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Chapter 1

 

"Single?"

"Yep." 

The starter waved to someone behind me. "Match you up."

I nodded, pretending to understand.

A tall, well-built, bronze-skinned man walked up from the line behind me, carrying his clubs over his shoulder. His large square hand held out in greeting. "Dave Lopresti," he said. 

"Cassie McBride," I said after an awkward moment. 

I was in over my head, but it was too late to back out. I would just have to pretend I did this every Saturday, drove to the local McCormack Ranch Golf Club by myself and played with handsome strangers.

"I don't play all that well." It was an understatement and this guy looked like an ex-pro something. 

He continued smiling and I couldn't help being reassured. "Not to worry," he said. "I've already played eighteen this morning. I'm just looking to be outside on this beautiful day. I'm in no rush and don’t intend to break any records." His voice was warm and mellow and he seemed sincere.

"Okay," I said, breathing easier, "but don't say I didn't warn you."

He teed off.

I'm glad it works that way in golf, with the men's tees coming before the women's. Going second took the edge off my anxiety, even if his drive was right down the middle. It landed directly in front of the green. I should have known. He couldn't be a mediocre player like me. But my birthday never goes as planned. 

I pulled up to the ladies' tee and took a deep breath. I wasn't great in the best of circumstances, but if I tense up I’m really bad. After I slowly swung my club and hit the ball, it went in the air, not far, but at least it didn't roll off the tee, I walked over to the golf cart and climbed in beside Dave, very conscious of his large, imposing presence. 

"I should take lessons," I mumbled.

"It will be something to do when we're retired."

We both hit again, onto the green. We each putted twice and finished the first hole quickly.

We sped to the second hole, only to find the twosome ahead of us were just teeing off, so we would have to wait until they were out of range. Since Dave hit so far, that would be a while.

"Are you from around here?" he asked.

I shook my head. I was glad for the chance to catch my breath. 

"New Jersey, but I live here in Scottsdale now. What about you?"

"Been all over." 

I looked at him, hoping he would elaborate.

"My dad was in the military, so we were never in one place for long. Guess it got in my genes I’ve moved around a lot, though I've been in Phoenix six years, a record for me."

"I wondered," I said. "I couldn't place the accent."

"Actually," he said grinning, "I couldn't place yours either and it's one of those things I pride myself on."

I returned his smile. "Me too. I was raised by my mom who was from Boston, and my dad from Brooklyn, if that helps. Her Boston watered down my dad's New Yorkese. "

The twosome in front of us were done, so we teed off. This time my drive went a bit further, and his shot went into the trees, making us pretty much even. After hitting my second shot, we drove into the woods to look for his ball.

He seemed fine with our pace. Although he was full of energy, bounding in and out of the golf cart and across the green to his ball each time, he was calm. Even the fact he'd just hit his ball into the trees, costing him at least two strokes, didn't seem to bother him. There was none of the usual cursing or dramatics or even heavy sighs. Maybe what he said was true, that he really just wanted an excuse to be outside.

It was a beautiful afternoon. The golf course was different than anything back home. Instead of lush green fairways, there was sand, rock, and gravel, with an occasional prickly bush. It doesn't sound beautiful, but when you combine the barren land with the big sky, which today was a vivid blue, mountains so close you could almost touch them, and with the cactus and desert flowers, it had a beauty all its own. 

We didn't talk much during the next few holes. After the fourth hole, he did mention he was also divorced. Like me, he had two kids, a boy and a girl. Since our kids were the same ages, we spent some time commiserating, particularly about college tuition. 

He didn't ask me about my ex-husband, for which I was grateful although I was curious about his ex-wife but didn't see any openings. 

It wasn't until the sixth hole that we got into the subject of our jobs. This guy was one rare dude. He was relaxed playing golf, actually seemed interested in what I had to say, and did not seem to define himself by his job or feel compelled to brag about whatever it was that he did. I wondered how his wife could have let him go.

