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Celeste Johanssen had embarked on some rather outlandish activities in the two years since her divorce. She’d done skydiving, vermicomposting, and even a week of sleeping on her back porch every night—but they were nothing compared to her activity on this sunny Saturday morning.

She scanned the park for her date.

Her fake date.

He’d been described to her as “a quiet, sweet guy with a beard, straight out of an L.L.Bean catalog” who was in desperate need of help that morning. And if there was anything Celeste loved more than a new adventure, it was helping. She’d even arrived a couple of minutes early—a miracle for her, especially considering she’d stopped for pastries and caffeine.

In their brief texts, full of proper punctuation and capitalization, John had told her he’d be waiting in a gazebo on the southeast side of the popular park, which tracked with the bearded mystery man sitting there now.

“Whoa.” She stopped short, catching the pastry box with the bottom of her cup before it tipped all the way off her arm and onto the ground.

“He’s the kind of guy who will stop traffic to help a tortoise cross the road, then go home and build you a table,” his friend had said of John. The description had seemed absurd at the time, but she saw it now. Thick arms displayed evidence of manual work, and his auburn beard, glinting cinnamon and sugar in the morning sun, gave him a woodsman vibe. His skin had the soft tan of someone who spent a lot of time outside but always wore sunscreen. Large hands cradled a small, worn book tenderly, fingers rubbing at the corner of a page before turning it slowly. The reading glasses parked on the end of his nose didn’t hurt the tableau, either. John seemed a man balanced precisely on the edge between hard and soft.

Celeste began a careful walk across the crunching grass, remembering the most important rule of improv, simple words she’d scrawled onto a sticky note to join the others on her bathroom mirror.

Say yes.

People milled around the park, looking curiously up into the trees, as Celeste pondered which was the ex she was coming to deflect. Eight a.m. did seem an odd time for a date, but she’d been out of the dating pool for decades, so what did she know? When there was a new adventure to be had, Celeste rarely asked for details.

John’s attention was still on his book as she stepped into the shade of the gazebo, goose bumps appearing along her arms, left bare by her cotton tank dress. In her rush, she hadn’t grabbed a jacket, but soon it wouldn’t matter. April in Tucson meant chilly mornings and warm, perfect afternoons.

Celeste allowed herself one more long perusal of John, studying her subject in order to throw herself properly into the scene. The glasses and beard combined to give him a real librarian-in-the-wild vibe. If there was a calendar somewhere of ruggedly nerdy men reading, John could be any month of the year. Interesting that this guy, cords of muscle visible on his forearms where his sleeves were pushed up, needed protection from his ex.

Before she could make out its title, he flipped the book closed and stowed it in a backpack at his feet, then removed his glasses and tucked them into a side pocket of his pants. After a double take, he registered Celeste, his bearded jaw dipping as he did a fast sweep of her body, settling on her face as his brows pulled together.

“Hi!” Celeste stepped forward, arms pulled by the weight of the pastry box. She could have just gotten her standard cinnamon swirl, but she hadn’t known what John might like, so she’d played it safe by getting one of everything. “John, right? I’m Celeste, I’m here to—”

But her foot wouldn’t lift, and her movement stalled. A panicked look down revealed one of her white low-top Converse tangled in the loose laces of the other, and oh shit—

The pastry box went first, catching air. John caught the box with his palm, balancing it like a skilled waiter. Celeste’s hip hit something warm and soft, keeping her upright.

Hot liquid from each cup sloshed out of the lids, landing on Celeste’s wrists and forearms. At her wince, John released her, his jaw going tense.

Celeste shook her head, arms stinging. “Fuck, I’m so sorry.” She slammed the drinks onto the concrete table unceremoniously, swiping coffee from her arms. Something rustled in front of her, and then a soft, worn flannel hit her skin, traveling lightly down her right arm, then her left.

“You okay?” John’s voice was as low as she’d expected, considering the beard and big shoulders. A smooth baritone.

She nodded silently as their eyes met before he bent to shove his flannel into his backpack.

Laughing too loudly, Celeste shook out her arms. “I’m totally mortified, but physically unharmed. Thank you. I brought coffee. I got yours black but I have creamers in my bag if you need them.” Her eyes darted to the table. “And pastries. Way too many pastries.” She propped her foot on the bench to retie her laces and secure them with a triple knot. “I’m usually only half this chaotic, I swear. I’m a little nervous. I’ve never done anything like this before.”

“Oh.” John cleared his throat with a rumble. “You haven’t?”

“No, definitely not.” Did he think she made a habit of meeting strangers for a game of pretend romance? “Have you?”

John scrubbed at his beard with one hand as he narrowed his eyes. “Um, yes. Quite a lot.”

Intrigued, Celeste waited for more details, but he quietly studied her like the book in his hands minutes before. Chris had warned her that John was quiet, so she decided not to press. As his open palm reached for the coffee, her hip twinged with the memory of his firm catch.

She took a long drag from her cup, letting the hit of caffeine shock the memory out of her system. Cold permeated her dress as she slid onto the concrete bench. “So, Chris explained the situation to me. He said your ex would be here. Have you spotted her yet?”

John squinted. “You mean Breena? I haven’t seen her yet. What did Chris say exac—”

“Oh good. We have a little time, then. Should we get to know each other a bit before everything gets started?”

He only looked at her. Maybe if she went first, he’d feel more comfortable opening up. Celeste set her cup down, rolling her head on her neck, settling back into the purpose of her mission. “So, I’m forty-two. I teach language arts at a public middle school. I’ve got a daughter who’s headed to college next year, so I’m staring that empty nest right in the face, and to be honest, I like how it’s looking from here.” She tapped her fingers along the table, noting that her purple polish from the mom/daughter night she’d imposed on Morgan a couple of weeks before was chipping. “I love to read, I hike a lot, and I’m embarking on a bunch of hobbies right now. That’s how I met Chris, actually, at this painting thing the other night.”

