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The Middle of Us

Pews, Protests & Kisses

Enemy to Lovers. Pastor/Skeptic. Caritas/Erotic Love. City/Country, Liberal/Conservative.


Chapter 1- No One Like Her

“I came to challenge a system—not fall into the arms of the one man who could undo everything I believe in with a single kiss.”


The chapter unfolds through Hollis’s perspective.

The dash dies at a red light while my mic is still hot. Not the temperature—though Texas in June feels like God left the oven on—but the stare. His stare. Jack Coleman. Leaning against a folding table, arms crossed, jaw set like he's listening to a storm only he can hear. I’ve seen that look before. From men who think I talk too loud, care too much, or fight for the wrong things. But none of them made my knees go soft. He looks like someone who’s never rushed a decision in his life. Like silence is his first language. Like he’d rather fix a fence than start a fight—but he’d win the fight anyway. There’s dirt under his nails. Lines around his eyes that weren’t made by laughter alone. A jaw that could cut through lies.

His voice is low. Measured. Every word sounds like it’s been tested for weight. He speaks like someone who knows people listen. Even when he’s quiet. He’s built like he’s carried things. Heavy things. Not just hay bales or engines. Grief, maybe. Secrets. Other people’s damage.

His eyes are storm-grey. Not poetic grey. Real storm. Real threat. They look like they’ve watched things unravel and didn’t look away. He doesn’t smile easily. But when he does, it wrecks you. It’s not flirtation. It’s revelation. Like being told something sacred, softly.

He walks like he owns land. Like he doesn’t care who’s watching. Like dignity isn’t a performance—it’s muscle memory. He’s the kind of man you notice last in a room. But remember first after you leave.

Then he looked at me. Like he knew every word I’d just thought. Like he’d heard it before—from someone who never stayed. “You lost?” he asks, voice low, too casual for a man built like a warning. His voice was low. Rough velvet. Dry Texas sun. I blinked, caught mid-thought. “No,” I said. “Just trying to remember why I flew 1,500 miles to get sunburned by bad policy and cheap lemonade.” He didn’t smile. He didn’t look away, either. “You don’t belong here,” he said. And I hated that he might be right.

I crossed my arms and looked past him to the podium. Someone was speaking about tax reform with the intensity of a man explaining barbecue sauce. A cheer went up. Someone yelled “Freedom!” like it was a battle cry. I sighed. “It’s like watching democracy get line-danced to death.” He snorted. “Sounds like something you’d tweet.” “I don’t tweet,” I said. “I write policy briefs. Reports no one reads. Fight for funding no one approves. You know. Hope.” “That sounds exhausting.” “It is.” He studied me, head tilted. “So why keep doing it?” Because the alternative is giving up. Because I still think something better is possible. Because if I stop, maybe no one else will start. Instead I said, “Because someone has to.”

We were quiet for a beat. I could hear the buzz of flies near the punch table. Someone popped open a soda can. Somewhere, a child was crying—then stopped. “That’s Jack Coleman,” someone whispers near the drink table. “Son of the ex-mayor. You know, the one who pissed everyone off with that immigration bill.” I glance back at him. He doesn’t look like legacy trouble. But maybe that’s the point. The moment stretched thin. “You don’t sound like you’re from around here,” he said. “I’m not.” “D.C.?” “Close enough.” “That explains the shoes.”

I looked down at my heels. “You don’t like red?” “I don’t like blisters.” “Occupational hazard.”

He stepped closer. Just slightly. Close enough that I caught the scent of cedar and citrus and something faintly metallic, like oil. Not cologne. Just him. “I think you’re here to stir the pot,” he said. “And I think you’re used to no one doing it.” This time, he did smile. Barely. But it flickered across his face like a secret getting loose. “Touché.” Before I could answer, a camera flashed. We both turned. A teenage girl held up her phone. “Y’all look cute arguing,” she said, grinning. I didn’t even have time to react before she disappeared into the crowd. He sighed. “Small towns.” “Nothing stays secret,” I said. “That might be what scares them.” His eyes lingered on mine. And I didn’t look away.

A borrowed church hall, lukewarm lemonade, and a local candidate who can’t pronounce reproductive justice without flinching. I flew in from D.C. this morning, fresh off three hours of sleep and a hellish connection through Atlanta. My job? Smooth talk rural progressives into donating what they can’t afford to a woman they’ve never met. The job title is consultant. The unofficial one is fire-dodger. He nods toward the podium. “That your girl?” “She’s not my girl. She’s the future of public policy in the South.” Jack raises an eyebrow. “She just said God would want lower taxes.” “I’m from wherever people stop pretending answers are easy.” “You say that like it’s supposed to impress me.” He doesn’t answer. Just tips his head and watches. My chest tightens anyway.

He’s in denim and work boots. I’m in silk and sarcasm. He smells like cedar. I smell like stress. On paper, we’re a cautionary tale. He picks up a cup of lemonade and offers it. I shake my head.

“You don’t drink lemonade?” “I don’t drink mystery liquids from strangers.” He laughs again. It’s low and dangerous. “You always this charming?” “Only when I’m jet-lagged and overeducated.” He takes a sip of his own cup. “So what exactly are you trying to save down here?” “Everything.” “Good luck with that.” I could’ve walked away. Slipped out before this turned into something messy. Human. Real. But something in me leaned closer instead.

