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March—Pine Grove, NY

“Whoa! Who died?”

“What?” Standing in front of the mirror, Marty McKay straightened his tie and glanced at his brother, Flint.

“I mean, you’re wearing a suit, shirt, and tie. Going to a funeral?”

“Very funny.” Marty combed his short, brown hair over and over until it was perfect.

“I thought so.” Flint chuckled. “Seriously, what’s up?”

“I’m going to New York’s all.” He picked up his wallet and shoved it in his back pocket.

“Why?”

“I’m meeting a couple of clients.” Marty sensed heat in his cheeks at his lie.

“Clients? In the Big Apple?”

“Yes.” He fastened a watch on his wrist and faced his brother. “Remember the ad I put in the paper there? We got a couple of phone calls. I’m going in to see what the projects are.”

“Oh yeah. I remember. Good idea.”

“It’s business, so get off my back.”

Flint narrowed his eyes and stared at his brother. “One of ՚em wouldn’t be a pretty girl by the name of Jenny, would it?”

Marty turned away so his brother wouldn’t see him blush. “Maybe.” He glanced at his watch. “I’m late. Give me a ride to the bus?”

“Sure.”

The two young men rode in silence. Marty stared out the window at the new spring green buds emerging on the trees. The caw of a crow caught his ear.

“I mean, if you’re going to see her, it’s okay with me.” Flint turned right.

“I don’t need your approval.” Marty noticed deer hovering as they were just visible in the woods in the early morning frost.

“I know. Just sayin’.”

“I’m all moved in to the Barrett house.”

Flint slowed for a stop sign. “You don’t have to leave.”

“I’m done being a third wheel. You’re married now, Flint. Everything is different.”

“You don’t have to move.”

“Yes, I do. Living with newlyweds is depressing.”

“Thanks a pantload.”

“You know what I mean.”

“You need to find someone, Marty.”

“Duh.”

“Okay, okay.” Flint pulled into the parking lot and stopped. “Call me when you come back and I’ll pick you up.”

“Thanks.”

“Good luck.”

Their eyes met. “Yeah.” Marty glanced up at the clock over the door of the bus station. He had only five minutes. He sprinted across the parking lot, purchased his ticket, and got on the bus with only seconds to spare.

Soon Marty would be living on his own—for the first time. He swallowed. Watching his brother drive away, he wondered how it would be to have total privacy. Would he miss Flint or be happy to be alone? He sat back and closed his eyes. Not used to rising so early, he hoped to catch some shuteye on the way. Visions of beautiful Jenny sipping wine, doing the allemande left, and laughing at the town spring square dance two weeks ago ran through his head. Heat traveled through his body.

The bus ground to a halt before the George Washington Bridge. An accident? He hadn’t expected a traffic jam. Being a planner, he’d built in plenty of time for his appointment with Jenny.

A twinge of guilt shot through him. He’d lied to Flint. He only had one appointment to discuss printing and it was with that luscious blonde Jenny Whitman. If Flint knew, Marty would never hear the end of it. Some things a brother had to keep to himself.

Jenny had taken his card and called him for an estimate for their printing services. It wasn’t from the ad, but hell, it was a business meeting. His nerves kicked up as he checked his watch again. Their meeting was scheduled for eleven-thirty. He hoped to take her to lunch after. Hell, if she’d have dinner with him too, he’d give her their printing services at cost. Though he wouldn’t tell Flint that small detail.

Jenny had two children: a son, Ethan, and a daughter, Sophie. Usually, he shied away from dating single women with kids because he didn’t want the responsibility, but when he saw Jenny dancing and singing with her kids, his heart melted. He smiled at the memory of little Sophie, who was only five, roping him into being her partner. The little girl remembered the steps better than he did. She was plucky and cute—like her mom.

He stared out the window at the traffic inching along. It was a gray, windy day in March. Dirty old buildings rose up, hulking in front of his window, blocking his view.

Where was that beautiful New York skyline he’d seen in pictures? His palms started to sweat. One more glance at his watch. Ten-thirty. He still had time.

Ten minutes later, the bus wheezed through the tollbooth and into the tunnel. When it stopped at the station, he hustled to the street where he hailed a taxi that crawled through a snarl of cars and trucks. Sweat beaded on his forehead as the hands of the clock moved faster than he was.