John’s head cocked to one side. “You just met Chris the other night? I thought you two knew each other.”

“We do now. He’s the best!” She’d had a blast with Chris, painting their little teapots side by side at the sip-and-paint event she’d decided to hit up last minute. She’d gone alone, and while Chris had seemed to be there with someone, he and Celeste had started talking when he saw her copy of Dune sticking out of her bag. Before too long she was hearing about Chris’s angst at work and his guilt over messing things up for his best friend.

She pried open the pastry box, revealing the jumbled but largely intact goodies, and pulled out a scone before giving the box a push toward John in invitation. “He was really worried about you. Said he’d let you down, mentioned mating snails. I didn’t ask for details. It was serendipitous, honestly, because I was supposed to start this yoga class today but the whole series got canceled last minute. Apparently the energy wasn’t right.” She tore off a small piece of pastry and popped it into her mouth. “So, what about you? Chris said something about woodworking, I think?”

Chris had actually said that John was really good with wood, and she’d almost spit out her wine.

“Yeah.” John lifted a flaky croissant from the box and moved it from hand to hand. “I make some furniture, smaller stuff. It was a hobby but now it’s part-time work. I just lost my office job—”

He’d shifted his glance up as he spoke, easing toward eye contact, but now he paused and focused on something behind Celeste. She followed his gaze to a stunning woman approaching them. Straight black hair framed a golden face and dusted the tops of her shoulders, and toned legs stretched out of khaki shorts.

Celeste turned her attention back to John, whose jaw was tense. “This is her, right? The ex?”

John nodded and opened his mouth, but Celeste put down her drink and scone, sliding her body over until their thighs were pushed together. She visualized the note next to Say yes on her mirror at home.

If you’re going to do something, do it right.

She would have preferred more time to prepare for this part, including reviewing what level of intimacy he was comfortable with. But since it was showtime already, she went on instinct alone, hoping John was ready to follow her lead.

His body tensed as his chin dipped, his eyes tracing the line where their legs pressed together. She leaned her shoulder into his, reaching a hand out to extract the croissant from his worrying fingers and place it on the table.

“You’re hurting the croissant. It didn’t do anything wrong. And don’t worry, this is what I’m here for, remember?” Celeste straightened her back, smiling big. “I’m sorry we didn’t get to chat more before she showed up, but don’t worry—I don’t bite.”

With this, she slid a hand across his lower back, hooking it on the other side of his waist. The move brought their bodies flush from knee to shoulder. John was stocky and hard, a warm wall of muscle that filled her senses with fresh wood and sunshine. As the ex approached, Celeste dropped her other hand to his knee, rubbing a little circle with her thumb over the soft khaki fabric. All part of the act. She was here to show that John was hers.

For the next few minutes, at least.

And then the ex was there, hands on her lovely hips, looking down at John before brushing her eyes briefly past Celeste. “Hey, John.”

John seemed to have stopped breathing, so Celeste dug her fingers into his waist, finding some softness. He sucked in a sharp breath and cleared his throat. “Breena, hi.”

“Wasn’t sure I’d see you here today.” Breena’s eyes skirted over to Celeste again, lingering on the hand on John’s knee, before looking back to him. “But you made it after all. With someone new, it looks like.”

More throat clearing, then a rough, almost questioning, “Yeah.”

A beat passed in silence, the odd triangle throwing looks back and forth. If John couldn’t muster up an introduction, Celeste wouldn’t wait. She was here to help, after all.

She gave John’s knee a quick squeeze before shooting out an open palm toward Breena. “Hi.” Celeste pulled out the voice she’d perfected for the first day of every school year, the voice that said I’m ready to play nice, but don’t try to fuck with me. “I’m Celeste. John’s girlfriend.”
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When John was ten, he and his dad had been hiking in the Santa Ritas when a monsoon hit. It was one of those microbursts that filled streambeds and washes in an instant, the rainfall so thick that for a few dizzying minutes, John lost all sense of up and down. All he could do was let the sheets of water sluice off his face and wait for the world in front of him to clear.

Some thirty years later, he felt that way again, even as the sunshine glimmered brightly just beyond the shadow of the ramada. The last few swirling minutes were a blur of sensation—Celeste thrusting pastries at him as her earrings swung to her rhythm, then crowding him on the bench, smelling of peppermint. A park full of birdsong, nimble fingers at his waist, the clench of his stomach when Breena approached, and the surprise at how it was eased by the small circles Celeste drew on his knee.

But none of these pieces completed the puzzle. He had no idea what was happening. Only that Breena was puffing out a short “huh” as she stared at Celeste’s outstretched hand just long enough for John to think a rebuff was coming. And that Celeste straightened even more against his body and drew in a breath, keeping her arm outstretched until Breena finally met her hand for a shake. And that when Celeste’s hand returned to his knee, fingers relaxed, he had the sensation they’d all passed a test of some sort, even though he didn’t even know the subject.

Chris was behind this. John’s best friend was always loyal and supportive, but he’d been overboard lately, funneling his own professional malaise into jump-starting what he called John’s “long-ignored dreams.” It was Chris who’d signed them up for the contest, promising John a fresh start. And when he’d had to drop out at the last minute due to ill-timed snail mating, he’d convinced John to “persevere” and had promised him a new partner.

“Don’t let this stop you!” Chris had pleaded when he’d broken the news. “I’ll find the perfect replacement. Please, this is what you need, just do this for me.”

“Girlfriend?” Breena’s tight voice yanked John back in the blurry scene as he blinked, trying to bring it all into focus. “I didn’t realize you were seeing someone, John.” She snapped one set of fingers close to her thigh. “Nice to meet you, Celeste.”

Celeste simply hummed in response, turning away from Breena to give John a beaming smile. Her fair skin contrasted with the rich brown of her hair, and a fan of freckles dotted the curves of her cheeks. Laugh lines framed her mouth in a look he could only describe as conspiratorial. He shouldn’t have liked it so much, but he found himself smiling back.