I should not be intrigued by a man who looks like a country song and sounds like a seminar. But when the crowd claps and the candidate steps down, Jack doesn’t move. He just watches me like I’m the next event on stage. And I let him.

I could’ve left. Could’ve booked a red-eye back to D.C. Instead, I followed the man with storm-grey eyes and too many unspoken things. Jack offered me an out. And I stepped in. “So what exactly do you do?” he asks, walking me toward the food line. “Besides raise the blood pressure of local campaign managers.” “Policy analysis,” I say. “Family systems. Infrastructure. Maternal health. I write briefs that no one reads and fight for funding that never comes.”

He nods like that’s a sermon he respects, even if he doesn’t fully understand it. “So you work in... hope.” “Some days. Most days it feels like loss management.” “I know the feeling.” I glance at him. “You a mechanic?” He chuckles. “Among other things.” “Like what?” He picks up two Styrofoam cups, fills one with sweet tea, one with water. Hands me the water. Smart. Observant. Dangerous. “I run a nonprofit out of a converted feed store. Counseling for veterans, grief support groups, addiction recovery.” I blink. “You do?” “Surprised?” “A little. You don’t give off... ‘therapist.’”

“I’m not. I just sit in circles and ask questions no one wants to answer. Same as you, probably.”

Something shifts in me then. The first moment of real alignment. The kind that doesn’t scream across picket lines or policy memos but lives in the cracks between what we’ve lost and what we still want to believe is possible. After the speeches, we slipped outside. The air felt less judgmental than the crowd. We end up on the tailgate of his truck, paper plates balanced on our knees. Not when he leans close and asks, “So why’d you really come down here?” “Because change doesn’t happen from the coasts. It starts in rooms like this. In people like you.”

He blinks. That’s when I realize I’ve shocked him. “I’m not a cause,” he says slowly. “I didn’t say you were.” He leans in, voice low. “But you came here to fix something. Are you sure it’s not just to feel like you still matter?” Because damn, I wasn’t ready for that. I don’t respond. Not right away. Instead, I toss my plate into the trash bag tied to the bumper. I stand. Smooth my blazer. Then: “I’ll let you know when I figure that out.” He watches me leave. Doesn’t stop me. Doesn’t follow. And somehow, that hurts more than if he had.

The hotel room smells like artificial lemons and regret. I kick off my heels, toss my tote on the bed, and sit down hard enough to bounce. My feet throb. My pride smarts worse. I open my laptop to take notes on the fundraiser—messaging missteps, demographic data, regional sentiment—but I just stare at the blinking cursor. Instead of writing, I click over to my texts.

BETHANY – 7:19 PM How’s Texas? Still standing or have they crucified you yet? HOL – 7:21 PM Met a man. Conservative. Confusing. Probably a mistake. How’s DC? BETHANY – 7:22 PM You met a Republican and the first thing you did was flirt? I knew you were kinky. I smirk, then toss the phone aside. Jack Coleman. He’s not a mistake. He’s a warning sign dressed in denim and dimples. It ignite my memory My first love wore glasses and always made the bed.

He asked before kissing me. Wrote his thesis on Kant. Thought passion meant planning anniversary dinners six months in advance. I thought that was what love was supposed to feel like—safe, considerate, structured like a well-argued op-ed. He never made me cry. But he never made me shake, either. I remember once, I stood in the middle of our shared apartment—holding a coffee cup, watching him read—and I thought, Is this it? He’d never break my heart. But he’d never wreck my silence, either. And then there’s Jack. Jack, who doesn’t ask questions he already knows the answers to. Jack, who looks at me like I’m a story he wants to reread slowly, out loud, with all the footnotes.


He hasn’t promised me anything. But I believe him more than I ever believed the one who did. I turned the feeling into lines: The fire in the room is not the man—it’s the part of me that wanted to run and didn’t. It’s the question I couldn’t ask because I feared the answer might sound like my own voice saying, stay. I came here to speak truth to power— not fall in love with silence. But he looks at me like I’m not a war he wants to win. Just a flame he wants to understand. A man who probably quotes Scripture but reads poetry. Who could destroy me not with politics


But with quiet. With stillness. With how much he sees when I don’t want to be seen.

I change into sweatpants and open my notebook. But instead of writing policy notes, I write: I wasn’t supposed to write this. I came here with spreadsheets and talking points, not feelings.


Definitely not this. But tonight, the data won’t load. The funding brief won’t save. And my hands won’t stop shaking—not from caffeine, but from him. Outside, a car door slams. Then silence.
I freeze. For a second, I think it might be him. I check the window. Nothing. Just my own echo—mouth tight, eyes too wide. Like I’m waiting to be caught feeling something real.


From what he made me feel. Still makes me feel. So I write. To remember. To forget. To admit it—if only to myself. He smells like wood smoke and old mercy. And I am already forgetting how to walk away. That’s the part that scares me most. Not that I met someone. But that I met someone who feels like stillness in a world I’m constantly trying to outrun. The fire in the room was never him. It was me. It’s always been me. And now, it’s this version of me—softer, slower, startled—that I don’t recognize. Not yet. I’ve survived ambition. Wielded it like a sword. But this? This is surrender. And I don’t know how to be held without first preparing for the fallout.