"How long you been in Scottsdale?" he said. 

I nodded. "I moved here a month ago from New Jersey."

"For a job?"

I didn't explain about rattling around in the big house in New Jersey after my husband left and the kids went off to college or about how everyone in town gossiped about what happened to Gerry and me. 

"Sort of. And I’m not sure I like it, the job, I mean." I added. "I've been there a month, so it's a too early to tell. What about you?"

"Football coach," he said.

"Really. Arizona State?"

He grinned and shook his head. "I wish! Phoenix Tech, one of the toughest schools out here."

I was impressed--talk about stressful. "Team any good?" I asked.

He nodded, looking proud. "They're getting there. We've had three winning seasons and the colleges are starting to look at us."

"That's great."

"It's more than great. It gets these kids out of their environments and for some it's a ticket to college."

I nodded, wanting to hear more. 

It wasn't until the fourteenth hole that my birthday came up. Ordinarily it wouldn't, but the man had me so relaxed, on a golf course no less, that I wasn't as careful as I usually am about censoring what I say.

"Do you usually play alone?" he asked.

I shook my head and laughed. "I would never have the guts to do that. The woman I was supposed to play with cancelled two minutes before we were scheduled to tee off." 

I got out of the cart, hit my ball and got back in before continuing. "I don't know many people out here yet. And it's hard enough to have a birthday at my age..." My voice trailed off. Birthday? My age? Anything else? Next I would be telling him how much I weighed!

Bless him for his reaction. I can only assume he was raised by a nice woman. For the fact was, he didn't react, at least not right away. Instead, he asked me where I lived.

"In  Paradise Valley  condos, I said, "right off Scottsdale Road."

"Oh yeah, convenient, one of the older developments. I'm way up in North Scottsdale, but I got a bit of land," he said. He got out of the cart, hit, and then got back in. "The only downside is that it's a long commute to the high school."

I was still getting used to the lack of public transportation in Phoenix so most people commuted and did everything else by car. It meant traffic jams all day long. Many times I think fondly of New Jersey Transit and how there’s almost always an alternative to driving.

We teed off at the next hole. He reminded me to keep my head down, take it easy, and follow through. He'd started with the advice--very gently--on about the ninth hole and my game got better. I don't take well to advice, but he was so low-key and what he suggested (which, of course, I'd heard before) was working, so why not?

"So you're a Virgo," he said when I got back into the cart.

"What?" I looked over at him, confused. 

"Your sign." He grinned, looking, I thought, a bit sheepish and very charming. He had one dimple that appeared when he smiled and his dark coffee-colored eyes sparkled. I had a warm feeling  I ignored. He was too young and definitely unsuitable. Besides, after twenty-two years of marriage I was way out of practice.

"If today's your birthday, then you’re a Virgo."

"Right. How'd you know? Guys don't usually know those things."

"When my daughter was born on September 5th, my then wife was excited because she figured being a Virgo our daughter would keep her room clean. Says a lot about my ex," he said not even trying to hide his amusement at his own joke.

"So happy birthday, Cassie,"  he continued. "Any plans?"

"Playing golf, for one," I said, "and I treated myself to a massage earlier."

"Sounds good," he said. "Your kids coming out to help you celebrate?"

I shook my head. "School just started and besides, it's a long way to come for a birthday."

We didn't say anything for a while, though the silence was anything but awkward. I appreciated that--not feeling I had to prattle on. Constant chatter or the need to talk gets exhausting. But as we walked up to the eighteenth green to putt out and end the game, he spoke. "Let me buy a birthday drink before you head out."

He caught me by surprise, but I was pleased. "That would be lovely," I said. And it would be. Earlier I had noticed a terrace overlooking one of Scottsdale's man-made lakes and it looked inviting. But I hadn't considered actually sitting there and enjoying myself. The only time I'd been out in the evening since moving was the weekend the kids came. I hadn't found anyone to do anything with and I wondered if I ever would. 