Above them, Breena cleared her throat. “So, does this mean you have a partner after all?”

Celeste gave a breezy nod, her brown ponytail swinging in time with her dangling purple beaded earrings as she kept the full force of her attention on John. “Obviously, that answer is yes. Right, babe?”

“Um.” John mumbled, scrubbing at his beard. Somewhere behind him, a Lucy’s warbler trilled, its frenetic call a mirror to his quickened heartbeat. Celeste’s fingers on his knee switched from the gentle circle to a dig of nails. “Right,” he squeaked.

Breena drummed her fingers on her hip, watching Celeste. “Well, you must be good. John doesn’t go birding with just anybody. I should know, since we were champs together three years in a row.”

Celeste’s hand froze on John’s knee. Somewhere across the park, a northern mockingbird cycled through a series of high, cheerful songs.

“Birding.” She nearly chirped the word, swallowing the last syllable. John registered the loss of heat from her palm as Celeste reached for her cup and took a long sip of her coffee, closing her eyes. She opened her eyes and smiled. “Yes. Birding. I do that.”

Breena nodded, but the rapid staccato of her fingers on her hip gave her away. She rarely showed nervousness, but this drumming was one of her tells. He didn’t doubt she’d been triumphant when word filtered down that John wouldn’t be in the contest this year. Chris had been sure to bring it up when convincing him that his layoff from his steady job was “a sign from the universe” that this could be the breakthrough he needed. “You know, an extra perk is that Breena will see you don’t need her,” he’d said with a conspiratorial smirk.

And even though John preferred birding for the joy of it over the scramble of the annual contest, he didn’t hate the idea of showing Breena what he could do without her.

Not that he’d get a chance. Chris’s snails were mating, and whatever had brought Celeste to the park this morning, it clearly wasn’t birding.

“Good luck, B,” he said as a goodbye, ready to sort things out with Celeste so he could head home and put in some hours in his shop. It was second best to how he’d planned to spend the morning, but it would do.

Ignoring John’s hint that their conversation was over, Breena held her ground and watched Celeste carefully, her nervous tic giving way to a stillness she’d always had in the field. For a moment, it brought John back to when they’d met, both eager wildlife grad students grateful to have a shot at honing their passions, bonding over microscope slides and invasive species studies. And birds.

But that was a long time ago, and Celeste was no specimen for examination. He wasn’t sure who she was, but she’d come to help, and it irked him to see her in Breena’s sights.

“Well, Breena, we don’t want to keep you,” Celeste piped up just as John was working up what else to say to get Breena to go. “Please—” She waved a hand in a gesture of such clear dismissal that he forced down a laugh. “Carry on with your morning.”

Breena’s eyes narrowed, but then she nodded and turned without a word, heading toward a long table set up under a lanky mesquite tree. Celeste unwound herself from John, the crisp breeze whisking away the warmth of her hands. On the bench, their thighs still touched.

She took a long sip from her cup before turning to John, squinting. “I don’t really know what’s going on, do I?”

He slid away, creating enough space to turn and face her more directly. One of her fingers traced the plastic edges of the drink top. Ridiculously, John felt a phantom touch on his knee. “What exactly did Chris say about meeting me today?”

Celeste pulled on her ponytail, running it through her fingers as she bit her lip. “The truth is, I’d had a glass of wine and was concentrating a lot on my teapot. Chris was going back and forth between telling me all about how guilty he felt for abandoning you and flirting with the painting instructor. But what I gathered was something about snails.” She paused, pursing her lips. “Is that right, is it really snails?”

“It’s really snails. They’re his life’s work.”

Celeste took the fact in stride. “So whatever was happening with his snails meant he couldn’t help you out with something, and he was afraid he’d really left you in a pickle. And I remember that part because I just did The Tempest with my students, and that phrase is there—How camest thou in this pickle?” She picked up her scone and took a bite, nodding to herself as she chewed. “I may have missed a few details. But then I perked back up when he started talking about your ex, because I’m petty like that. ‘Brilliant but cold,’ he’d said. And something about cheating with some genius or something. Was that really her?”

She motioned to where Breena stood talking to Marisol, a small pitbull of a birder known for playing birdcalls on her phone to throw other people off.

John nodded and sighed, rubbing at his beard. Leave it to Chris to tell Celeste about the stupid genius, but not give her any details about the actual contest.

Celeste whistled. “Wow, she is gorgeous. Sorry about the cheating.” She gave his knee a little pat, a far cry from the trail she’d drawn along his kneecap during her surprise performance, not that he expected that again. “And then he says—” She held her finger in the air. “I remember this clearly, he said, ‘And his ex will be there on Saturday, and I’d really like her to see John with another partner. This is important to help John move forward.’ So that’s when I said I could come and help.”

Understanding dawned as the pieces clicked together. “And when he said ‘partner,’ you thought—”

Celeste dropped her face into her hands before looking back up, blushing. “Romantic partner.” She pulled at her hair. The hues of brown streaming from her ponytail reminded him of the grain of the black walnut he’d used in a recent project. “But that’s not actually what you needed.”

John shrugged, almost laughing. If you asked his mother and some of his friends, he was certainly in need of a romantic partner, but he felt otherwise. “No.”

“Jesus fucking Christ.” Celeste stood, smoothing her dress over slim hips. She was tall, probably only a few inches shorter than John’s six feet, and pacing energetically. “I am so embarrassed. Even for me, this is a lot.”

“Really, what you did was very kind, and I appreciate your jumping in to help.”

The pacing paused as Celeste smirked. “She did seem a little off-kilter seeing you with someone new.”

The truth of it surprised him. From the beginning of their relationship, everyone had acted like John had won the lottery. Breena was beautiful, brilliant, and a clear rising star in their field. Always networking and looking five years ahead, she was a study in contrasts with John, the quiet guy in the corner with a book in his hands. When John had finally ended things, she’d told him he’d regret it. “I’m special, John,” she’d spat. “You think someone like you will find somebody like me again?”