He looks at me like I’m not a project. Like I’m already whole. Like he’s not afraid of the sharp edges I’ve spent my whole life using to keep people out. God, I hate that. And love it. And need it. Maybe that’s the most dangerous thing of all. Because if he sees me clearly, he’ll also see the parts I’ve hidden. The ambition that made me leave. The grief I turned into fuel. The guilt I hide behind purpose. The ache I never talk about. But he didn’t flinch. Not once. Even when I spoke too fast.

Even when I challenged everything he stood for. Even when I didn’t know how to be soft. He listened. Not because he wanted to win. But because he wanted to understand. And that? That’s the kind of man you don’t just walk away from. Even when you should. Even when it would be easier. Even when the story would make more sense if he were the enemy. But he’s not. He’s the reason I’m rethinking what it means to stand firm. Maybe being unmovable is not always strength. Maybe bending—just a little—is also a form of power. So I write. Because I don’t know how to say it out loud yet. Because this letter? It’s not for him. Not really. It’s for me.

For the part of me that needs to know I still believe in things that don’t fit into policy briefs.

Things like timing. And tension. And tenderness that arrives without agenda. I’m still scared. But I think that means I’m paying attention. And maybe… Just maybe… That’s a good place to start.

Later that night, I can’t sleep. I try fixing the leaky faucet in the kitchen. I try whiskey. Neither helps. I step out I sit on my porch. Guitar across my lap. Not playing. Just listening. This town pretends not to care. But it watches. It remembers. And so do I. It remembers me of my father.

The man who stood up when it was easier to kneel. Who offered compassion when silence would’ve earned him another term. Who lost everything for a bill no one talks about now.

People say he was brave. But they said it too late. And me? I stayed behind to clean the ashes.

I built something out of what he left. A nonprofit. A grief circle. A place where broken people could sit in a room and not pretend they were whole. But sometimes it feels like unclogging a river with bare hands. Sometimes it feels like trying to hold water.

Tonight, it feels like both. Because now there she is. The woman who showed up like a storm front. Too loud for this place. Too bold. Too curious. Too exactly what I wasn’t ready for. She’s not from here. But somehow, she sees through the town And me. With the precision of someone who’s been hurt by hope before. She doesn’t flinch when the truth hurts. Maybe that’s what scares me. She feels like the first person who could name what I’ve buried And not walk away.


And maybe that’s the part I can’t stop thinking about. She reminds me of what I used to believe.
Before the fallout. Before the whispers and the distance I built between myself and anything that asked too much. Especially love. She doesn’t avoid risk. She walks straight into it and dares it to blink. And maybe that’s the beginning of something. Even if it’s inconvenient. Even if it’s impossible. Especially then. Because love? It’s never simple. It’s never strategic. And belief— real belief— isn’t about certainty. It’s what you reach for when certainty gives up on you. It’s what you hold after the votes are counted and the room empties. It’s showing up. Even when the odds are against you. Even when the work gets lonely. Even when the outcomes don’t come. It’s standing in a place that doesn’t love you back yet and trying anyway.


That’s what she does—show up for the messy parts. And maybe it’s time I try again. Not because she’s here. But because something in me still wants to be worth showing up for.


Maybe it’s not the town I’m afraid of losing. Maybe it’s the version of me I’ve built inside it.
The man who makes sense here. Who stays quiet, keeps the peace, doesn’t reach too far. But what happens if she asks me to leave all that behind? Not for ambition. Not for politics.
Just… for something bigger than either of us. What if I say yes? And what if it ruins everything I’ve spent years trying to rebuild?



The knock comes at 9:47 p.m. I open the door, and it’s him. Jack. Standing there like the end of a question I haven’t dared ask. “Sorry,” he says, hand at the back of his neck. “Didn’t want to leave things weird.” “They weren’t weird,” I lie. He looks past me. “Can I come in?” I hesitate for three full seconds. Then I open the door wider. “You’ve got five minutes.” He walks in slowly, like the room might collapse under him. Or maybe under us. “Why’d you really come to that fundraiser?” I ask. He shrugs. “I volunteer for the community center, remember? I show up. That’s what we do around here.” “Even if you don’t believe in the people you’re showing up for?” “Sometimes showing up is the belief.” He sits on the armchair. I stay standing. There’s a tension here—thick and unspoken, like humidity before a storm. “You don’t like me very much,” I say. “I never said that.” “But you think I’m here to save you.” His eyes flash. “No. I think you’re here to prove something. And you don’t care who you step over to do it.” That one hits harder than I expect. I cross my arms. “You think I’m the villain in your Southern small-town story?” “I think you’re used to being the protagonist.” Because he’s not wrong. “And what are you, Jack?” I ask. “The quiet philosopher in work boots? The last decent man in a broken town?”


“I’m the guy who knows what it costs to care about people who don’t want to change. Who loves this place even when it doesn’t love me back.” We stare at each other. The silence is not empty.

It’s dense. Charged. Pulling. And then—because I’m tired of pretending, and maybe because I need to feel something—I step toward him. “So what happens now?” I whisper. He stands. And just like that, it’s no longer words between us. It’s breath. It’s gravity. It’s his hand sliding to the side of my face. His thumb grazing my cheek. My mouth parting—not in surprise, but surrender.