After posting our scores, putting our clubs in our cars, and changing our shoes, we reconvened in the bar. Dave led me to a table on the edge of the lake. The setting sun glittered on the lake, the temperature was a perfect seventy-five degrees, and for the moment, all was right with the world--at least my corner of it.

I took a sip of my Sea Breeze and smiled. "What I like best about living out here is this weather is more common than not."

He returned my smile. "So you have no regrets about leaving the east behind?"

I paused to think, not sure how deep I wanted to go. "It was time for a change," I said. I looked up at him and considered how much more I wanted to say. Just a bit, I decided. "I realized I was living more in the past than today or tomorrow--especially after my youngest went off to college." I shrugged. "It's been a tough two years that I would have preferred to skip, but I'm glad I made this move."

"If you could change things, would you want to be back there to the way it once was?"

"Interesting question," I said, stalling for time as I thought. I wanted to give him a true answer since he was nice enough to ask. Most people don't bother. I looked at the bougainvillea around the terrace, with months of warm weather ahead and, most significantly, without the memories or people I wanted to avoid.

 "Even before things fell apart, it wasn't perfect," I said finally. "It feels good to be here."

He nodded, seeming to understand. "Maybe it's the big sky," he said, "or maybe my Native American DNA, but I find peace here."

"Native American?"

He grinned. "Partly."

I'd been wondering. I hadn't been able to place him, but Native American made sense. It would explain the high cheekbones and his bronze skin. 

"What about your ancestry?" he asked.

I shrugged. "Nothing exotic, that's for sure, just Irish and English. It's the perfect combination for skin cancer."

His lips twitched as if to smother a laugh. "I never heard it described that way."

"Maybe not, but it's the God's honest truth." I knew more about cover-ups, sun blocks, and sun protecting strategies and yet I still got burned. So why Arizona?  I like the climate. Go figure.

We talked some more--easily, I noticed, although we were no longer on the golf course--almost like old friends. But when we had been lingering over our finished drinks for more than a few minutes, I spoke. "I should go," I said at the same time as he suggested another drink.

"I better not," I replied with regret. "Not if I'm driving."

He nodded. "You're right. This was fun," he added. "Glad we did it."

"Me too. Thanks for being patient on the golf course."

"I wasn't. Really."

I drove home smiling. It had been a nice birthday, golf with a handsome stranger. Dave had made me feel like a vital and attractive woman instead of an over the hill suddenly single woman. It was a very good birthday present, and one that was sorely needed.

I probably would not see him again--we hadn't exchanged phone numbers, but nonetheless, I'd spent the day living in the moment and not thinking about my age, my birthday, or the wounds and insults inflicted upon me this past year.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

It was icing on the cake, I thought, to come home to birthday messages from each of my kids and even one from my older brother. I didn't have to call him back, but I would eventually. Our relationship was easy and uncomplicated, albeit not that close. Not true with my two children. I bit the bullet and called my daughter first. Tara was in her first year at Georgetown.

"Mom, where were you?"

"Playing golf."

"Really?" There was a shocked silence that I didn't have the patience to fill. I'm not sure why or if it's my fault, but my daughter's world begins and ends with herself.

"Alone?" she finally managed.

"No. They paired me up with someone." I hoped she wouldn't want details. I really didn't feel like sharing. It had been such a nice afternoon that I was still snuggled into the good feelings it had brought and didn't want them to be exposed to the harsh glare of my daughter.

"So how are things with you?" I said, introducing her favorite subject as a ploy to distract her from my life.

"I don't know," she said with a sigh. "I'm not sure I like it here. And you're so far away!" she added. "I feel abandoned, especially knowing I can't go home for the weekend even if I wanted to."

