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Chapter One – Tina
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I smiled and accepted the offered glass. The cocktail had just enough bite to cut through the sweetness and I nodded appreciatively. “Thanks Chloe.”

She beamed up at me. “Anything for my newly returned best friend.”

“Hey,” Tanya piped up, a wounded look on her face. “I thought I was your best friend.”

“You were,” Chloe said. “When Tina was in Europe. Now she’s back, so you’re a distant third.”

“Third?” Tanya asked.

“Yeah, Tina then Sara then you.”

Sara pumped her fist and drained the rest of her cocktail. She was the only one present I didn’t know since childhood but we’d already hit it off. I had no doubt we would be fast friends. Tanya cast a playful glare her direction. “So I’m beat out by two alcoholics. I see where your priorities are.”

“Hey,” Chloe retorted. “Someone’s got to enjoy these drinks until I can.” She patted her growing belly and sighed. “I can’t wait to meet this little monster. She’ll pay for keeping me sober during Tina’s visit.”

“And you’re gonna pay for driving me to drink,” Tanya said, sipping from her glass. Her eyes widened appreciatively. “Damn, these are good. I almost forgive you for spurning my best-friendship.”

“Oh, quit whining. I already made you the kid’s godmother.”

“Why does she get to be godmother?” Sara asked.

“Because she’s my best friend.”

Tanya grinned and stuck her tongue out at Sara.

“You fickle brat,” Sara said.

“Is that the word you really wanted to use?” Chloe said, chuckling.

Sara rolled her eyes. “Much as I might want to use strong language my moral fiber prevents me from insulting an expectant mother.

Tanya laughed. “So proper.” She stood tall and said with exaggerated sophistication, “Forasmuch as my integrity prevents me from besmirching the honor of the mother-to-be, I must refrain from casting coarse aspersions toward her person lest I be guilty of rudeness toward one so gravid.”

The three of us burst into laughter. I looked at Tanya, laughing so hard tears formed at the corner of my eyes. “Gravid?”

“I’m sorry,” Tanya said through her own laughter. “Is that not the technical term?”

“Yeah, for animals,” I said, still giggling.

Tanya grinned, “Ask your brother how much of an animal she is.”

Chloe gasped and blushed beet red. “Tanya!”

“I think the evidence is pretty clear,” Sara said, patting Chloe’s baby bump.

Chloe slapped her hand away and turned an even deeper shade of red. “Oh my God, Sara!”

“What? I’m just trying to be helpful.”

“Oh my God, that’s enough out of both of you. This party isn’t about me, it’s about Tina. Tina, welcome back.”

I smiled and lifted my glass. “Thank you, Chloe. I’m happy to be home.”

We toasted and then Sara looked over at me. “Chloe tells me you studied to be an environmental engineer.”

“That’s right,” I said. “I’ve been in Europe the past three years finishing my master’s program. Now I’m back home to put my degree to good use.”

“So what exactly does an environmental engineer do?” Tanya asked.

“We work with businesses and local governments to find solutions for water and waste management, pollution control and civil design that allow them to meet their needs while minimizing any negative impact on the local environment and wildlife.”

“Say what?” Chloe asked.

I smiled. “Basically, we help people manage natural resources sustainably. I’m a hydrologist, so I specialize in water management.”

“So... if I run out of hot water, I should blame you,” Sara quipped.

I chuckled. “If you run out of hot water, you should blame your hot water heater which is probably old and needs to be replaced with an energy efficient model.”

“Jeez,” Sara said, lifting her hands in mock placation. “Chloe, you didn’t tell me she was so passionate.”

“That’s my sister,” said a big booming voice from behind me. I turned just in time for Kane to wrap me up in a bear hug, lifting me off the ground. I groaned, “I love you, but please put me down. I think I heard my spine snap.”

He set me down and put an arm around my shoulder, crushing me against him. I’d forgotten that Kane didn’t have a gentle setting. He looked at Chloe. “Remember when she staged a sit in in the teachers’ lounge because they wouldn’t implement a recycling program at school?”

Chloe and Tanya laughed and Chloe nodded. “Principal Hofstetter was so mad! Didn’t she call your parents?”

“She did,” Kane confirmed. “I remember Mom told her if she thought she could stop her she was free to try.”

“Hey,” I interjected. “You should thank me. If I hadn’t pushed that program through the city would never have adopted it and your lake would be full of plastic bottles and shipping crates right now.”