His kiss is not polite. It’s not a question. It’s the answer I wasn’t ready for. I kiss him back like I’ve forgotten my name. Like I’m tired of carrying principles without passion. His mouth tastes like tea and truth. My hands find his shoulders, his waist, the heat of his skin under cotton.

His hands slide under my sweatshirt. Slow. Asking but not hesitating. My body answers before my brain can protest. I guide him toward the bed. But we don’t make it to the bed. Jack grabs my wrist and spins me gently, backing me up until my shoulders hit the wall beside the window. His body presses into mine—not forcefully, but completely. Like he’s trying to memorize the shape of me through his breath alone. My blazer's still on. His hands slide beneath it, rough fingers dragging along my sides until I gasp. His mouth finds my neck first—hot, open, deliberate—and I arch before I can stop myself. “You sure?” he murmurs, breath hot against my jaw. I answer by grabbing his shirt and pulling him in harder. His mouth crushes mine, desperate, messy, perfect. This kiss isn’t diplomacy. It’s protest. It’s release. My heel knocks against the wall. His hand is under my blouse now, calloused palm brushing the side of my breast. He groans into my mouth when I don’t stop him.

But I want to know what it feels like to be undone by someone who sees me—all of me—and doesn’t flinch. My blazer falls to the floor. My breath is ragged. Jack pulls back only enough to meet my eyes. “Say when,” he says. I don’t say anything. I just drag him with me toward the bed. Logic screamed behind my ribs. This was reckless. Beautifully, stupidly reckless. But I didn’t move away. I moved into it. I don’t want promises. I want this. We lie tangled in sweat and quiet. His hand rests on my hip, fingers drawing absent-minded patterns. He says nothing. Neither do I. Because silence is safer than meaning. And what we just did? That wasn’t policy.

That wasn’t protest. That was a storm. I don’t regret it.

The next morning I wake to sunlight, cool sheets, and an empty bed. He’s gone. No note. No coffee cup. Just absence. The quiet stings. There’s a knock at the door. I freeze. For one wild second, I think it might be a reporter or Bethany or some divine force here to revoke my feminism card. But it’s Jack. Standing there, damp hair curling at the ends, holding a to-go coffee tray and wearing the same shirt from last night—wrinkled, rumpled, and irresistible.

“Forgot to leave you caffeine,” he says, holding out the tray like an apology.

I don’t take it. Not right away. I stare at him, trying to decide if I’m more angry or relieved.


“You left,” I say. “I know.” “No note.” “I figured you’d write one for both of us.” That softens me, damn him. I take the coffee and step aside. He enters like someone approaching a sacred space, cautious and reverent. “Didn’t sleep much,” he says. “Me neither.” He sits on the edge of the bed. I remain standing, sipping the coffee, staring out the window. “I don’t regret it,” he says quietly. I turn. “Neither do I.” He reaches for me slowly, hand out like a peace offering. I take it. His fingers close around mine. And then I’m crawling into his lap like a magnet finding true north. This kiss is different. It feels like a memory we haven’t made yet. Slower. Quieter. But deeper somehow—like something real is starting, and neither of us knows what to do with it.


I say yes with my hands. With my body. With the part of me that stopped waiting to be convinced.

His hands slide up under my T-shirt. He takes his time. Every touch feels like a request. And my body? My body says yes. Over and over again. We move together with less urgency, more reverence. His mouth finds my collarbone. My hands clutch the back of his neck. He lays me back against the pillows, coffee forgotten, sunlight catching the sweat at his temple. And when we finally come undone again—quiet, slow, aching—it feels like something holy. Not salvation.

Not escape. But something close to home. But it’s not over yet. I know that. I pull on my blazer, reapply my lipstick, and go to the breakfast hall downstairs for the campaign debrief. I’m seated between two interns talking rural polling metrics when my phone buzzes.


UNKNOWN NUMBER: 8:44 AM
You should check the local blog. Now. I click the link. And there it is. A grainy photo of me and Jack from last night’s fundraiser. Laughing. Close. Very close. Headline above it: “DC Dem Cozying Up to Coleman Boy—Is She Here to Help or Hunt Votes?” I stare at it. And that’s when it hits me—Jack wasn’t just anyone. He’s not just a mechanic. He’s the son of the former mayor. The progressive mayor who was forced to resign six years ago after supporting sanctuary policies during a tense election year. Jack Coleman is a local name. And I just slept with the most politically explosive one in town.


A voice cuts through the air, too loud and way too familiar. “Well, hell. Didn’t expect to see you two looking cozy.” I turn—and there’s Congressman Granger himself, flanked by a staffer with a clipboard and a grin like it’s already campaign season. “Hollis Brooks, right?” he says, shaking my hand before I can stop him. Jack goes still. Granger looks between us, then smirks. “Didn’t know you were the activist type, Jack.” Click. Someone just took a photo. And just like that, the personal became political. And my career? Hanging by a thread.


Chapter 2 - Fox News and First Dates

“First dates aren’t about figuring out who you love. They’re about realizing how far you're willing to reach.”


The chapter unfolds through Jack’s perspective..

I haven’t stopped thinking about her since the fundraiser. Two days. That’s how long I held out.


