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    There’s a saying a picture is worth a thousand words. The picture can spark intrigue, an idea, and questions all leading to the two people in the picture telling you their story. Drake and Sara popped into my mind and heart igniting a story of second chances at love and romance. A unique experience and setting that came alive as I wrote their story. Peyton Corners is a place where people find new beginnings, second chances at love and romance. I’m sure Peyton Corners has more stories waiting to be told. Magic occurs when my characters share their story and journey with me. 


Thank you to my street team and readers group, Solara’s Glamorous Stars. You keep me intrigued and engaged with your encouragement and support.  A special thank you goes to the following beta readers: Christine Travis, Denise Leitch-Gaff, Monique Coker, Christine Heydt, and Jo BookLover. Each of you helped enrich and add depth to Drake and Sara’s love story.
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Thursday Night

Across the street, the neighbor’s holiday lights twinkled and blinked, accenting the windblown snow dancing in the air. Swirls of white crystalline flakes billowed up and down before settling on the others already covering the yard. Sara Johnston dropped the curtain, stepping away from the front window. Winter had arrived like the holidays. This year was different. Boy, was it different.

A new job, a new town, and a new neighbor. Drake McCallister filled out a pair of jeans nicer than any of her fantasies ever came up with. The man had an awesome trunk to quote her best friend, Lindsay. Sara smiled as Lindsay’s qualifying additional statement came to mind. Drake’s ass couldn’t compare with Lindsay’s husband’s. Lindsay’s husband, Michael, had a lot of women lusting after him. A fireman’s physique sparked female hormones, igniting a two-alarm fire that refused to be put out. 

Michael’s cousin Drake had moved into the house behind hers almost two months ago. The few times he’d spoken to her, Sara hadn’t said much. Getting to know her neighbor hadn’t worked before now. She had to get to know him since he was her so-called blind date for the fire station’s holiday fundraiser. Dinner, dancing and a silent auction helped raise funds for Peyton Corners’ new fire station and the new urgent care center.

Sara flopped down on the couch, sighing. Two days and nights to get to know Drake. He was upstairs in her guest bath showering. The pipes in his house were frozen thanks to no heat and downed electrical wires. Living at the edge of town had its difficulties. This blasted snow and windstorm was a downer for sure. Not really per Lindsay. Living at the end of a cul-de-sac offered her some protection from the wind and drifting snow. 

Drake, naked, wet and soapy. . . upstairs in her house. Close to her bedroom. . .and—Oh hell, she had to get her mind off stripping him naked and having her way with him. Thoughts of him doing the same to her fueled a few moments of delicious images. Mutual desire, interest, and doing something about it gave her libido ideas to mull over. Tonight’s dreams were sure to be much different from her last two. 

The shower shut off. Sara glanced up. Her signal, time to set the table. She’d run to the grocery before the storm hit. Between what Drake had brought over and what she had, they were set. The pork roast in the crockpot needed shredding and a bit more barbecue sauce to give it a smoldering tang. Pulled pork sandwiches, homemade potato chips, and mulled wine was the main course. Dessert, thanks to Drake making sure the fireplace’s wood bin was full, was smores with more mulled wine or herbal tea. 

“Ok, Sara,” she began, standing. “Get your thoughts out of the man’s pants and on food.”

Sara grinned as she walked into the kitchen. If anyone had told her she’d be spending a cold, snowy Thursday night with one of the hottest men she knew, she’d have told them they were nuts. Absolutely bonkers. Then sometimes, prayers were answered. Hers had been to bring a man into her life she could respect, honor and wanted to have a relationship with. The wind whistled outside the kitchen window, rattling the grate on the exterior screen door. Was this the signal Drake was the one?

She poured half of the open bottle of red rose wine into a saucepan and set it on the stove on a low burner after adding mulling spices. Slow steady heat with occasional stirring would mix the wine and the spices together.  Cinnamon, allspice, and nutmeg greeted her as she sniffed. She and Drake had tasted the wine before allowing it to breathe and warm. The tang from the cherries, red wood aging, and white grapes tantalized her taste buds. Peyton Corners’ main vintner had come through again according to Drake. 