The yellow cab stopped in front of a narrow, three-story townhouse sandwiched between an older ten-story apartment house and a pristine, proud four-story brick building. He checked the address, paid the driver, and stepped out of the vehicle—right into a patch of mud.

Sliding on the slippery stuff, he fell on his butt in the street.

“Hey, mister! You okay?” The cabbie turned in his seat to lean out the window.

“Yeah, yeah. Fine. Fine,” Marty muttered, cursing under his breath. He prayed Jenny hadn’t been looking out her window. What a clumsy fool! As the vehicle pulled away, he brushed himself off and stared at his shoes. New shoes! He never wore dress shoes, even on sales calls in Pine Grove. He checked the bottoms, smooth as glass.

Now there was mud caked on the sides and he had no time to wipe it off. What about the mud on his butt? Great. He couldn’t even see how much dirt was on the back of his pants. Wonderful impression he’d make. Like some rube from to the sticks. And he probably wrecked his new suit too. Stupid dumbass move. He shook his head. Being careful where he put his feet, Marty approached the front stoop and pressed the buzzer.

* * * *
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THE DOOR SWUNG OPEN. Jenny stood there, wearing jeans and a snug T-shirt. Her silky blonde locks rested around her shoulders. As she had her phone pressed to her ear, she gestured to him.

“Yes, yes, Roberta. I know. But I need your column by tomorrow morning. The printer is here now. Yes. We’re going to go over the layout. No. I can handle it. You just get your butt in the chair and write that column!”

Clicking off her phone, she faced him. “Sorry about that. Come in, come in.” She took his arm and led him inside. Eyeing him, she remarked, “What happened? Close encounter with a mud puddle?”

He laughed. “Maybe I should take off my shoes.” He thanked God he was wearing new socks with no holes in them.

“Sure. We never wear shoes in the house, anyway.”

He shucked his shoes and glanced down. She had slender, delicate feet with toenails painted a lovely pink. A shiver shot through him.

“Come into the kitchen. I’m making soup.” She took his arm and drew him toward the back of the cozy, charming townhouse.

Something smelled damn good. Beautiful, funny, and she could cook. The trifecta. No, better yet, the Mega Millions Lottery of women. He tramped along beside her.

“Sorry if I’m late.”

She checked her watch. “Nope. Right on time. Do you like soup?”

“I do. But I thought maybe I could take you out to lunch.”

“Why? We can have soup and talk about the paper.” She shot him a soft smile.

Marty tried to hide his disappointment. Why? Because he didn’t give a damn about her printing project, he wanted to sit and gaze at her over a glass of wine.

“Okay. What’s the project?”

“Sit down. Be right back.”

Did he stare at her cute butt as she left the room? Damn right he did.

When she came back, she plunked down a big envelope on the sideboard and approached the stove. “It’s mushroom and barley. I threw in some leftover meat too. I hope you’re not vegetarian.” She ladled out a big bowl and placed it in front of him.

“I’m not. This looks great,” he said.

She popped some bread into the toaster.

“I’ll be right back.” She left the room again.

The steaming bowl of soup smelled heavenly. He filled his spoon, then blew on it. The first taste was amazing. Jen returned, buttered the toast, put it on a plate, then filled her own bowl.

“Mushroom and barley is my favorite,” Marty said, crossing his fingers under the table.

“Is it? Mine too,” she replied. “You know my kids can’t stop talking about Pine Grove.”

“Oh really?” Marty raised his eyebrows.

“Yeah. Week after week, Ethan goes on and on about Cedar Lake. And Sophie...” Jen stopped and blushed.

“What did Sophie like most?” He took another spoonful of soup.

Jen filled hers and blew on it, avoiding his gaze.

“Come on. The suspense is killing me.” Marty put down his spoon.

“She liked dancing with you best.” Jen blushed.

“Oh come on!” He laughed. “I’m a terrible dancer.”

“Not according to Sophie. She said she’s going to marry you when she grows up.” Jen’s face turned a deeper shade of red.

He shot her a crooked smile. “That’s the nicest proposal I’ve ever had.” He touched her hand briefly.