She hadn’t had to go into detail about the someone like you part, not when she’d made it clear enough over time what somebody like John lacked—ambition, drive, and forward thinking, among other things.

But for someone who’d sworn she’d washed her hands of him, Breena had paid a lot of attention to Celeste, and it hadn’t felt terrible. “Yeah,” he said quietly. “Though it might be more about the contest thing than the…” He motioned between them, suddenly feeling ridiculous. “Other thing.”

“Right.” She nodded. “The contest. It’s something with birds?”

Birds. Finally, something about this morning John could understand. “Every year, the Arizona Ornithological Society organizes a bird-watching contest. People enter in pairs, and the object is to count as many bird species in our region as possible.”

Blinking, Celeste cycled through expressions until she settled on a smile. “Wow. A bird-watching contest. That’s a thing.” Snails, bird-watching, Breena. Nothing seemed to shake this woman. “That sounds fun, but she was kind of intense about it. Is it a big deal?”

He wished it weren’t, and yet. “Not in the grand scheme of things, but over the years the event has taken on more significance within the regional birding community.” Her brows lifted at the phrase “regional birding community,” but he continued. “Winning is a real badge of honor, bragging rights and all that. And this year the winners will be featured in Arizona Beauty magazine and get a speaking role at the next Arizona Bird Festival. Chris entered us because—” He cut himself off, not having meant to go into even that many details, which were of no interest to Celeste anyway.

But she leaned in close, bringing a whiff of peppermint with her. “Because?”

Best to get everything out at once. “A lot of people travel here to go birding, and sometimes they want a local expert to help them make sure they can make the most of their time here. I’ve thought about starting my own business, doing private bird guiding.”

She nodded, looking interested. “Amazing, what a cool job. And what’s been holding you back?”

Celeste couldn’t know her simple question hit an already battered target, but John winced nonetheless. What was “holding him back” was a regular topic of debate among his family and friends, whether it was his prolonging his stay at home after college, choosing not to pursue a PhD like his peers, settling for an office job in Tucson he’d never loved, or taking too long to pick an item off a restaurant menu.

“Well, most of the established guides in town are experts, and they have the advanced degrees to prove it. I’m not sure I’m qualified.”

“You don’t have fancy letters after your name?”

He shook his head. “No, I don’t. I’d imagined myself going that way, and I did start graduate school, but—” John paused, hearing an echo of Breena’s voice in his head. How could you just drop out? You’re embarrassing both of us! “It didn’t work for me,” he said simply. “I’ve always birded as a hobby, but I went in a different direction professionally.”

Celeste tented her fingers together between her bouncing thighs. With each bounce, her knee sent a rush of air against his.

“But you’re a good… birder? Is that what I would call you?”

“Yeah.” His eyes caught again on Breena, who’d once graced John with the compliment that if he just applied himself, he’d be one of the most impressive birders in the region. “And yes, I’m okay at it.”

But Celeste tapped her cup and shook her head. “I think you’re being humble. When she was over here, Breena said something about being three-time champions.”

“Yeah.” John gnawed on his lip. “But that was together, and now—” Even with Chris, who knew more about snails than birds but was a beast on the trail, Breena would be tough to beat. But with Chris out, and Celeste showing up as the wrong kind of partner, John was clearly out of the contest.

It was probably for the best. He could search for a new job, keep his life simple, and maybe try again next year.

Celeste twisted her fingers in her ponytail to tug on it again. He watched three faint pulses in the side hollow of her neck, just below the swing of her earring. “You said something before about losing your job?”

John directed his gaze at the blue sky over Celeste’s shoulder. He hadn’t been this close to a woman in a while, and it was throwing his already confused system for a loop. “I managed donation records for the Southern Arizona Land Conservancy, but we merged with another nonprofit, and my job was eliminated in the process.”

“So why are you smiling?”

He rubbed his beard to confirm it, then let out a short laugh. “It was good work. All stuff I cared about, but it was hard being at a desk in an office all day. I’d known for a while it wasn’t a good fit for me, but it seemed wrong to leave a good job.” So he’d stayed. For years.

“In that case, please accept my congratulations for being fired.” She gave a serious nod, smiling broadly. “Are you looking for something else?”

He should be. And he meant to start every day, but then instead he sat on his porch and watched the birds, or practiced something new in his workshop. “I have savings to live off for a few months, and I make some income off the woodworking. But Chris thought that with the contest, maybe I could finally—” He stopped and ran a hand through his hair.

Celeste slapped her thighs. “Do the bird thing! You have time to plan, because you’re out of work, and the contest win would give you the boost to get new clients, right?”

Celeste was channeling Chris even in his absence. That paint night must have been quite a scene. “That was the idea, but it’s really okay that it’s not—”

Celeste interrupted him with a wave of her hand. “So obviously you have to do the contest.” She leveled her eyes at him. “This is the moment.”

John pictured her at the head of a colorful classroom, arms outstretched as she talked enthusiastically about whatever it was middle school language arts teachers talked about. She was probably the kind of teacher who worked to make each kid feel special, the kind who’d find a way to get that quiet boy in the back row to participate.

But he wasn’t one of her students. “It’s a moot point. You’re required to enter as a team, and I don’t have a partner.”

“We’ll find you one,” Celeste answered quickly. “Someone who actually knows their stuff.” She closed her eyes tightly, but only for a moment. “This is perfect.” She hit John’s leg. “My friend Layla, she’s the science teacher at school. She wore a T-shirt the other day with birds on it. Maybe she knows stuff. I can call her.”

“That’s nice of you to think of her,” John said. “But there’s really no time.”

“Oh, I’m sure we can make it work.” Celeste grabbed her bag off the ground and started riffling through it, muttering to herself. “I’ll call and have her check her schedule. When does the contest start? And how long does it go?”