Kane released me and lifted his hands in an echo of Sara’s earlier gesture. “I’m not complaining. Speaking of the lake, why don’t you come out with me tomorrow? I mean, if fishing the fancy waterways of Europe hasn’t spoiled you for our little old lake.”

I laughed. “Actually, I never went fishing once in Europe. Too busy studying.”

Kane’s eyes flew wide open. “Not once? How could a person go anywhere and not fish? Well, we have to fix that.” He looked at the other women. “You are all invited too.” He looked at Chloe and grinned. “Unless you’re too gravid to come with us.”

Chloe reached up and grabbed his collar, pulling him down to her face. “I dare you to try to stop me,” she said.

In response, Kane leaned down and kissed the tip of her nose. “I’d never dream of it, pumpkin.” He patted the top of her head then leapt backwards away from her slap. He backpedaled as Chloe stalked him. “Hey, I said I wouldn’t stop you!”

Chloe raised her hand again and Kane cowered and hid his face behind his hands. Chloe lowered her hand and pointed at him. She tried to keep a serious face but my brother’s exaggerated expression elicited another bout of laughter from her. When she finally calmed, she said, “You’re on thin ice, pal!”

I smiled wistfully. I was so happy for Kane and Chloe. Chloe was one of my best friends since childhood and Kane seemed really happy with her. I couldn’t help but feel a little envious. I barely dated growing up and I spent all my time in Europe studying. The payoff was a lucrative job offer and practically guaranteed success in my field, but it came at the expense of any serious relationships. I didn’t regret my choice at all. Still, seeing the two of them so in love reminded me of my own loneliness. Maybe one day, when my career was a little more established, I could find a catch of my own.

Tanya squealed and I turned to see my other best friend’s catch walk in, grinning broadly and wrapping Tanya up in his arms. He was taller than Kane and slimmer, though still fit behind his ranger’s uniform. 

“You’re back early!” Tanya said, beaming up at him.

“I took a half day so I could be back in time for the party.” He looked at me. “Welcome back, Princess Planet.”

I colored at the use of my childhood nickname. “Thank you, Michael. Nice to see you’ve grown a sense of humor since I’ve been gone.”

Tanya nodded. “It’s still rough but we’re working on it.”

“Good luck with that,” said another familiar voice. Harry Dunsmore walked up to Sara and hugged her from behind. “I’ve been trying for twenty years to get him one. It’s hopeless.”

“Well, she has some tools you don’t have,” Michael retorted.

“Watch it,” Tanya said, blushing. She pointed to Chloe’s belly. “There are children present.”

The rest of the party continued in the same vein. In between banter, I learned about Sara’s move to Cupid Lake and eventual marriage to Harry, the two fires that devastated the surrounding foothills, Michael’s heroics in response and subsequent promotion, and Chloe’s growing success with Frenchie’s.

I reflected on how much had changed. Three years didn’t seem like such a long time but so much had happened. Cupid Lake was still my home but it was different, more mature somehow. Then again, so was I. I was still passionate but no longer so spirited and emotional. Age and study had mellowed me, made me more deliberate. I wondered if my friends noticed the changes in me the way I noticed the changes in them.

The next morning I woke early and quickly dressed and showered. I arrived at the lake just before dawn, congratulating myself for the early start. My pride was stymied when I walked up to Kane’s boat to find the others already there.

“Enjoy your nap?” Kane said, grinning.

I rolled my eyes. “Sorry we can’t all be up at 3:00 am like you.”

“Don’t judge me just because I’m more productive than you.”

I started to retort but stopped, the words suddenly fled from my mind. The reason for my sudden forgetfulness stood in front of me, the rising sun illuminating his chestnut-brown hair and framing his chiseled face in an ethereal glow. He was tall and clearly fit underneath his windbreaker. He had a presence about him that commanded respect, even deference. My heart began to pound and I hoped my face didn’t betray my thoughts.

I dimly registered Kane’s voice as I regarded the handsome stranger. “Tina, this is Patrick. He’s a new arrival at Cupid Lake. Patrick, this is my sister, Tina.”
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Chapter Two – Patrick
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The girl was stunning. 

No, stunning was an understatement. 

She was beautiful, genuinely beautiful in the classic sense, with long, wavy red hair that hung just below shoulders and framed her delicately featured face. I allowed my gaze to travel downward, over the swell of her breasts straining against her t-shirt, her perfectly curved hips and rear and down long, toned legs. My eyes returned to her face to meet smoky gray eyes that seemed equal parts innocent and seductive.
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