I tried everything—changing the oil on Mrs. Harwell’s truck, sanding a pine slab for the new bench at the community center, rewatching Friday Night Lights like it held the answers. Nothing worked. Hollis Brooks had gotten under my skin like Texas heat in August. So I gave in. Wrote six texts. Deleted five. Then finally sent: Hey. Jack—mechanic, brisket enthusiast. Want coffee before you leave Texas? She answered ten minutes later: Make it pie and you’ve got a deal.



Ruby’s Diner smells like burnt toast and opinions. Every booth comes with a side of commentary. I show up early. Wear a button-down shirt that still smells like cedar from my closet. I order a slice of pecan pie and a black coffee and wait. She arrives like a contradiction—jeans, sneakers, windblown hair, and a T-shirt that reads Policy is Personal. And God help me, she looks like trouble wrapped in golden sunlight. Long, blond hair—glossy, rebellious—tumbles over her shoulders like it’s never once obeyed a straight line. She’s curvy in a way that demands attention and refuses apology. High-waisted jeans hug her hips like they were sewn for her alone. And that T-shirt—tight, white, and brazen—says Policy is Personal. It clings to her like a second skin, challenging everyone to read her before they speak. Her mouth is pink and unsmiling. But her eyes—sharp, tired, amused—sweep the diner like she’s casing a battlefield.
Then they find me. And everything else goes still. The chatter. The clink of silverware. Even the clock on the wall seems to pause. The boots. The sass. The walk like she’s heard every insult and filed it away for later destruction. She’s too much and somehow just enough. Sexy in a way that doesn’t ask permission. Soft in ways she doesn’t let people see. The last time I saw her, she was fire. Now she’s gasoline. And I know—one spark from me could burn this whole town down.


I stand as she walks in. She notices. That matters. “This place looks like it’s never seen kombucha,” she says, glancing around at the wood paneling, the dusty deer head above the register. “That’s because we believe in coffee with backbone.” She grins. “Charming.”

She sits across from me, and I swear every table in this place tilts slightly in her direction.

Her eyes are tired, but sharp. Like she’s used to holding back judgments until she’s gathered enough data to destroy you. “Been busy?” I ask. “Been watching democracy get line-danced to death.” “Ah. So a standard Thursday.” The pie arrives. We’re halfway through it when the room shifts. A man leans across the booth behind us. Gray hair. Camo jacket. Local regular.

“You the one from the paper?” he asks. Hollis doesn’t blink. “Depends what the paper said.”


“That this town isn’t good enough for folks like you.” “I never said that.” “Don’t gotta. You people always talk in code.” I tense. “She’s here for pie, not politics.” “Pie’s wasted on someone who thinks we’re stupid.” Hollis sips her coffee. Calm. Cool. “I never said that either.” He grunts and turns away. But something cracks between us. The pie suddenly tastes like chalk. The silence between us is louder than the oldies station overhead. We take our coffee to go. Walk past shuttered stores, peeling paint, and one too many Don’t Tread on Me flags. I glance across the street as we leave the diner. The bookstore’s still boarded up. Used to be open late. Used to belong to Sarah. She was my wife once. We lasted four years. Long enough to love hard, lose harder, and leave quietly. No cheating. No betrayal. Just a dream that cracked under pressure and policy. She moved to Austin. Got remarried. Has a son now who plays soccer. I send birthday cards. She never replies. I don’t blame her. We both tried to hold something that didn’t want to stay. After she left, I stopped believing in good timing. Stopped believing in a lot of things.


But Hollis—She doesn’t remind me of Sarah. She reminds me of who I thought I’d be when I said “I do.” The version of me who still believed love could carry more than it breaks.

Her phone buzzes. She reads the screen, jaw tightening. “Everything okay?” “Just… feedback.” “Let me guess. Your world doesn’t like mine.” “And yours doesn’t like mine.” Fair. We stop near the edge of a cornfield. The wind smells like dust and pollen. She looks at me. “If I came back—would you still want coffee?” I don’t even hesitate. “Only if you bring more questions.”

She smiles. But I can feel the caution inside it.

I sit outside. I sit on my porch, guitar across my lap. Not playing. Just listening. There’s a stillness in this town at night. It pretends not to care. But it watches. It remembers. And so do I.

The porch creaks beneath me like it’s holding a memory too. A moth bangs against the porch light. It sounds like urgency. Like something small refusing to be ignored. I blink. And just like that, I’m thinking of her again. Sometimes I think the whole town creaks like that—burdened by what it won’t say.

I shift on the porch swing. The wood groans beneath me like it remembers the weight of my father too. The night air smells like rain, even though the sky’s clear. A dog barks three streets over—restless, like something’s coming. I rub the callouses on my palm. Old grief. Old work. Old silence. And now… this woman. This chaos in jeans and purpose. I reach for the guitar.

Strum a single chord. Let it hang in the air like a thought I haven’t finished thinking. Then I set it down again. Even music feels like a risk. Wind scrapes against the screen door. Something shifts on the porch—maybe the old wicker chair. It groans like it remembers arguments it wasn’t supposed to overhear.

