of us has this person we were meant to find? I don’t know. Maybe. I wouldn’t have believed in that shit before I came to Willow Creek. But after seeing Taren and Zane together it seems like a definite possibility. Do I believe in love at first sight? Definitely not. But there’s an invisible thread between us I can’t explain. She tugs at something deep inside me that I’ve ignored and kept buried for a long time. 

I was stuck in a sack with her for less than ten minutes and I can’t get her out of my mind. Yes, I’m attracted to her. But this pull is way more than that and I’d be a fool not to pursue it. I swear I thought we were having a moment at the end of the race when every inch of her was plastered against me. It turned me on more than any of the former beauty queens stripping down in my apartment. Her dismissal was so brusque, and her departure was so abrupt, I must have been hallucinating. I’m hoping that she was brusque because she felt the pull between us too and she was doing her best to ignore it because it was unexpected. 

Zane invited me over for beer and burgers before the concert in the park tonight, and I plan on picking his brain. We’re sitting in his gargantuan backyard, relaxing on a couple of loungers with a perimeter of citronella torches surrounding us. The farmhouse looms in the background, like a sprawling welcome mat straight out of The Waltons. Ian is at the firehouse tonight, probably on kitchen duty there, but Dex is manning the grill in his stead. The charred smell of a charcoal fired quarter pounder has my mouth watering. I’m drinking one of the hard ciders Zane and Taren distilled this year, and the taste is a cross between apple pie and tart cherries. I decide it’s the perfect time to find out exactly how to get under Sarah’s skin. I don’t want him to immediately guess I’m interested, so I go for subtlety. “So what’s the deal with Taren’s friend Sarah? She seemed a little prickly?”

Zane laughs. “Prickly? Like a hedgehog? Or like a wasp?” His question seems innocuous, but I know it’s not. He’s fishing for information, channeling an attention to detail and a focus like Sherlock Holmes. He’s scary sometimes, like a diviner in front of a mirror. It’s why I always secretly dreaded placing a bid on any property I knew he was interested in – he has a bloodhound way of sensing the undercurrents of any situation. 

I grin sheepishly. “Hedgehogs are cute and cuddly. She’s very self-contained and gives off the vibe of “touch me and I’ll slice your fingers off.” I’m definitely leaning towards the wasp.”

He cocks an inquisitive brow in my direction. “So you’re interested? Even if you’re in imminent danger of swelling in the infected area?” He guffaws at his own innuendo. When he finally stops laughing at his own joke, he badgers me further. “I thought you might be after all those questions, even if you were trying to disguise it behind your casual facade. And you were peppering me with those before you ever actually met her.”

I roll my eyes. Ok. So obviously I wasn’t subtle enough. But if not so subtly digging is what will get me answers, then so be it. “What if I am? And dude, yes, before you ask, she already makes me swell inconveniently.”

Zane and his friend Dex burst into raucous laughter and exchange what can only be described as a weighted glance. “Can’t say I’m surprised,” surmises Zane. “It definitely looked like the two of you became cozy while you were laying in the grass.”

“It took us a while to get our bearings,” I clarify, smirking.

“Uh-huh. I’ll bet it did. Your ball bearings,” mutters Dex under his breath loud enough for us to hear. And then he snorts. And so does Zane. They’re like a couple of thirteen-year-olds snickering in the locker room over a copy of the Sports Illustrated Swimsuit Edition.

“I can’t believe you let a pair of eight-year-olds pulverize you. You guys were way ahead of the pack with the Phys Ed teachers hot on your heels, and then Bam! Down you went,” jibes Zane when they’re done laughing at my predicament.

“The determination of those kids was downright terrifying. I can easily believe they have a future ahead of them that consists of world domination. Sarah and I were victims of our own clumsiness and I think we would’ve won if we’d had the opportunity to practice together before the main event,” I’m very confident of this. Her long legs were perfectly suited to my stride. And I know I just met her, but I can’t stop imagining them wrapped around my waist in the middle of a wall banger. 

“Oh! So you want a rematch,” chortles Zane. I reel my thoughts back into the present. These assholes will rib me even more if they know how much she’s consuming my thoughts. Even though I know beyond the shadow of a doubt that Zane is just as attuned to Taren, and I suspect Dex is downright miserable anytime he’s in the vicinity of Marianela.