"You only just got there," I said. I don't like to be critical of my only female offspring, but she had a terrible habit of whining. "You need to give it a chance. Remember, you loved the school when you visited. And it's not as if you don't know people." There were four girls that had gone from her class at Columbia High School and two boys. All six had been at least good acquaintances. I didn't add that New Jersey wasn't exactly around the corner either. I didn't want to set her off.

We talked about her classes. She was negative about them. We talked about her roommate. She was negative about her, too.

"It's an adjustment," I said. "Everyone goes through it. Give it time. Be friendly and remember to smile. I'm sure it's going to work out," I added, trying to be upbeat. From experience, I knew she would likely get off the phone, run into a friend, go out for a meal, and forget we ever had this conversation or her unhappiness. Meantime, if I let myself, I'd still be fretting over her misery for the next week. I didn't want to do that, not anymore.

Before Tara had a chance to launch into another complaint, I switched gears. "Have you made a reservation at a hotel for parents' weekend?"

"Yes, but it really bummed me out. I can't believe you and Dad are divorced. I feel like such a loser."

Wasn't my fault, I thought, but didn't say. "One in seven marriages ends in divorce, or is it one in three? Anyway, you certainly are not the only one."

"Mom, it's a Catholic school."

I didn't point out that these days Catholics get divorced too. That would be too tedious. "Dad is coming the following weekend, right? So you get to go to twice as many restaurants."

"That's true," she said, her voice lightening. "And maybe we could go shopping."

"Maybe," I said. That was my Tara.

It was only after I got off the phone that I realized she hadn't wished me a happy birthday. I dismissed the thought. She had said it in her phone message. What more did I want?

The conversation with my son Michael was easier. He was on his way out for the evening and wanted to get off quickly. He did remember to mention my birthday and didn't whine. He was in his last year of college and not as bitter about the divorce, though, he too, was not thrilled to have me living in Arizona.

"I'm thinking it's too far to come for Thanksgiving," he said. "Unless you mind, I thought I'd spend it with Dad. He said something about taking us skiing at Killington."

I did mind, but I didn't feel I had much standing to complain. It was my idea to move so far away. "I'll try and get up to Boston one weekend this fall," I said.

"Okay," he said. "Just give me some notice."

I smiled, wondering if I preferred his independence and lack of involvement to my daughter's neediness. I couldn't have it both ways.

When I finished the phone call and disconnected, I poured myself a glass of wine, a nice sauvignon blanc from New Mexico, and found a movie on Netflix--an old favorite, You've Got Mail, though I was tempted to watch The Descendants, or one of the many others featuring George Clooney. The glow from my encounter with Dave was starting to wear off.

The rest of the weekend was good though, and helped ratify my decision to move out to Arizona. I'd started painting again--after too many years--and with the wonderful light and lack of rain, I was able to work outside. I spent half of Sunday working on a landscape and the other half buying and planting annuals in my garden. I got a big kick out of the fact I was planting flowers in late September that would be blooming all winter. I also picked out a bird feeder and a birdbath to mount on one of the garden walls. My little oasis wasn't in Tuscany, but my intention was to make it a good imitation--a mix really, Tuscan with a splash of Mexico. The only glitch was how to mount the birdbath on the stucco wall. I didn't have a clue and not for the first time missed my husband's handiness. It might be the only thing I missed about him.

Sunday's euphoria vanished almost as soon as I got to the office Monday morning. The cramped office overlooking a parking lot in a strip mall on the outskirts of Scottsdale was only the tip of the iceberg. When I saw the ad for this job online, I was desperate for an escape from being the object of gossip in my community and wanted to begin anew. That's my excuse for not seeing how wrong this job was for me.

Back in New Jersey, I was a deputy attorney general, which is a grand way of saying I worked as a litigator for the state representing DYFS, New Jersey's child welfare and protection agency. The fancy title, deputy attorney general, was to compensate, I think, for the low pay. We also had "credentials", an ID embossed with the State emblem enclosed in a leather case that confused airline personnel who frequently asked me if I was carrying. What they were asking, I learned, was whether I had a gun on me. Although I don't own a gun and wouldn't, I have to admit the question made me feel like a cop and I liked that.