She met his gaze. “It is?”

“Actually, it’s the only proposal I’ve ever had. But I’ll take it. She’s a heartbreaker, a little charmer, for sure.”

Jen shot him a warm smile. “I agree.”

“Takes after her mother.”

“Be right back.” She scooted through the doorway and called in from another room, chattering away. He couldn’t make out most of what she said, so he took that moment to check his reflection in a small wall mirror, then combed his hair back with his fingers.

“Here it is. Here. I already brought it in,” she said, blushing. She picked up the huge folder and laid it on the table. “It’s a newspaper.”

She opened it and displayed an eye-catching logo and front page. “This is just a mock-up that the art director did. We haven’t gotten all the articles in yet. We’re only missing three.”

“A newspaper?” He raised his eyebrows. “You want me to print a newspaper?”

“Not just any newspaper. It’s only for good news. See? The masthead? It says Good News.”

“Did you write this?”

“Oh no. I wrote the editor’s column. My friends, parents at the kids’ school, wrote the rest. It’s really good. We gathered stories from all over. Only happy stories. Stories with good endings. Nothing negative.”

“A good news newspaper? Brilliant.” He broke a piece of toast in half.

She shot him a smile that would melt a glacier. Heat shot through him, all the way to his toes.

“A lot of people thought it was dumb. But I did it anyway.” She put a second piece of toast on each plate.

“I don’t think it’s dumb at all.” He picked up the bread.

“Good. Then you can help me. I can pay. I have money.”

“Okay. Let’s talk specifics.”

She plopped down on a chair. “I’m glad you’re taking me seriously. Not everyone does.”

Marty finished chewing. “Who said a beautiful woman can’t have brains too?”

“Thanks.”

“May I?” he asked, reaching for the front page.

She nodded.

Marty turned the pages carefully. He had only been polite before when he said it was brilliant. Truth was, he thought it was a little wacky. Kind of like her, but in a good way. As he read the headlines, each one grabbed his attention, making him want to read the story. Maybe she had something? Sure, it was a little cuckoo, but who wouldn’t prefer good news with their morning coffee?

When he reached the end, he met her gaze. He could see anxiety in her eyes, the desire for his approval. Relieved he could do what she needed, he spoke. “To be honest, at first, I thought the idea was a little, well, strange? Odd maybe. But after reading the headlines, it sucked me in. I’d definitely read this. Much better way to start my day than reading about crooked politicians and mass murderers, right?”

“Exactly what I thought.”

Her face lit up like someone turned a theatre spotlight on it.

“I mean, some days it’s hard enough to get out of bed. Then to face the morning paper?” Tiny lines next to her mouth deepened. “Starting your day ticked off or angry at the world is not a good thing.”

He thought what would she know about angry? She doesn’t have a mean bone in her body. And so the words slipped out, accidentally.

“What would you know about angry? You’re the most cheerful person I know.” He finished his soup.

“Me? Oh God. You have no idea. I know deep depression from the inside out.”

“How? A divorce? What idiot guy would want to split from you?”

Her face immediately clouded over. Her eyes wetted and her hands fiddled with the trim on her apron. “You have no idea how low I’ve been.”

Instinctively, he took her hand in his. “Why?”

“My husband died in a car crash. Two years ago. I know what I’m talking about. It took me three months before I could get out of bed.”

There had been times in his life when Marty had felt like an idiot. But this time he knew he was an idiot—the biggest, dumbest kind. Of course, no man in his right mind would leave this lovely woman unless taken by the Grim Reaper. How could he be so blind and stupid?

“I’m so sorry for your loss.”

“He left me money to do something. Start something. A business. And this is what I want to do. I want to give people a reason to get out of bed in the morning.”

He raised her hand to his lips. “Brilliant. Noble. Wonderful. Original. How can I help?”

“Give me a rock bottom price on the printing.”

“Can I take the mock-up with me? I have to show it to Flint, my brother and partner. He’ll know what it’ll cost to print. I do sales, accounting, and other stuff. I promise to treat it like fine China.”

“Sure, sure. Take it. Then get back to me.”

“First some particulars,” he said, opening his briefcase and drawing out an iPad. He fired it up. “Let’s get the details down. Are you printing this in black-and-white or color?”