The fact that Zane thinks he’s hilarious is beyond irritating. “I didn’t say that.”

“Well it sounds like you didn’t quite get your fill of the lovely, inscrutable Ms. Fraser. Would you like my help remedying that situation? Do you want me to get you insider information? I can gather important intel since she’s one of Taren’s best friends,” he leans forward excitedly, his elbows on his knees.

“You look kind of rabid right now. I’m not sure if that’s a wise decision on my part – seeking your help. You’re like a dog chasing a whole family of rabbits that disappeared down a hole you can’t fit your snout into,” I rake my hands through my hair, and lean back, clasping my arms behind my head. I stare up at the cloudy sky like I’m mesmerized. I don’t need his meddling to tip her off. “Taren will see right through your ploy and then Sarah will know I’ve been asking about her. I don’t want to give myself away so easily. I need this to happen organically,” I think he’s one of those guys so happy in love he wants everyone else to be too. I wonder why he’s not putting this much effort into Dex as well. Then again, I don’t know what’s happening behind the scenes. He did tell me about the tense situation that happened at the Mexican restaurant last month.

This place has turned him into a completely different person. One I never would’ve suspected of existing behind the Ray bans and Armani suit that was always outbidding me for prime real estate. He was ruthless. Now he’s in battered jeans and a t-shirt every time I see him. Or worn flannel since the nights are turning colder. He looks like a farmer or a lumberjack. He even has a beard now and doesn’t seem ruthless at all. It’s like he’s lost his edge and he doesn’t regret leaving it behind. I wonder if I can shed my second skin and if I’ll regret leaving it behind.

“Well it may interest you to know that the high school is now short one varsity soccer coach,” he interrupts my bout of introspection. 

“Why would that interest me? I’ve never coached in my life,” I played high school and college soccer, but never pursued it as a career. I was able to admit to myself that I didn’t have the skills to play at that level. Now I’m wondering if this is somehow related to her since she let me know she’s the girls’ soccer coach.

He shrugs. “The school board is desperate. It’s unpaid, and they can’t find anyone. But you don’t need the money. Taren’s brother, Trevor was the coach the last four seasons. But he just moved to Philadelphia,” he explains.

“Why is this something I should look into?” I’m baffled by his insistence, unless this is the Jedi mind trick I’ve been searching for.

“Because Sarah Fraser is the varsity coach of the girls’ team. Boom! Forced proximity.” He claps his hands together so loudly; I almost spill my beer. 

“Yeah, I knew she was the coach. But I don’t think that’s the secret formula for romance, “I skeptically reply. 

Dex doesn’t even bother controlling his laughter as he gives Zane a disbelieving look. “Dude, that book club is warping your masculinity. Forced proximity doesn’t always lead to romance.”

Zane shakes his head in disagreement. “Laugh all you want. Because I am. I’m laughing all the way to the bedroom. And the shower. And wherever I feel like laughing. I guarantee I’m laughing way more often than either of you,” he smugly observes. “It’s a trope for a reason. That shit really does happen in real life,” he defensively concludes. So defensively I honestly believe he’d willingly die on his own samurai sword on the top of that mountain.

I have a feeling they’ll be arguing like two old codgers chewing hayseed on the bench outside the general store if I don’t intervene. Even though I suspect he’s full of himself, maybe I’m desperate enough to try whatever he suggests. Even though I’m wondering how reading romance teaches you to ensnare women. “Say I think your idea has merit. How do I go about landing this awesome unpaid gig?” There’s more than a hint of sarcasm, which I know he’ll ignore. He’s so happy now he’s shitting nothing but sunshine. 

He waves a hand. “I’ve got your back,” so he completely missed my sarcasm. Or just chose to ignore it. “The principal was my co-captain and middle linebacker in high school.”

Of course he was. These small towns are like a perilous sticky web full of green bottleflies. I guess that means I’m the granddaddy longlegs – kind of watching from the outskirts. Even though I feel like an outsider with my nose pressed against the glass, I appreciate any assistance he can give me. I’ve never been more intrigued by a woman. I’m even willing to test his theory about forced proximity fanning the flames higher. “That’d be awesome, man. I’d love to kick the ball around the field again,” I reply. Kicking the ball around would be a great outlet for all the restless energy swirling around in my chest. And I always wanted to join the Big Brother program in the city but could never seem to fit it into my schedule. This may be my only chance to mentor kids who might be like the one I once was. 