Being a DAG was fun. The people, at least in hindsight, were great, and the constant litigation and interface with clients was stimulating. More stimulating, I realized now, than my present job. Back then, workdays were filled and the time flew by. Add to that the fact that we were on the side of the angels, and you can start to see--and I should have--it was a job hard to replace.

But when things fell apart at home, I was desperate to leave New Jersey. The stares from my neighbors and the rumors making the rounds about how my husband had done me wrong were too painful--even if I loved what I did. I needed to get out and find a job in child welfare, and overseeing grants to local agencies seemed perfect. It would, I thought, be a nice change. I would still be working in the field, but without the pressure. An added bonus was the pay was better, though that was mostly to soothe my wounded pride. I was so clearly the victim and the one done wrong, I came out of the marriage in good financial shape. When I sold Gerry my share of our four bedroom, three and a half-bath, center hall colonial in Maplewood, New Jersey and bought my house in Scottsdale in a gated community, I still had money left. Combined with the settlement from Gerry, I didn't have to work ever again.

On the other hand, I did need something to do. One thing I learned from working was I thrived on personal interaction and withered away without it. The one thing I hadn't counted on when I took the Scottsdale job, but should have, was that the only people I got to interact with the job were the three people in my office, all of whom I supervised. To make matters worse, most of the time my co-workers and I were glued to the computer screen where the bulk of the business took place. The director worked from home when she wasn't out soliciting grants or bestowing them on those deemed worthy, so my only contact with her was via the internet.

"How did your golf game go?" asked Barbara when she arrived at ten, an hour after me. Our work hours were staggered for reasons that perplexed me, but which was another way to ensure little interaction. Also, I discovered Barbara was always late and never made up the time. She had been a full-time mom--by her account--a very good one, and had only recently returned to the work force. I think her mom-identity was still primary. She looked like a mom in her denim jumper or skirt, espadrilles, and short, sensible hairdo. She acted like one too. Since her kids were now in college, one would think she might redefine her persona, but it wasn't to be--at least not yet. In any case, she was a very familiar type I knew well from New Jersey. At first, I was kind of surprised we hadn't socialized. I didn't wear denim skirts to the office, but until recently I had been a working mom in suburbia.

"Fine," I answered her. "They paired me up with another single."

"Oh, good. I felt bad about abandoning you, but when my husband was late and my daughter called looking for a ride, I didn't see much choice."

That was, I was learning, very often the case with Barbara. Although she worked part-time, her life was not her own. She was at the beck and call of both her husband and her grown daughter. Ordinarily I wouldn't have cared. The fact was, Barbara and I had very little in common and would never be friends, but she was one of the few people in Arizona close to my age that I knew. I needed to figure out how to get a life.

"How was your weekend otherwise?" I asked. Barbara had parked her usual yogurt and fruit in the office's tiny fridge and came in and sat down across from me in the chair in front of my desk. I noticed that instead of her usual yellow Tee shirt, she was wearing a pink one with her denim jumper.

"Fine," she said. "We had people over and I tried a new recipe for barbeque chicken that was a hit."

Barbara often entertained and always reported on her parties, but it never seemed to occur to her to include me. At first I figured she needed to get to know me better, but I've discovered it's just like back home: the world is like Noah's ark, everybody came in twos. If you're a single, it confuses people and they don't know what to do with you. I learned about this phenomenon as soon as Gerry and I separated. I may have been the innocent party in the relationship, but he was still a part of a couple and as part of a couple, he got invited to all the parties. I did not.

"The secret to the barbeque sauce is Splenda," she said. "It reduces the calories, but still gives the sauce a nice sweetness."

"Will you ladies keep it down in there?" said Lester, the only man in the office. He had the cubicle just outside my office. "I, for one, am trying to work."