When he finished taking down the information on the project, he checked his watch. Time to leave. He sighed.

Jen put four brownies on a plate, then covered them with plastic wrap. “I have to pick up the kids from school. Why don’t you stay and have an early dinner with us?”

“What?”

“Come on. The kids know you. I bet Ethan would love to throw a ball with you, and Sophie has new knock-knock jokes.”

“I have to catch a bus.”

“We’ll have an early dinner. I can heat up some stew from the freezer.”

Damn he wanted to stay. What would Flint say? Fuck Flint. “Okay. I’d love to. If it’s not too much trouble.”

“No trouble at all. Come on, let’s go.”

Marty shoved his stuff in his briefcase, then carefully folded the mock-up and inserted it gently. He closed the case and pushed to his feet. “Ready.”

“This way.” Jen gestured, and he followed.

Marty stuffed his hands in his pockets to avoid giving in to the urge to take hers and kept his stride with hers. She chattered away about what the kids were doing in school.

When they got to the gate at the schoolyard, he stopped. “I’ll wait here.”

“Okay. Be right back.”

He watched Jen bounce up to a line of kids. Sophie took her mother’s hand. Then they picked up Ethan. Marty studied the threesome. Jenny totally engaged with her children, listened one minute and talked the next. How did she do it? He imagined things must have been pretty grim when her husband died.

Two years later, she soldiered on. And her kids smiled, laughed, and talked right along with her. Damn, he was half in love with her already.

“Guys, you remember Mr. McKay from Pine Grove, don’t you?”

“Please call me Marty.”

“Is Marty coming home with us?” Ethan asked.

“He is. And staying for dinner. We’re having stew.”

“Oh boy, stew!” Sophie clapped her hands together.

“Will you pitch to me when we get home?” Ethan asked.

“Sure. You trying out for Little League?”

“Yeah.

“Then you need to practice.” When they arrived back at the house, Marty stepped back and let the others enter first. The kids ran ahead to the kitchen. The plate of brownies awaiting.

Jen went to the refrigerator. “Milk?” She met his gaze with her pretty blues.

“Sure.”

“Goes great with brownies.” Ethan took down glasses and Jen poured.

Marty couldn’t remember the last time he’d drunk a glass of milk. What the hell was he doing? Staying at her house after their meeting? Accepting an invitation to dinner?

He could hear his brother’s words already.

“What the hell are you doing, Marty? She’s got two kids. Somebody else’s kids. I get you want to sleep with her but do it and leave.”

However, Marty didn’t want to leave. He liked brownies and milk. Sure, she’s as hot as beach sand at high noon, but she’s simply so goddamn nice as well. Nice wears well, it lives well. You could still love nice a hundred years from now.

Stop getting ahead of yourself. Have a good time and don’t overthink it, like you usually do.

He vowed to listen to his inner self this time. She sat down for a moment. Marty brushed her hand with his. How could a busy mom’s skin be so soft? Glancing down, he saw a delicate but strong, capable hand.

A blush strolled up her neck, pinking her cheeks. The warm color highlighted her beauty. A vulnerability seeped from her pores right to his heart. He wanted to kiss her.

“Baseball is all Ethan can talk about since we got home from Pine Grove. He’s begging me to take him to a game.”

“Really?” Marty said.

“You had quite an impact on him.”

“We have a local minor league team. The Jefferson Jaguars. If you want to go to a game, I’ll scout up tickets.”

“That would be fantastic,” she said.

“Consider it done. Just give me a couple of dates,” he said. “I’ll text you.”

Marty lost track of time. Playing ball with Ethan, helping set the table, and cleaning up afterward ate up his afternoon. By nine o’clock, he was on the bus. His phone rang.

“I’ve texted you twenty times. Called you five. Where the fuck have you been?”

“Oh, Flint. Sorry. I had my phone in my briefcase.”

“Wonderful. I was ready to call the FBI! Listen, you dick, don’t ever do this to me again.”

“You’re right. I should have called. I’m on the bus now.”

“I hope the sex was good. Tell me at least the sex was good.”

“There was no sex. I played ball with Ethan, laughed at Sophie’s jokes, explained printing, and ate homemade soup and stew. Oh, and a brownie and a glass of milk.”