The roast sat cooling on a platter close to the crockpot. A bowl containing her grandmother’s blue ribbon-winning barbecue sauce sat next to it. Pieces of the roast hung off it, ready to drop onto the platter. A few slices and shreds would turn it into a pile ready to mix with the sauce. Buns toasted in the toaster. The chips she made earlier were in a bowl on the table. Drake had joked about needing a roll of paper towels to keep from dripping sauce all over after he tasted her grandmother’s sauce.  Sara was sure her grandmother never thought of her sauce as an enticing prelude to scintillating conversation or even a steamy one. Drake had winked and said five words before he rushed upstairs to shower. Food and what a night.

Sara shredded the last pieces of the roast, added it to the sauce bowl and stirred. Drake couldn’t mean more than a good meal, maybe a movie or two, and a fire in the fireplace. Could he? Confidence—willpower and fortitude. She knew she could, she would and had the will to not embarrass herself. After all, it wasn’t like she would sit there drooling while Drake ate dinner or talked with her. He was eye candy for sure. Candy she enjoyed immensely since he returned with a packed duffle bag and his basket of dirty clothes, cussing about his electric being out. Being a good neighbor had its perks. 

She stirred the pork and sauce one more time. As she walked toward the table, she noted the steam rising from the pan warming the wine. She clicked the burner off and set the pan on the opposite cool burner. The spices and wine needed to mull for another five to ten minutes. 

How soon would Drake be ready to eat? What happened then? Would a simple line like tell me about yourself seem too corny a conversation starter?

Drake hung his damp towel over the towel rack close to the tub shower combination. Today had been one of those days.  Two flat tires on his truck before he even left for work. An hour and half late due to waiting for the tow truck. Five hundred dollars later, his credit card smoked closer to its limit after he paid for two new tires and the labor to put them on. Then there was work. His long weekend turned into a double shift because his relief was stranded across country due to the airport closure and the snowstorm raging outside. Jeff, his shift relief partner, had called twice, apologizing profusely and offering to work a double for him once he got back. He had turned Jeff down. Going to your little sister’s wedding was important. Family mattered when you had some. 

Drake sighed. He couldn’t change his past. His parents did the best they could for him and his siblings. His grandparents took over when his parents passed. So what if he had to work through Christmas. It was better than sitting home alone. For now, he wasn’t alone. Sara waited for him. Company. Good food and—the one woman that sparked his interest. Quiet and unobtrusive. She lent a hand at community events. Helped at the volunteer fire department fundraisers. Even served a term on the county board of directors. How did he signal his interest?

He glanced in the mirror. “First, I gotta put some clothes on.” He grinned, combing his fingers through his hair. He quickly pulled on his briefs and t-shirt. He glanced around the bathroom. Crap, he’d left his jeans in on the bed. He cracked the door open, peered out, hoping Sara wasn’t coming up the stairs as he darted out of the bathroom. 

Halfway to his room, two loud barks sounded. Drake stopped, glaring at the guard in front of the bedroom door.  Two-tone tan, floppy ears and a stubby tail that moved fast enough to wiggle its hind end. McGee, Sara’s dachshund, barked again.

“Shhh, McGee!” Drake chastised. “I’ll pet you after I get dressed.”

McGee moved closer to him, wiggling, and whining. Drake crouched down, held his hand out. McGee sniffed his hand, wiggled more, and flopped down in front of him. 

“All right, a couple of pets. Then I gotta get dressed.” Drake stroked McGee twice and stood up. Two steps away from McGee, he started barking again. Drake rolled his eyes, shook his head, and trotted toward the bedroom door. 

“Drake, is something wrong with McGee?” Sara called out.

If he stopped to answer, Sara would see him in his underwear. Not that that was a bad thing. It wasn’t time for it. Great impression saved for better timing like when they were passionately making out and pulling each other’s clothes off. Now wasn’t that time. Drake grabbed the bedroom doorknob and turned it.

McGee kept barking and racing around him. Two more steps and. . . .

“McGee, quiet,” Sara called. “I’m coming.”

Drake flung the door open, sending it banging against the wall. He ducked behind it as he glanced over his shoulder. Sara was halfway up the stairs.