The first reason I hate my job is the space, i.e. the windowless office. The second reason is I am stuck on a computer researching, instead of interacting with people, and the third reason is Lester. The fact I supervised him just made it worse.

Lester was about my age and had been at his job for fifteen years. When the opening came up for supervisor, he had assumed it would be his. He hadn't considered that someone like me would see it posted online and apply. Because I was, as a lawyer with fifteen years in child protection, so qualified, and I guess, interviewed well, I was a shoe-in. Lester would never forgive me and did his best to make my life miserable.

It was also true the director wasn't a fan of his. Lester was officious and didn't know as much as he thought he did. He may not even have made a good supervisor, but he would never see it that way. Anyway, Lester was a pain in my butt.

The third member of the team was twenty-eight-year-old Jessica Swaine. Her father was the local congressman, so you might say she got the job through him. You might also say the job didn't suit her any more than it suited me. But Jessica was a shining spot in my new life. She was fun, hopeful, smart, and friendly. These days, those qualities counted for a lot.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

"Morning all!" chirped Jessica as she breezed in at 10:30. "Everyone have a good weekend?"

Lester responded with a harrumph and Barbara with a similar noncommittal noise. I seemed to be the only one of the three who appreciated Jessica. Maybe it was the underutilized mother in me, but I enjoyed her company and honestly liked her.

Jessica stowed her purse in the bottom drawer of her desk, poured herself a cup of coffee, and came into my office. I knew all this, not just because it was her routine, but also because from my little office, unless the door was closed, I could see into each of their cubicles and the kitchen if I looked up from my computer. The space was that small.

"Got time for a chat?" asked Jessica as she made a beeline for the chair in front of my desk, which Barbara had vacated only moments before.

I nodded. "How was your weekend?"

"The weekend was great and busy," she said. Her weekends usually were. "Too many parties," she added, as she rolled her eyes before taking a sip of her coffee. "And I met a new guy." Her eyes twinkled. "I'll tell you all about him at lunchtime when there's more privacy," she mouthed, motioning towards Lester sitting just outside my office. "How was yours?"

"Better than I expected," I said, happy to have something to report for a change.

"Taking my break now," interrupted Lester. "Be back in fifteen." Lester always takes a fifteen-minute break in the morning and another in the afternoon. I figured it came from being a union man in a previous life. I didn't mind. It was good to get him out of the office, even if it was for only a short time. Jessica and I waited in silence for the outer door to click behind him before continuing.

When I was sure Lester was gone, I briefly and quickly told her about playing golf and being partnered up with a stranger. I didn't get into the fact Barbara stood me up. I didn't think it was professional to complain about Barbara and besides, because the space was so small, she might overhear.

 "Was he cute?" she asked.

I shrugged and tried to pretend not to know whom she meant, but Jessica smiled knowingly waiting in silence, so I relented. "Not bad, but that wasn't the point. It was great to have someone that relaxed to play with, especially someone who was good."

She nodded. "What's his day job--when he's not playing golf?"

"A high school football coach."

"So he's an athlete."

"Yeah," I said. "He was in great shape."

"Where does he coach?" she asked. "One of the schools around here?"

I nodded. "Central, I think."

Her eyes widened. "You played golf with Dave Lopresti?"

"You know him?" I guessed even out here there were six degrees of separation with everyone. I certainly found that to be true in New Jersey.

She shook her head and laughed. "Not personally. You wouldn't be asking that if you knew who he was."

"What do you mean?"

 "Everyone in the Phoenix area knows Dave Lopresti."

I made a face. "You mean everyone who follows high school football."

She let out a world-weary sigh. "Honestly, Cassie, at times you can be such an east coast snob."

"Me?" I said laughing, knowing it was probably true. Since moving out here, I'd been on more than one occasion embarrassed by my false assumption that culture and sophistication stopped hundreds of miles east of the Mississippi River. Jessica called me a snob at least once a week, and if I was honest, rightly so. At least when it came to my east coast prejudices.