“Jesus! A glass of milk? No sex?”

“You heard me.”

“Sounds like you had a great time.”

“And I brought in some business. I think she’s going to use us.”

“You didn’t give her a quote yet, did you?”

“Nope, but whatever you figure, we’re going lower.”

“Oh really?”

“Even if I have to make up the difference myself.”

He heard laughter. “From my tight-fisted brother, that’s love.”

Marty chuckled. “Can’t talk. I’m on the bus. Pulling in at eleven.”

“I’ll be there.”

Flint hung up. Marty stared out the window, but all he saw were lights in people’s windows in large apartment buildings. Families, husbands, wives, and kids reading bedtime stories, washing up, and getting ready for sleep. Men and women preparing for love. He sighed as loneliness washed over him. Didn’t matter what time he got home except for his brother, no one else knew where he was or even cared.

Envy snaked through his veins. He wanted what those people living among the glittering lights had—a home and a family. People who cared about him, people he loved. He had a thriving business, the house, next was a family. Could Jen and her kids be the answer? God he hoped so. He leaned back, closed his eyes, and slept until the bus pulled into the station.
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Jen hated cleaning up after the kids were in bed, but tonight there had been no other choice. Marty helped with the dishes but had to leave to catch the last bus. She wrapped up the leftovers, then turned on the hot water and scrubbed the few pots and pans she’d used.

A small smile came to her lips as she recalled his dark brown hair and serious eyes. Not terribly tall, not like her late husband, but well built. When he took off his jacket and rolled up his sleeves to toss a ball with Ethan, she had sucked in air. The tailored shirt hugged his chest, which appeared to be impressive. His strong forearms turned her on. She imagined they’d feel damn good holding her close. 

Two years without sex had rolled by almost unnoticed. Her life, thrown through a meat grinder by her husband’s sudden death, had been about putting out fires. She still felt Bill’s presence every day and figured she always would.

Friends encouraged her to date, but Jen had no interest, time, or energy. Then Marty came along. Meeting him in Pine Grove took her off guard. She didn’t expect to meet anyone there since she was only hanging with the Daileys, her cousins, and breathing in some fresh country air.

She’d noticed him watching her but didn’t approach her for a dance. Shy men rang her chimes. When Laura Dailey took the children to get brownies, a man who resembled Marty poked him in the ribs and whispered in his ear. When the band struck up a new tune, he ambled over and asked her to dance.

It was a slow country number, with the singer wailing about a broken heart. After the first refrain, she didn’t hear the words. Marty slipped his arm around her waist and took her hand in his. He smelled so damn good—a combination of a freshly laundered shirt, piney aftershave, and pure maleness. Resting her hand on his shoulder, she felt his muscles work. Maybe he had been shy, but he knew how close to hold her without being aggressive.

One dance had become four by the time the children returned. Then the square dancing took over, and he danced with Sophie, which simply melted Jen’s heart.

The phone rang, interrupting her memories. It was her best friend. She put it on speaker.

“Hey, Carla. I met with the printer today.”

“You did? Great.”

“He’s going to get me a quote tomorrow.”

“Is this the cute one?”

Jen felt heat in her cheeks. “Yeah. Marty.”

“Maybe if you sleep with him, we could get the paper printed for free?”

Jenny laughed. “Good try. Uh, no.” She rinsed off a small pot.

“Come on. You could probably use a good roll in the hay by now. How long has it been?”

“Too long. Yeah. I know. Not happening.” She scrubbed the sink.

“Aw. Give an old married lady a thrill.”

“Yeah right.” She dried her hands on a dish towel and turned off the light over the sink.

“One step at a time, I guess. At least you got us a printer. Still. Don’t count him out as a lover. You could use a man in your life.”

“I have two active kids keeping me too busy to think about men. I’m tired. Heading to bed. Good night, Carla. See you at school tomorrow.”

“Good night. Think about what I said.”

“I will.”

She clicked off her phone and strolled into the living room. Peering outside at the street, she noticed two lovers kissing in the shadows of a streetlamp. She sighed, remembering the days she and Bill used to seek secluded places to steal kisses in college. A quiet, unassuming man, he’d been brilliant with numbers and made enough money on Wall Street to afford the down payment on this townhouse.