“It lasts six weeks. But it starts—”

Screeching microphone feedback hit them from a nearby ramada. Linda Sanchez, one of his longtime mentors, stepped up onto a picnic table. Her brown skin contrasted with her gray hair, pulled into its signature braid, which trailed over her shoulder and lay across her gray Natives Bird Best T-shirt.

“Good morning, everyone.” People clustering under trees began coalescing in a semicircle around Linda, who stood straight-backed, beaming out at the crowd. “I am so happy to see you all here this morning. I’m Linda, current president of the Arizona Ornithological Society.”

Celeste’s hands froze on her phone as she looked back at John. “You’re kidding.”

Linda continued, “I am thrilled to welcome all of you here today to the kickoff for our annual contest, the Arizona Ornithology Bird Binge!”

Celeste dropped her phone back into her bag, looking inside like it might hold answers. “The contest.” She drew her eyes up. He’d thought them a simple brown, but when the light was just right, there was a hint of gold right at the pupil. “The contest your dreams hinge on, that one Chris said I would do with you—it starts right now?”

He took a swig of the coffee she’d brought him. “It starts right now.”
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“Holy shit.”

Celeste glanced at the crowd as they convened around the woman who’d just made the announcement. They were armed to the teeth with binoculars and cargo pants. Of course, these weren’t just random people at a park early in the morning. This was a community.

A birding community. And Celeste had just claimed to be one of them.

She liked birds fine. They chirped and flitted around playfully, or sat stoically on telephone poles, stark against the constant blue of the Arizona sky. And they were… everywhere, she realized. Celeste paused the panic alarm in her mind to listen to the subtle background of birdsong all around them.

As if on cue, a drab sparrow landed near her feet and hopped toward the remains of her scone.

A sparrow.

It probably had a more official name, but that was all just details. She’d known it on sight.

She was birding.

The sparrow grabbed a hefty crumb in its little cone beak and gave Celeste a quick once-over, cocking its head.

A familiar feeling stirred in her belly. The wonderful, buzzing swirl of butterflies that came with new things. The sensation she’d been chasing as she sought out the parts of herself she’d never gotten to know, waiting for something to settle and show itself, to tell her This is you.

She leaned forward slowly, careful not to spook her little messenger, and rested her elbows on her knees. “Okay, little guy. Let’s do this.”

Beside her, John cleared his throat. “Um, excuse me?”

For a man who looked like he could fell a tree with little help, his low voice was blanketed in softness like the rest of him. Rugged and strong but quiet and gentle, and probably disoriented as hell. He’d played along well, all things considered—those things being that Celeste had appeared out of nowhere, pretending to be his girlfriend.

She grabbed his hand as she stood, her fingertips scraping the roughened calluses along his palm. Peter’s hands had always been pampered and baby-butt smooth—not that she’d felt much of them in their final years together. Or much of anything from anyone else since.

Which explained why it had felt so good to dive into character in front of Breena, letting her fingers settle into the warm spot at the back of John’s neck where his hair held a tiny curl, or explore the ridges of his kneecap through the fabric of his pants. No doubt it was why she swiped her thumb over John’s palm now, bumping over each small ridge.

All she needed to do now was switch modes—goodbye fake girlfriend, hello birding partner. And what was she all about now if not reinvention?

John stuttered as she pulled him to the edge of the crowd, directing her attention to the fearless ornithologist on the table. Celeste admired her look—practical clothes, a long gray braid thrown over one shoulder, and a wide-brimmed straw hat.

“You’ve all received the rule books with your registration, but I’ll review the main parts here.”

Celeste stepped beside John, their shoulders rubbing. “You have our rule book?”

He gripped her elbow and turned her to face him. “What are you doing?” His voice was raspy, just above a whisper.

“As always,” the woman continued from her makeshift stage, “we’re doing a total bird species count for the next six weeks. And this year we are throwing in a few new events where you can boost your score even more. We are proud to announce the first ever Bird Brain Trivia Night! It will be in three weeks, so start studying now.”

Murmurs went through the crowd at this announcement. Celeste turned back to John, her confidence boosted further. “I’m great at trivia!”

He guided her a few feet away, then dropped her arm and rubbed a hand over his beard. “You’re not doing the contest with me.”

“I said I would, didn’t I? And you don’t have any other options. This is important for your whole future.”

John opened his mouth, but closed it again, sucking air like a fish.

“Hear me out. My weekends are mostly open because that yoga class was canceled and my daughter goes back and forth to her dad’s. I love being outside, and I’m ready to learn.” Celeste just knew that not doing this bird contest was an unacceptable outcome. “And I have this feeling in my stomach, this excited feeling. It’s clichéd as fuck, but I’m in this period of postdivorce self-discovery, and new things make me feel alive. Make me feel—”

Like some new parts of her might be out there, waiting to peek into the sunshine. Like there could be more to her than anyone, even she herself, had seen for a long time.

The tension in his jaw softened, but he shook his head again. “This contest is more than just a morning at the park. Most people involved at my level have years of experience.”

The happy buzzing in her stomach went slow and sticky. “You don’t want to take me on.”

His face fell. “No, it’s not that at all. You’re—”

“Too much?” Even now, she heard Peter’s voice in the words and twinged as they twisted her like a worn-out dishcloth. “I know I can be a lot.”

“Enthusiastic,” John countered. “And very generous. But this wasn’t anything close to what you agreed to do for Chris, and you don’t need to go along out of a sense of duty.”

“It’s not duty, I swear.” Celeste knew all about duty—to family, to work—and how it could blanket everything until she couldn’t separate what she wanted to do from what she was expected to do. But this birding thing? It was a want. It was random, and unexpected, and the Celeste of a few years ago would have shrunk from how her husband might react if she took this plunge.

But this Celeste? She was fucking free, and she wanted to be in this birding contest. She wanted to help this nice bearded guy—out of desire and kindness, not duty—and she wanted to bask in the warmth of something brand-new.