McGee followed him into the bedroom, whining and barking. Drake grabbed his jeans off the bed, shook them out, and inserted his foot into one leg. Short and quick to pull em on right? No such luck. McGee latched on to the leg close to him, growling and shaking it. 

“Look you little shit, let go of my pants.” Drake tugged. McGee growled and shook more. “I said let go!”

“McGee! Those are Drake’s pants. Not your play toy!” Sara’s voice echoed off the door deep into the room. Silence followed. 

How red could a grown man flush? Did embarrassment stop once you got past your teens? Drake let go of his jeans, dropped onto the bed, and sighed. Talk about getting caught with your pants down.  At least he wasn’t buckass naked like the time his Dad and his girlfriend’s dad almost caught him and his girlfriend playing strip spin the bottle in the hayloft. 

“Uh, sorry?’ He looked up, unsure how to meet Sara’s gaze. At least he didn’t have a hard-on.  

Sara smiled at him and winked. “Nothing to be sorry about. My nephews got McGee started on denim toys. It used to be squeaky toys.”

Drake forced a chuckle. “Sounds like my niece’s cat. Had to hide anything with catnip. The cat would shred boxes, toys and even plastic bags to get at the stuff.”

“McGee, come,” Sara called, turning around. McGee let go of the jeans, yipped and trotted over to Sara.  

‘Thanks. I’ll be down in a few.” Drake leaned down, reaching for his jeans.

“Sure. Dinner is ready. So am I. . .” Sara began, walking away, not finishing her thought. 

Drake quickly pulled on his jeans, and threaded his belt through the belt loops. He didn’t know if he needed to apologize more or be prepared to walk around the invisible elephant in the room the size of a miniature dachshund he decided to nickname piss ant McGee. Though he’d never call him that out loud.

He pulled on a plain-colored t-shirt, tucked it into his jeans, and slipped his feet into his driving moccasins. As he started down the stairs, he wasn’t sure he’d broken the ice, slipped on or sat on it and froze a certain part of his anatomy. One thing he knew for certain, dinner and the rest of his stay were off to one hell of a start. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Sara reached the bottom of the stairs, glanced behind her and gave up suppressing her grin. She’d gotten an eye full. A sight she hadn’t expected to see. Lindsay was right. Firefighters had one hell of a physique.  Drake rippled in all the right places. Strong muscular legs and arms, and he had male curves. His abs and pecs spoke of his strength and exercise. 

Now she had to get her mind back on dinner. Otherwise, she’d be standing right where she was when Drake came down the stairs. McGee had run into the kitchen and came back out barking. He wanted dinner, pets, and his half hour of attention after he made his last potty run outside. Nights like tonight, cold and snowy, made her glad she had chosen the place with the fenced in yard. She could let McGee out. Watch him as she set the table.  

Sara walked to the back door and opened it part way. “McGee, come. Go outside.”

McGee ran up to the door, sniffed, and turned around. Sara reached down and grabbed his collar as he started past her. “No, you’re going out. Cold or not. You can be fast. I know it.”

Sara opened the door, shivering slightly as the wind buffeted the door. She set McGee down outside the door and pulled it to her. McGee scooted back toward the door, nuzzling the open space with his nose, trying to push the door open more. Sara leaned down, gently pushed him back, and closed the door. Yips and barks sounded. She turned away, moving out of sight of the window. McGee would fuss a bit more then make a bee line for his favorite pee corner near the back corner adjacent to the neighbor’s yard. Their boxer, Boris, often marked his corner right along with McGee. The two exchanged barks and short growls from time to time. Perhaps they were greeting each other or bragging. 

She took plates out of the cabinet near the sink, set them on the table along with napkins and utensils. In the center of the table, she put the bowl of shredded barbecue pork, the plate with warmed buns next to it, and a bowl filled with homemade chips next to them. As she walked back into the kitchen, McGee started barking at the door. She looked out the kitchen window.  Evidence of McGee’s potty run stood out against the stark whiteness of the latest snowfall. Sara stood behind the door and opened it. McGee bolted in, rushing past her making a dead beeline for the living room.  