“Well, you’ll get your chance. Especially since you’re not asking for a salary. They’re pretty desperate and your reputation as a savior for filling the town coffers precedes you. They’ll bend over backwards to be accommodating,” he assures me.

“Do you think my reputation has made an impression on Ms. Fraser?” I doubt it, but I could be wrong.

“Not a chance. You have your work cut out for you, dude,” observes Dex, shaking his head in sympathy.

“Unfortunately, man, I have to side with Dex on this one,” Zane shakes his head and claps me on the shoulder.

“I’ll weaken her defenses eventually. There’s nothing like good old-fashioned competition to let go of your inhibitions.”

“This is going to be so much fun to watch,” Zane comments with a wink in Dex’s direction. 

“Watch and learn, my friends,” they’ll be eating their words. And if I’m going to chip away at her defenses I need a place to stay that’s an improvement over my current lodgings. “Have either of you heard of anything for rent? It’ll be at least nine months until the farmhouse is renovated, and all the barns and outbuildings are up. Meanwhile I need someplace to lay my head that isn’t covered in doilies and embroidered pillows,” while I appreciate the willingness of Mrs. Snead to permit me to stay as a long-term guest at her bed and breakfast, I feel like I’m tiptoeing through a museum. Or a kitschy flea market stall. There are way too many frilly, dainty things in pastel colors that ooze genteel Victorian shabby chic. 

She also has three ginormous Persian cats that watch me with beady eyes. It reminds me too much of Dolores Umbrage’s office. My penthouse in Fairfax is furnished solely in shades of gray because I find them calming, and I don’t have to share my meals with only cats for company. I think there’s a reason Sweet Pea’s Bed and Breakfast was the only lodging with available rooms.  

Dex gives me a considering look, like he’s deciding whether to tell me something. “I think I know of a place,” he cryptically replies. 

“Dude, that’s great! I’m sick of living out of a suitcase. And I might be tempted to flush every single doily I see down the toilet if I don’t escape soon. Where is it?”

“It’s one of the cabins on the lake. It’s a little rustic, but it has everything you’ll need, plus a whole house generator as a power backup. It’s a far cry from the penthouse Zane’s told me you own, but it will save you from the possessed stares of Winken, Blinken and Nod.”

“So everyone knows about the Persians? And the Umbrage vibes?” I feel slighted they didn’t bother to warn me. 

“We had a bet going on how long you could tolerate it,” Zane confesses with a grin. “I won because Dex said you’d only last a week. You lasted almost a month, and we’re both very impressed by your fortitude. If you can be that patient in an environment like that, wooing Sarah Fraser should be a piece of cake.”

“I don’t think she’s going to be a piece of cake. I think she’s going to be the furthest thing from it. I think getting her to go on a date will be almost impossible. But I love a challenge,” I want to rub my hands together like the Pied Piper or something. “I don’t need fancy. I just need somewhere private to relax and unwind. Who do I need to speak to?” 

“Actually, it’s mine,” Dex surprises me. “It’s one of my rental properties. I had a tenant there for three years and he just moved out earlier this month. I’ve had it cleaned and was planning on doing some remodeling before I leased it out again, but if you want it, it’s yours.”

“I definitely want it. Airdrop me a copy of the lease and I’ll have a signed copy in your hands tomorrow.”

“You may not want it when you hear the rest,” he cautions me.

“I doubt that – it sounds perfect.” And it does. Because honestly anything is better than having nightmares about the doilies. 

“Then again, it melds quite nicely with your other plans. Your closest neighbor is Ms. Fraser,” he watches me speculatively, tapping his finger against his chin.

“So I’ll be seeing a lot of her?” Suddenly I’m anticipating things like watching her mow her yard in a bikini.

“Not necessarily,” Zane chortles. “Each cabin sits on just under five acres and both lots are heavily wooded. But you know. Forced proximity,” he waggles his eyebrows like a ten-year-old.

I’m disappointed, but I don’t let it show. It’s still close enough that I can sneak over to borrow a cup of sugar. Or bring her a mug of morning coffee. Or offer to clean the leaves from her gutters and shovel her driveway when it snows. Acts of service seem like a surefire way to earn my way into her good graces.
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