I think of my father. How he tried to help the people who later burned his name out of every ballot box. How he preached grace and got spit on by his own congregation. How his silence after the sanctuary bill hurt worse than the hate mail. I think of how helping here feels like trying to unclog a river with bare hands. Every small shift costs you skin. But then I think of her. The woman who came with too much passion and not enough patience. Who walked into a diner and changed the room. Who speaks like her breath is borrowed from movements. Who listens like she’s building something under your words. Who stayed long enough to ask better questions. Who kissed me like truth had a taste. And maybe that’s the beginning of something. Even if it’s inconvenient. Even if it’s impossible. Especially then. Because when the dust settles—what’s left? Maybe not certainty. But maybe courage. And maybe that’s what she came to give back to me. The courage to feel again. Even if it ruins everything. Especially if it does.

Later that night, I can’t sleep. I try fixing the leaky faucet in the kitchen. I try whiskey.

Neither helps. I tell myself I can handle this. One woman. One chance. One mess I’ll clean up like I always do. But as I sit here, pen in hand, writing to someone I barely know, I realize something I haven’t let myself say out loud. Maybe I never stopped trying to redeem my father’s story. Maybe I want her to save me from mine. And that? That scares me more than anything else.

Dear Hollis,

I don’t know why I’m writing this. Maybe because it’s 2 a.m. Maybe because silence doesn’t feel safe tonight. Maybe because you looked at me like I was worth being known. And I haven’t felt that in a long time. I tried to stay away. Thought I could keep it simple. You’re here for policy. I’m here for cleanup. Different missions. Different damage. But then you walked in.

And suddenly, everything I thought I understood—shifted. You're like walking into your own theory being challenged. Not corrected. Not dismissed. Just… turned over. Examined. Rewritten.


You’re not fire. Fire is too simple. Fire burns hot and fast and leaves only ash. You’re friction.
You resist easy answers. You grind against everything that pretends to be certain. You spark without meaning to. And somehow, that’s more dangerous than fire. Because it lingers. You’re made of reason. Of fight. Of things I forgot I used to believe in. Things I buried when hope stopped showing up on time. You ask hard questions. But never to hurt. You’re not cruel. You’re just honest. And I forgot what that felt like. You scare me, Hollis. Not because you’re loud. But because you’re true. And the truth? It leaves marks. So I’m writing this now because if I say it out loud, it’ll sound like weakness. But on paper? It sounds like waking up.


—Jack

I dream of her.

It starts at Ruby’s again—but empty. Just the two of us. Booth. Pie. Silence. Her legs stretch across the vinyl seat. She’s barefoot. Her eyes pin me in place like a test I haven’t studied for.

“You always this slow?” she asks. I move before answering. Slide across the booth until our thighs touch. My hand lifts her chin. She leans in—not like she’s being seduced. Like she’s making a choice. Her kiss is hot and sudden. Pie forgotten. I pull her onto my lap. She grinds against me, and the groan that escapes my throat is not a dream sound. Her shirt peels off like a protest flag being lowered. Her skin is warm. She arches beneath my hands. “Say my name,” she whispers. “Jack.” I jolt awake. Breathless. Hard. Wanting. Needing. Alone.


My phone buzzes. Hollis. Just a link. No message. No emoji. I click. The blog post has resurfaced. Same photo. Same headline. “Small-town mechanic with big-city appetite.”



There we are—me and Hollis. Frozen mid-laugh. Too close. Too easy to twist. The caption hits harder this time: DC Dem cozies up to Coleman Boy—Legacy Romance or Political Play? My stomach drops. This town doesn’t forget. And it sure as hell doesn’t forgive. I scroll. The post is full of half-truths and loaded questions. Mentions my dad. Mentions the mayoral scandal. Mentions how I’m “once again inviting chaos into the community.” One commenter calls me “a traitor in denim.” Another calls her “a wolf in lipstick.” I feel the ground shift under my boots.



This isn’t just gossip anymore. It’s a target. A warning shot. A heat-seeking missile dressed as journalism. My phone buzzes again. A message from Reba: “Did you see it? Be smart, Jack.” Another from Travis, my cousin: “You really think this won’t follow you?” And one more. From a number I don’t recognize: “You just killed your nonprofit.” I stare at the screen. At our picture.


At what felt like a moment—already weaponized. We weren’t even kissing. But it doesn’t matter. It never did.


UNKNOWN NUMBER
9:13 AM. Joel Stratton. Granger’s campaign manager. I’ll be direct. Stay away from her.



JACK 9:14 AM Excuse me?



JOEL STRATTON 9:14 AM You know how this town works. People still remember your father.
The sanctuary bill. The fallout. Your name doesn’t come with silence. It comes with baggage.



JACK 9:15 AM This isn’t about me.



JOEL STRATTON 9:15 AM That’s where you’re wrong. You and the D.C. activist? That’s not love. That’s noise. And folks here don’t forget noise.


JACK 9:15 AM I don’t owe you anything.


JOEL STRATTON 9:15 AM No. But you owe your community. Your donors. Your church.
That widow who hugs you after grief group every week. You really want to break that trust?



JACK (…typing)



JOEL STRATTON 9:16 AM This isn’t politics. It’s perception. Think hard, Jack. You’ve worked too long to lose it all over one woman. JOEL STRATTON left the conversation


My phone buzzes while I’m fixing the cracked sink in the workshop. Ms. Reba. I wipe my hands on my jeans. Pick up. “Hey.” Her voice is low. Tired. “Your vet support circle’s down three men.” I straighten. “What happened?” She hesitates. “Said they don’t want to be ‘preached to by someone dating a liberal.’” Silence. That thick, ugly kind. My jaw locks. My fingers go still.