Sara quickly shut and locked the door. “Stop, McGee!” She ran right behind the little culprit. “McGee, come here!”

He jumped up on the couch, ran across it, and dived off it on to the wingback chair near the front window and off the chair heading for the stairs. Wet feet, wet fur, and mud tracks left nothing to imagine. If she didn’t corner McGee, her bed or Drake’s, possibly both were going to need clean sheets.  Sara started up the stairs just as McGee reached the middle step. “McGee, sit. Stay.”

McGee turned, looked at her, shook from his head to his tail, and ignored her. He barked and took off up the rest of the steps.

Drake turned back to his bedroom door, grabbed it, and pulled it shut. He didn’t stop to ask how he could help. He went into help mode. He quickened his pace, pausing long enough to grab his towel out of the bathroom. He moved close to the top of the stairs and crouched, holding the towel out in front of him. He focused on one thing and one thing only. The sight of Sara bounding up the stairs wasn’t a bad sight. One thing mattered, capturing a two-tone menace hell bent on diving under or on a bed. McGee was about to find out how quick a firefighter’s reflexes were. 

“Come here, McGee,” Drake called. “I’ll protect you.”

He shook the towel and called McGee again. Two steps down McGee halted, tilted his head from side to side, and barked. His tail wagged each time Drake said his name. 

A few steps behind McGee, Sara stood still. Drake glanced up, caught her gaze, nodded, and lowered the towel some. “Come on, McGee. That snow and mud gotta be cold and wet. Once you’re dry, I bet there might be a treat for you.” 

Drake lowered the towel more, pooling it on the floor in front of him. He let go of one corner of the towel and reached out toward McGee, hoping he distracted him. McGee spun around barked at Sara and made a beeline straight for her.  “Look out Sara. Muddy dog coming through.”

“No, McGee,” Sara called out, moving up a step. “Stay.”

Drake grabbed up the towel and started down the steps. McGee sped past him and Sara, bolting down the hall toward Sara’s bedroom.

“Clever mutt,” Drake muttered, carefully turning around, ready to give chase.

“Sometimes too clever for his own good,” Sara said right behind him. “He’s headed for my room. Probably the clothes basket by my bed too.” 

“This isn’t an issue?” Drake asked, pausing at the top of the stairs.

“Basket is full of towels that need washing.” Sara trotted past him, adding, “If McGee gets in my bed, that’s something else.”

Drake shook his head and quickened his pace. 

Sara slowed her pace as she reached her bedroom doorway. McGee was nowhere in sight. She’d glanced in her bathroom as she passed the open door. There were two places McGee liked to hide in the bathroom. The space between the toilet and the wall close to the shower stall and under the sink if he could get the cabinet doors open. She made sure the cabinet doors were latched before she went downstairs this morning. McGee had been with her up until he decided to investigate Drake and snuck upstairs while he was in the shower. That left two places the mischievous culprit could be. In the middle of her bed, rolling around trying to dry off and burrow his way under her comforter or in the basket of dirty towels she’d forgotten to put in the washer. 

Drake came up behind her. “Something wrong?”

She held up her hand, shaking her head. “No and yes. McGee is playing hide and seek. Muddy wet hide and seek. Getting up my nerve to check on his last two hiding places.”

“How can I help?” Drake put his hand on her shoulder. 

Sara flexed her fingers. Warmth flowed off Drake’s palm down over her shoulder and pooled deep within her cleavage, spilling out across her nipples. She looked down. Taut and pebbling more, soon there be no mistaking how Drake’s touch affected her. She reached up patted Drake’s hand and slightly turned. “Try to keep McGee from escaping. If he’s in the dirty towels, I can grab him and dry him off. My bed...” 

She didn’t say more. Changing the sheets would take twenty minutes and delay dinner. Tucking the corners in on the flat sheets she used as bottom sheets wasn’t easy. Asking Drake to help with that—was a bit more personal and intimate than she—she had to change where her thoughts were going. It wasn’t like Drake was interested in her or indicated even a sexual attraction. If she let her mind roam much more, she’d be flushed, possibly blushing and her nipples would be showing for sure. 
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