"Anyway," said Jessica, "Dave Lopresti is a national celebrity and famous here in the Phoenix area. Google him and you'll see."

"What's he famous for?"

She shook her head. "I take it you two didn't communicate while you played?"

"But we did. We talked the whole time and even had a drink afterwards." I grinned. "He bought me a birthday drink," I added softly, still savoring the memory.

"My, my," she said grinning. "You did have yourself a weekend."

I sighed. "Not that exciting, but certainly better than I'd expected. But enough." I stood up and closed my office door when I saw that Lester was back at his desk. This conversation was much too interesting to wait until lunchtime. "Tell me what you know about him."

She grinned and being the tease she was, waited a beat before she spoke. "I take it you don't follow football?"

I shook my head. "Only a bit, and no further than the Giants," I paused, "and maybe the Jets, sometimes."

She nodded and took a sip of her coffee. "Figures. I suppose that explains why you haven't heard of him. Dave was a linebacker for the Miami Dolphins, and then the Denver Broncos, and finally Arizona Cardinals. He retired about seven years ago. Out here he was a big deal and could have done whatever he wanted."

I shrugged. "Interesting and I guess nice that he doesn't brag about it."

"Yeah," she said, taking another sip of her coffee. "But what he does now has completely overshadowed his football career, as amazing as that was."

I raised my eyebrows in disbelief. "Coaching high school football?"

"Is that really how he described it?"

I nodded. "He mentioned that the team has had some winning seasons and that the colleges have started looking at the kids." I thought for a minute. "He also said he runs camps in the summer that bring in some money."

Jessica laughed. "He sure is one modest guy. Fact is, he has turned around that high school program, but more than that, he's added all kinds of academic requirements. And in the summer, at those camps, he brings that academic focus to the kids he can't reach on his team."

"How?"

"I don't remember all the details. It's been a while since I read about it, but its success was in all the papers." She was silent for a moment, thinking. "From what I can remember, all his players have to maintain a B average."

"Really? That's tough."

She nodded. "But not impossible because he uses his own money to pay for tutors and sets aside time throughout the school year for the kids to attend study hall."

Interesting, I mused. "And it works?" It sounded too easy. I had enough firsthand experience with high school boys to know that forcing them to sit in a study hall or providing them with a tutor doesn't necessarily produce good grades.

She nodded. "It works because the kids don't play if they don't have a B average and they really want to play." She grinned. "It's a winning team."

I must have still looked doubtful.

She elaborated. "Dave Lopresti is famous now because he coaches the best team in Arizona whose team members get into the best schools in the United States. These kids when they graduate expect to play pro-football if they want to. Lopresti's method has been widely written up and is being used throughout the country in inner city schools."

I shook my head. "I had no idea."

She raised her eyebrows and grinned. "Obviously."

At that moment my computer made a noise to indicate I had a message. I looked down at the screen, saw that it was from Lester, and opened it.

Even with the door closed I can hear you. It's making it impossible to work. Please stop or I will have to take further action.

I shook my head and smiled at Jessica. "Let's finish this conversation at lunch, okay?"

"Sure."

After Jessica left my office, I googled Dave and learned as much as I could. Jessica had gotten the details right. He really was a big deal locally and in some circles, nationally. As I read, I looked to see if he'd purposely misled me, but it didn't seem he had. He just hadn't enlightened me on the fact he was successful and famous. Fact was, I was glad he hadn't. If he had, I might have been too nervous to enjoy my golf game.

For the rest of the morning I focused on work, which meant I hunkered down at the computer and reviewed grant proposals and the staff's assessments. After the excitement and combat of court, it was tedious. Five o'clock never came soon enough and it was only guilt that ever kept me after that. I looked back on my days in the attorney general's office and remembered how I used to have to force myself to go home. Really. The work was that engaging. Though maybe, it was just better than being at home.