She sighs on the other end. “They’re good men, Jack. Just stuck.” I nod even though she can’t see me. I clench the phone harder. Don’t answer. Don’t trust my mouth not to break something.

So I hang up. I just stand there. Frozen. In the quiet hum of the room that used to feel like mine.

Everything’s unraveling. Because of one slice of pie. One diner booth. One afternoon that didn’t ask for permission. Because of a woman who didn’t belong—and somehow fit too well.


Because I let her in. Because I wanted to. Because I forgot that in this town, truth costs double—and love? Love collects interest. I punch the sink.


I text her. Want to meet at the feed store? Late. Quiet. She replies with one word: Yes. She shows up in yoga pants and fury. “You didn’t tell me people still hold your dad’s politics against you.” “You didn’t ask.” “They’re dragging me online, Jack.” “I know.” She folds her arms. “So now what?” I don’t have an answer. Only another question. “Do you regret it?” “Pie or you?”

I wait. She exhales. “Neither.” She steps closer. “I’ve been in rooms full of senators who didn’t make me feel as exposed as you do.” I move even closer. “We’re not safe for each other.” “No,” she says. “We’re something else.” We kiss. Desperate. Honest. Messy. Real. But just as I’m pulling her toward me again, the door creaks. A figure stands in the dark. Tall. Familiar.

My stomach clenches. “Jack?” a voice asks. I freeze. Because that’s my brother. The one who left town years ago. The one who doesn’t believe in second chances. The one who just saw me with the woman who might ruin both our names.

He steps fully into the light The door swinging closed behind him with a soft, deliberate thud.


The smirk on his face is all sharp memory and unsaid warning. But it’s the look in his eyes that guts me—half pity, half challenge. He isn’t just someone from Jack’s past. He is the past, personified. And right now, he’s holding all the cards we didn’t even know were on the table.



“You picked a hell of a time to fall in love,” he says, his voice low, not unkind—just loaded. He doesn’t smile. Just steps further into the workshop, the air shifting behind him like it’s bracing for a storm. “You fell once, Jack,” he says, voice tighter now. “Remember how long it took to crawl back?” I clench my jaw. “This one’s louder,” he adds. “Braver. And the town? It’s watching. Waiting to see if you blow it all up again.” “This isn’t like before,” I say, but the words taste like rust. “No,” he agrees. “It’s worse. Because this time, you care.” He looks around the room—the walls I patched, the tools I arranged by hand, the grief group flyers still curled on the table. “You built all this on silence, Jack. On staying small. On being useful. You think love’s gonna make that easier?” He pauses. “You want to keep her? You’ll have to risk being hated again. And not just by strangers. By people who hugged you last Sunday.” My stomach knots. Because every word he says is true. And he knows it. “You done?” I ask, trying to level my voice. “Almost,” he says. “Just don’t pretend you didn’t choose this. “Because love like that?
Comes with a price.” He walks out without another word. Leaving only the door swinging, and the weight of what I still haven’t admitted: I’m not just afraid of losing the town. I’m afraid of what I’ll do if she asks me to leave it. And in that second, I know: This isn’t just going to cost me my job, my reputation, or my heart. It’s going to cost both of us the future we didn’t realize we were building—until it was already too late.



Chapter 3- The Blue Dot in the Red State

"Love doesn’t need your permission. But sometimes it still asks for your blessing."


The chapter unfolds through Hollis’s perspective.


Brooklyn punches me in the face with noise and neon. It smells like ambition. Like espresso shots and sidewalk smoke. Like home. But today, it feels off. Too fast. Too sharp. Like I’m made of slower rhythms now, and the city can smell it on me. Jada notices before I say anything. She’s already narrowed her eyes by the time I drop my duffel next to the door. "Okay," she says. "Spill. What happened in Dry Creek?" I toss my jacket over the back of a chair and head straight for the wine. "I met someone," I say. Forks pause midair. Wine glasses freeze half-raised. Even the playlist in the background seems to skip. "Wait." Jada stands up. "Someone? As in... a guy someone?" "His name’s Jack." "Please tell me he’s not a cowboy." "He’s a mechanic." "Same thing." Laughter bubbles around the room, but Tamir’s already scrolling. He finds it within seconds. The photo. The one from the fundraiser. The one where Jack and I are mid-laugh, mid-moment, mid-trouble. "This him?" he asks, holding up his phone. I groan. "Yep. That’s him."


"You know this went viral, right? Town & Country Weekly ran it under the headline: 'Red and Blue Make Purple Pie.'" Jada blinks. "Please tell me that man didn’t vote for Trump." I hesitate.

"Twice?" she demands. "He didn’t storm the Capitol. He just... didn’t leave his hometown."


The silence is louder than any protest I’ve ever marched in. Jada folds her arms. "He watches Fox, doesn’t he?" "He listens to people." "That is not the same thing." Tamir drops onto the couch beside me. "I mean... he’s hot. I’ll give you that." "He’s more than hot," I whisper. And I mean it. Jack wasn’t just a man. He was a still point in chaos. A moment I didn’t see coming.