So she straightened and let her smile drop, hoping John would take her seriously—if it was possible for him to take her seriously after she’d swept in with pastries and a fake relationship. “I know it would be a lot for you, dragging me around. But I promise to do my best, and if you’ll have me, I want to be your partner.”

John’s brows tightened as their eyes locked, and Celeste held his gaze. If he thought he could make her doubt her decision with a staring contest, he’d never been in a middle school classroom.

“It’s a six-week contest.” His tone was serious, but the corners of his mouth tilted up. “It would mean birding every weekend, putting in some miles on trails. Lots of early mornings.”

She’d have to move some stuff around in her schedule, but she could do it. “I love trails and early mornings.”

The buzzing in her stomach grew to a roar as Celeste watched John’s last bit of hesitance give way.

“If you’re sure you really want to—”

“Yes!” she squealed, running in place on her toes. John laughed, his cheeks lifting higher than she’d seen them all morning, as his cinnamon beard caught a glint of sunshine. She thrust a hand out, eager to seal their deal.

John’s hand closed around hers gently. It was a tease of a touch, and had no right to make Celeste feel so damn curious. The amplified voice behind her rose to a crescendo, and she quickly dropped his hand and turned to listen.

“And so it is with immense excitement and gratitude for your involvement”—the woman swept her arm out toward the assembled birders, and Celeste—“that I declare the Bird Binge officially underway!”

And just like that, the crowd scattered, breaking away in pairs as teammates took off together, heads huddled close.

Everyone was on the move except Celeste and John. Thirty seconds into the contest and she was already behind. She hated being behind.

“What do we do? Everybody is rushing around. I probably need to order a guidebook and some binoculars and maybe those pants with the pockets?” There were a lot of pockets at this park. She turned back to John, ready to follow him into battle. “Why are you just standing there? Did I mention I’m really competitive? How do we win?” When John chuckled, she groaned. “You just told me your future is hanging in the balance here.” Celeste’s foot drummed a hurried rhythm on the ground. “Teach me birding so we can get started!”

John simply glanced to their left, where a palo verde was in full bloom. Its gray-green trunk and twisting branches snaked their way to a crown of bright yellow papery flowers, the ground around it covered in a buttery confetti of dry petals.

He took some steps toward it, motioning for Celeste to follow. “You were just telling me how much you like learning new things. Don’t lose your excitement about it because everybody is running around with their notebooks out.”

“I also like winning,” she said, pouting.

But his eyes were on the tree, a subtle smile playing on his face. “Ever since I was a kid, watching birds has been about being outside and discovering something. Eventually, you get to know one bird so well that you can identify it easily, or know its song, but it all starts with that initial curiosity. If I do start guiding, that’s what I want to convey to people.”

Silence sat between them as Celeste watched the tree, letting all the flowers blur together into a cloud of yellow.

John continued, “If you come out of this thinking that birding is about running around with your nose in a guidebook and making lists, I’ll be ashamed of myself. Contest or no contest, we’re doing this right. We start with discovery, and we go from there.”

Start with discovery. She should put it on her mirror.

She nodded to the tree. “So, can we discover a bird in there?”

John scanned each branch. “Yes, but let’s not worry about what it is. Worrying about making the identification is going to stop you from really seeing the bird.”

“But the list—”

He shook his head. “There’s nothing here today we won’t see again, I promise. Don’t worry about the count today. Just see the bird.”

She glanced sideways at him. His broad shoulders were relaxed, his neck forming a smooth, strong line to his jaw. Celeste had guided their bizarre ship all morning, but this was clearly John in his element.

“Okay,” he said quietly. “This is a good one to spot. Once you start noticing it, you’ll see it all over town.”

Her eyes darted along the branches and through the flowers, but she didn’t see a thing. She grumbled to herself. She was going to be bad at this.

John chuckled lightly. “You’re going too fast. You have to be ready to take your time with this. Birding takes a lot of patience.”

“I can be patient,” Celeste huffed, crossing her hands over her chest.

He stepped behind her, leaving space between their bodies, and laid his hands gently on her tensed shoulders. “Is this okay?”

She swallowed, the warmth from his breath fanning across her neck. “Sure.”

He pushed down on her shoulders, easing the tension out of them. “You want your shoulders and your neck to feel loose, otherwise you’ll be hurting in no time. Staring up at trees can put a real strain on this part of your body.”

She released her arms at her sides, shaking them out.

“Good.” He lifted his hands off her shoulders. “Now settle your eyes at the base of the tree and move them up the trunk. Do you see where the first branch goes off to the right?”

She nodded, tracing the curve of the branch with her eyes.

“Now follow that branch out.” John’s voice drifted back into her ear. “Just a couple of feet.”

“Mm-hmm.”

“And go up a little, into the flowers. You’re looking for a small bird, even smaller than a house sparrow. It’s mostly gray but it has—”

“Yellow.”

Bright yellow on its face, like it had dipped its head into the confetti flower and come out painted. It hopped from side to side on the branch, pausing to poke its tiny beak under its wing every few seconds.

He gave a satisfied hum behind her. “You found it. Don’t forget to breathe.”

She was holding her breath, her heart thudding. And while a tingle had traveled down her spine as the warmth from John’s breath hit her ear, most of her body was still and alert.

“What is it?” she whispered, already enamored with the little creature.

He chuckled quietly, the warmth of his body enveloping her. Apparently birding was a whole-body experience. “It’s a bird. That’s all it is right now.”
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“I thought you’d sworn off love, John.”

John stumbled, pulling out of Celeste’s minty haze to find Marisol, Breena’s longtime friend. She’d spoken loudly enough to get dirty looks from nearby birders, and her eyes settled coolly on Celeste. “But now you’re showing up here with a girlfriend.”

The last word hung in the air as Celeste stepped out from behind him, their shoulders just barely touching.

Things had moved so quickly after Breena walked away that he’d lost track of that thread, but obviously Breena hadn’t. And she’d started spreading the word.