Tonight I probably would have to stay a little bit late finishing up one of the proposals I had been reading. I also had to type up my assessments, but that was unusual and only because I had to present the assessments to the director of our program at our monthly meeting, which was scheduled for later in the week. That was my job: prepare my own assessments after reading proposals, review the rest of the staff's assessments, and present them all to the director with my recommendations. It was all done on the computer with not a single onsite inspection or interaction with anyone from the groups seeking our assistance. What had I been thinking when I took the job?

By the time Jessica, Barbara, and I went out at lunchtime, Dave was old news and we had moved on to Jessica's weekend and new guy, and Barbara's dinner party.

"Listen, Cassie," said Jessica, "you've got to come to my yoga class."

Barbara had left to run some errands and the two of us were lounging on the park benches enjoying a last bit of sunshine before we went back inside. I made a face. "You know how I feel about that," I said. "I don't want to be thirty years older than everyone in the class." I could just picture all these lithesome and flexible young things blithely bouncing from Downward Dog up to Chaturanga, or whatever that is, while I huffed and puffed along beside them, or worse, put myself in traction. Life was hard enough without such exertion.

Jessica shook her head. "You've got it so wrong. My mom and her friends go and I know you'll be at least as good as them." She turned to me and grinned. "With them there, you won't be the oldest person in the class. Besides, you certainly don't look old and infirm. You're as thin as a reed and in great shape."

I didn't answer immediately, searching for another excuse not to go. "I just don't want to be pathetic," I finally said. Although I loved the idea of yoga and might be thin enough, I wasn't the most flexible person and hated being the worst in the class. That had happened when I tried yoga back in New Jersey.

"Trust me," she said as she jumped up and gave me a light hug. "You won't be. I promise. Besides, don't you think it's time you got out? You'll never meet anyone if you don't."

My husband had left me. What made it worse was he'd left me for someone who was older than I was and a neighbor. Everyone in our community knew my shame. That's what had been preoccupying me this past year. Not my appearance and not my age. But Jessica was right. I needed to get out and move on.

So that's how it came to be that Thursday night, after work, I was in the ladies room changing into my new yoga stuff, trying hard not to be nervous. Jessica waited patiently while I dressed. It seemed to take her a minute and a half. But then again, she practically wore yoga clothes to the office. All she really had to do was put shorts on under her short skirt.

I did not usually wear yoga clothes, so I had gone to the local sports store the night before and searched until I found something that would pass for yoga gear and not make me feel silly. What I bought, after much searching, were yoga pants, a sports bra, and a tank top with wide shoulder bands to hide my sports bra straps. The top wasn't quite kosher, but a regular tank top would have been way beyond my comfort zone. I also purchased a new mat. I'd thrown my old one out when I moved.

As far as I was concerned, yoga was great in theory, but not in reality--at least in my experience. I'd been to a few classes I had enjoyed where I stretched in the right places and come home feeling in touch with my inner me and at peace with the world. However, most of the time the classes were aerobic/Pilates classes designed for twenty-year-olds with lean lithe bodies, not for the likes of me. I didn't doubt Jessica's good intentions, but I had a hard time believing a class in sunny Scottsdale would be any different than most of the classes I'd been to in New Jersey.

When I walked into the studio and looked around, I decided I was probably right. A majority of the group seemed to be twenty or thirty some-things and all were slim and fit. However, as I took a closer look, I saw that there were a number of young men--a good sign since they usually were no more flexible than I was. Some of them could even have been football players--that's how big they were. Better yet though, was that after finding a spot in the corner, removing my shoes, and settling down on my mat, I spied the two other middle-aged women who, I assumed, were Jessica's mother and her friend. Apparently having the same middle-aged angst as me, they were sitting on the periphery of the group, instead of in the center in front of the leader. Maybe Jessica was right after all. Maybe this class would be different. At the very least, I would not be alone in my misery.
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