That night, I check my email. I tell myself I’m just scanning for updates from my nonprofit. Maybe feedback on that maternal health funding request. Maybe the new Medicaid policy brief I flagged this morning. But the truth is, I’m avoiding sleep. Avoiding what I saw in Jack’s eyes when I left. Avoiding what I saw in mine. I scroll past calendar invites and newsletters. Past donation receipts and one subject line that reads: Your monthly activist horoscope is ready. Then I see it.



Subject: A Word of Caution
From: Eliza Rourke


I go still. Mentor. Friend. My personal Ruth Bader Ginsburg with better shoes and sharper claws. Eliza doesn’t traffic in exclamation points or emojis. Her messages arrive like gavel strikes—precise, final, and impossible to ignore. I click.


Hollis—
Someone sent me the photo. You know I adore you. But proximity matters. Be careful where you stand. Especially now. No “Sincerely.” No “Love.” Just that. I stare at the screen. The cursor blinks like it’s judging me. The words aren’t long. But they’re loaded. Proximity matters. Eliza never says more than she needs to. Which is why this says everything. I hear her voice in my head—measured, elegant, and relentless. The same voice that told me never to be the story. Be the strategist, not the symbol, she’d said more than once. Never give them an easier headline than the one you came to write. But now here I am. The headline. The symbol. The distraction.



A progressive consultant caught flirting with legacy scandal wrapped in denim. A blue dot tangled in red twine. Eliza’s message isn’t a reprimand. It’s a warning shot. And warnings from Eliza aren’t suggestions. They’re codes. They’re maps. They mean: There are people watching. People who will not protect you. People who are waiting for you to slip. And the worst part?


She’s not wrong. I minimize the email and close the laptop slowly, like I’m packing away something radioactive. Like I can somehow pause the fallout just by shutting the lid. But it’s too late for that. This thing with Jack? It’s not theory anymore. It’s becoming consequence. And that might be the most dangerous part of all.

I lay my heart open


I close my laptop. The screen goes dark, but the thoughts don’t. They spool behind my eyes like film left too long in the projector. I light a candle I don’t need. Not for light. Not for scent.
Just for something to anchor the ache in my chest to something real. Then I sit. Cross-legged. Barefoot. On the floor. And breathe. The air smells like wax and unresolved longing. Brooklyn hums outside the window. Sirens threading through laughter. Basslines pulsing from someone’s rooftop party. A couple arguing in fast Spanish two floors down. The city doesn’t pause for confusion. But inside, I’m not here. Not really. I’m still in Dry Creek. Still standing in Jack’s workshop with sawdust in my throat. Still tracing the bruise his silence left on my ribs.
Still waiting to be kissed again, but more than that—waiting to be chosen. The room hums around me, but all I can hear is Jack’s voice. Low. Certain. Not performative. Not poetic.
Just... present. He didn’t argue. Didn’t try to win me with counterpoints or pull rank with sentiment. He didn’t retreat when I snapped or softened. He just stayed. Like the question itself was worth loving. And that—That broke something open in me. Because I’ve been trained to defend, to outthink, to stay ahead of what might betray me. But Jack didn’t try to tame me.



He made space. For silence. For doubt. For me. That kind of gentleness? It’s not passive.
It’s radical. And now, the city I love—this city that raised me in protests and policy, in elevators full of ambition and apartments full of spreadsheets—is asking me to pick a side. Again. Only this time, the line isn’t between right and wrong. It’s not even between red and blue. It’s between known and true. Between what makes sense on paper and what makes me feel more alive than I’ve felt in years. Jack doesn’t fit the version of myself I curated for acceptance. But maybe that version was never meant to hold everything I’ve become. Maybe the version of me that belongs with Jack is the one I left behind when I learned to weaponize certainty. And maybe—just maybe—it’s time I listen to the girl who stayed up late writing speeches and whispering prayers into the dark. The girl who still believes it’s possible to be soft without breaking. Strong without hardening. Open without losing herself. The girl who, for the first time in a long time,
isn’t afraid to be known.



Jada knocks once—like a formality—and then pushes the door open like she owns the lease on my secrets. She doesn’t wait for permission. She never has. She walks in holding a mug of peppermint tea like it’s a warrant. “So,” she says, arms crossed, eyes sharp. “You gonna tell me what this really is?” I blink up at her from under the blanket I’ve cocooned myself in, blinking like a guilty cat caught mid-plot. “What do you mean?” I ask, already knowing exactly what she means. She raises one eyebrow so high it could file its own tax return. “I mean Jack. I mean you. I mean that look on your face like you saw a ghost in Texas and fell in love with it anyway.”


I look away.


The blanket suddenly feels insufficient—like it can’t shield me from the kind of truth Jada throws like darts. “He’s not a ghost,” I say softly. She sets the mug down on my desk with a soft clink, then perches on the edge of my bed like she’s not leaving until I admit something I don’t want to say out loud. “No,” she says, her voice gentler now. “He’s a problem, Hol.” I shake my head. “He’s not my problem.” She tilts her head. “Oh? Then why,” she says, walking to the desk and holding up the evidence, “are you writing his name in cursive on the corner of your legal pad like some congressional crush just passed you a note?” I snatch the pad out of her hands. But it’s too late. I look down. Damn it. I am. There it is. Right in the margin. Jack Underlined. Twice.
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