As John hesitated, Marisol sauntered closer and stuck a hand in the air in front of Celeste. “Hi, I’m Marisol.”

Celeste’s hand was out in an instant, shaking Marisol’s with confidence just as she had Breena’s earlier. A tug on his hip brought his attention down, where her index finger threaded through the belt loop of his shorts. It was a small move, but possessive, and it tightened his throat.

A few feet away, Breena was watching the scene play out, one hand resting on her hip.

Marisol’s eyes narrowed at Celeste. “You’re a birder?”

Celeste radiated calm confidence. “Sure am. It’s always been a hobby of mine, but John is helping me step up my game.” She shot him a glance, the soft affection in her face warming his cheeks. Her eyes flitted over to Breena as she spoke more loudly. “I’m so lucky he’s available to partner with me this year.”

Breena’s jaw stayed firm as they all shared a few quiet seconds. Then something in the sky caught her attention, and Breena stepped forward to tug on Marisol’s shoulders. “Let’s go, Mari.”

Mari grinned and shot a finger gun toward Celeste. “See you on the trails.”

Celeste’s finger still hung in John’s belt loop as the two women walked away. He should have set things straight, but he’d hardly had time. “Listen, about that—”

But another hand tugged on his upper arm. “John!”

Linda pulled him in quickly for a hug. Still hooked into his belt loop, Celeste stumbled forward into his body, pressing briefly into his back. John concentrated on Linda, even as he tracked the soft shape of Celeste as she peeled herself off him.

Linda’s braid fell over the shoulder of her Natives Bird Best T-shirt as she beamed at John. He’d met Linda over a decade before on one of his first guided walks, and she’d easily taken him under her wing. She’d made sure John stayed with birding even when he cut his academic plans short. And it was her suggestion years later that he try his own hand at guiding that had spurred the idea to start his own business.

Now she turned quickly to Celeste, her smile lifting even higher. “I’m always happy to see John.” She leaned in with a wink, speaking loudly while she acted like she was telling a secret. “But I actually came over to meet you. I saw you two earlier. Then Breena confirmed it for me. A new partner in more ways than one, hmm?”

She introduced herself formally to Celeste, exchanging names and shaking hands before relaxing back into her normal posture, giggling and squeezing both of Celeste’s shoulders. “Now that our official greeting is out of the way, we can be best friends. I imagine you already know this, but I just have to take a second to tell you what a special man John is.”

Celeste’s wide eyes caught John’s as Linda continued. “He is just one of the kindest, most talented birders—no, people. One of the kindest and most talented people you will come across. When my wife was sick last year, John showed up every other day with a pot of soup. And let me tell you, this man can cook. He’s just so… competent.”

John raised a hand, his face warm from far more than the April sun. “Linda, I—”

But she only waved him off, keeping all her attention on Celeste. “I’ve told him forever that he is gifted, that birding should be his life, and I’m so glad he’s here for the contest with you.” She reached out and squeezed Celeste’s hand once, still beaming. “And I’m sure you’ve seen his woodworking. It’s amazing, of course. John is just so detail-oriented, so incredibly thorough.” Linda wiggled her eyebrows and elbowed Celeste in the ribs like they were old friends. “Though I’m sure you’ve experienced that yourself in a private setting.”

Celeste bit down on both lips, her cheeks going pink.

Oh, hell, Linda was trouble. Breena was one thing, but Linda would take this thing and run with it if he didn’t cut her off. “Actually, Linda, there’s been a misunderstanding. Celeste and I aren’t actually—”

“At the thorough stage.” Celeste burst in. “With each other.” Her eyes sliced across John before a smile settled back on her face for Linda. “We’re taking it pretty slow, you know. Two old codgers burned by past love and all of that.”

“Codgers, please!” Linda threw her head back, giving a little hoot into the sky. “What I wouldn’t give to be in my forties again. I was so limber then.”

Celeste coughed, but failed to suppress a giggle. Linda joined her, and soon the two women were covering their mouths with their hands, laughing loudly, drawing the ire of nearby birders.

Laughing in the sunshine, Celeste was effervescent. As she fiddled with her dangling earring, it caught and split the light, scattering rainbows across her neck, jaw, and cheek. She had a gift for thinking on her feet, whereas John had always approached life at a measured pace. Deliberate.

Thorough.

Like the way he could slowly twist his fingers into her ponytail and tug until…

John caught the thought and lassoed it back. The only thorough they’d be was with the birds.

Linda’s laughter settled down as she looked around the park again, smiling like a proud parent. She’d worked tirelessly as head of the association to bring new people into the hobby she loved so much, giving impassioned presentations at local high schools, arranging meetups at parks in underserved areas, doing anything she could think of to draw people to the outdoors.

She deserved all the credit in the world, not just for feeding his own passion but for a whole community made brighter. “It’s a great showing, Linda. You should be very proud.”

The smile on her face could have lit a campfire. “You know what? I really am! Just wait till you both see all the fun we have planned for this contest.” She turned back to Celeste. “It was so lovely to meet you. I’m sure we’ll have plenty more time to get to know each other. But for now, you two lovebirds better get birding.”

Linda engulfed John in a fly-by hug before heading off, smiling and slapping the backs of the closest birding team.

With Linda out of earshot, Celeste gave in to another round of giggles. “I like that woman,” she said, wiping a hand across her face. Her smile dropped slightly as she turned fully to John. “And boy, does she like you. And I just totally lied to her.”

Her energy shifted as she shook out her hands. “I just imagined her face falling, and how that would feel for you, and I just—acted. I do that sometimes, but between Breena’s friend and this, I think I totally snowballed this whole thing.”

Celeste paced in a small circle, the park’s dry grass crumbling beneath her Converse. She’d held still for a moment to spot the verdin on its green branch, but now she reminded him of the firecrackers he and his brothers used to throw on their front porch, the ones that zipped around in spirals shooting sparks.

“I could have said something, but you were faster than I was.”

She frowned, kicking dirt as she went. “I tend to do that. I’m sorry. I keep fucking this all up.”

“No.” His hand shot out, brushing her upper arm. Celeste skidded to a stop, glancing at where his fingers curled over her small, tight bicep before he thought better of it and dropped his hand. “All you’ve done is try to help. You haven’t messed anything up.”

Celeste swept her hand toward the expanse of park, where dozens of birders were going from tree to tree. “Well, thanks to my ‘help,’ I think all these people believe we’re dating. And with the contest, it seems like we’ll keep seeing them?”

“Probably.” Especially during the Bird Binge, the same people visited all the same best birding spots. And this year’s extra events meant even more interaction with the other birders.

“Okay.” Celeste nodded, blowing air out of her lips. “Then maybe we have to keep it up. Through the contest. It doesn’t have to be a big deal. We keep up the facade we created, which seems simpler than trying to set the record straight. Then, after we win, you can come up with a breakup story, and we’ll part ways.”

She fiddled with her fingers as John repeated her words in his head. It was an absurd suggestion, but also surprisingly logical. Coming clean with Breena and Linda, and however many people had already been told the lie, would be humiliating, and a huge distraction from the contest. He’d been through enough interpersonal drama when he and B split the year before, and the last thing he wanted now was for the contest to be overshadowed by gossip about him.

John just wanted to bird.

He shook his head, watching Celeste’s smile grow. “I can’t believe we’re even considering this.”

“It’s absurd, but it also goes with the theme of the morning, right? Unexpected twists.”

Her foot tapped on the ground, then she slid it toward his and nudged his foot with hers. Her white canvas shoes were dusted with bronze dirt. “So what’s it gonna be, John? Let’s pick one so we can get back to some kick-ass birding. Do we set the record straight, or do we carry on?” Celeste waved to the table where her box still sat, surrounded by a group of interested house sparrows. “Either way, I still have some pastries left. Maybe we could munch on them and find another bird.”

John looked back at Breena huddled close to Marisol, then at Linda, holding court in front of a small group of novice birders already under her thrall. Kick-ass birding was a much better alternative than spending time setting the record straight.

“Okay.”

Celeste caught him in a stare, raising her eyebrows. “Okay, let’s carry on?”

“Yes,” he managed. At some later point in the day, maybe everything that had happened this morning would make sense. “Let’s carry on.”

Celeste tugged on her ponytail. “But we should be totally clear,” she said. “The birding is real, but the dating… it’s not, and it can’t be.” She scrunched her face and laughed awkwardly. “I’m not saying you’re interested like that, I’m sure I’m not your type. I’m just establishing that I’m not dating right now, maybe not ever, I don’t know. I’m working some of my own stuff out.”

John didn’t know if he had a type, only that he didn’t seem to be what most people were looking for, quiet with his words and sometimes slow to act. His body was mixed up by the intimacy of his interactions with Celeste, but it wasn’t anything a few steady hours in his woodshop couldn’t make him forget. And one glance over at Breena was all the reminder he needed that he, also, was working out some of his own stuff.

“Understood,” he said. “I’m in a similar place, so that’s good to establish.”

“Cool.” Celeste kicked the ground, then laughed. “After all this”—she motioned between them, then at the park at large, filled with eager birders starting their lists—“did I finally just manage to make this totally awkward?”

So often John felt that conversations with people were puzzles he had to solve, sorting out the real meaning. But Celeste seemed unafraid to say what was on her mind, and it loosened something in his chest. Something he usually kept bound up.

“Not awkward, just honest.” Celeste smiled at his words, giving him an odd glow of pride. But behind her, their pastries looked to be in danger. “We better save those baked goods before those house sparrows find a way to open the box.”

Whatever tension sat in the air between them evaporated as Celeste clapped her hands. “House sparrow! That’s its official name, right?” When he nodded, she headed to the table, turning her head to call back. “One bird down! Isn’t this exciting?”

A streak of sun reflected off Celeste’s swinging earring just as a bright red vermilion flycatcher flitted over her head. He could have stopped her to point out the bird and add another to their brand-new list, but he resisted. It was only day one, and they had plenty of time.

“Yes,” he said, jogging to catch up with her. “This is exciting.”



OEBPS/e9781668037843/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Chapter 1


		Chapter 2


		Chapter 3


		Chapter 4


		Chapter 5


		Chapter 6


		Chapter 7


		Chapter 8


		Chapter 9


		Chapter 10


		Chapter 11


		Chapter 12


		Chapter 13


		Chapter 14


		Chapter 15


		Chapter 16


		Chapter 17


		Chapter 18


		Chapter 19


		Chapter 20


		Chapter 21


		Chapter 22


		Chapter 23


		Chapter 24


		Chapter 25


		Chapter 26


		Chapter 27


		Chapter 28


		Chapter 29


		Chapter 30


		Chapter 31


		Chapter 32


		Chapter 33


		Chapter 34


		Chapter 35


		Chapter 36


		Chapter 37


		Chapter 38


		Chapter 39


		Chapter 40


		Chapter 41


		Author’s Note—Or, Why I Wrote a Romance About Birding


		Acknowledgments


		Reader’s Guide


		Teaser


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Simon & Schuster Front Sign-up Page


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Author’s Note


		Acknowledgments


		Reader’s Guide


		About the Author


		Simon & Schuster Back Sign-up Page


		Copyright








		I


		II


		III


		V


		VI


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330








OEBPS/e9781668037843/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668037843/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668037843/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668037843/images/9781668037843.jpg
BIRDING

! WITH
@.6)
BENEFITS

SARAH T. DUBB





OEBPS/e9781668037843/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/e9781668037843/images/title.jpg
BIRDING

WITH

BENEFITS
020,

SARAH T. DUBB

LLLLLLLLLLLL
NNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNN





OEBPS/e9781668037843/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