He’d been her first and only lover, skillful at sending her to the moon and back. Although Bill, like all humans, wasn’t perfect, he’d been perfect for her. Could anyone ever come close to giving her back what she’d had? She doubted it. Still, there was something to be said for kissing in the shadows on a blustery March evening.

Dousing the living room lights, she rechecked the front door lock and marched up the stairs to her room. As she undressed, she wondered about Marty. Why wasn’t he married? Guy must be at least thirty-two or thirty-three. Maybe he’d been divorced? She didn’t know much about him but watching him play ball with Ethan and laugh at Sophie’s knock-knock jokes, her heart had squeezed. No one could replace their father, but maybe they needed a man around too?

There was something damn sexy about a man who liked kids. She slid between the sheets, pulled up the down comforter, and switched off the bedside lamp. Maybe tonight Marty McKay, instead of Bill Whitman, would fill her dreams.

* * * *
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THE COOL MARCH SUN poked through Marty’s curtains at seven. He rolled over and pulled up the covers. Damn sun! He’d been having an erotic dream about Jenny and wanted to continue, so he yawned and closed his eyes, but the vision didn’t return. At seven-thirty, his clock radio flipped on and some idiot raved about the sunshine. The cheerful voice of the announcer grated on him. He banged his hand down on the damn thing to silence it.

Dragging himself out of bed, he shuffled off to the bathroom. After Flint and Marty’s mother died, her sons inherited her house. Marty moved in with Flint and Cassie. Six months later, Jeff and Jackie Barrett moved out of his childhood home. He sold it to Marty. With the old, worn furniture, it might not have been the prettiest of places, but it had a bed, bathroom, and kitchen so he could live there, giving Flint and his bride, sole run of the house he grew up in.

Scratching his stubbly face, Marty thumped down the stairs, flipped on the coffeemaker, then climbed up again and threw himself into the shower.

Flint was already in the office when Marty arrived, carrying two cups of coffee. He handed one to his brother.

“From Java the Hut?”

“Yeah.”

“Thanks.” Flint accepted the beverage.

“I need to give Jenny Whitman a quote on her printing job.”

“Yeah? Okay. What is it?”

“It’s a newspaper. I have the mock-up.” Marty opened his briefcase.

The two men pored over it, discussing different scenarios.

“We can’t print it for less than two bucks apiece. And that’s rock bottom.” Flint downed the last of his beverage.

“She’ll be losing money. She wants to charge fifty cents.”

“That’s ridiculous.” Flint tossed his cup in the trash.

“I know it and you know it, but she won’t understand.” Marty finished his drink.

“It’s one thing to make no profit on a chick you’re hot for but another to pay for her printing. Ain’t doing it, buddy.”

“You’re right. Okay. I’ll break the news.”

Before he picked up the phone, he checked the home game schedule for the Jefferson Jaguars online. They had two home games in April. He picked the closest one. No way could he wait so long to see her again.

“Going to a game?”

“Thinking about it.”

“Doesn’t Jenny have a son?”

“Yeah. So?”

Flint nodded. “Ah, I see. Getting to the mother through her son. Clever.”

“I am not.”

Flint patted his brother on the back. “Smart, Marty. Nothing wrong with being nice to her kid while you’re moving in on his mother.”

“Don’t you have something to do? Someplace to be?” Marty’s brow furrowed.

“I’m going, I’m going.” Flint raised his hands.

As soon as his brother left the room, Marty texted two April dates to Jen. Too shy to call, he hoped she’d respond quickly and pick the closer one. His phone rang.

“This is great! April eighth is during spring break! We can come for a week. It would be nice for the kids to get back to the country. They keep talking about Pine Grove.”

“Really? Great. I’ll get four tickets. Sophie will want to come too, won’t she?”

“Of course. Wherever her big brother goes, she wants to go too. If she gets restless, I’ll take her back to the apartment.”

“Fine. Consider it done.”

“Thank you, Marty. That’s very sweet.”

“Don’t mention it.” He felt himself blushing.

“See you then.”

“Oh wait! Wait, Jen. I have a quote for your printing job.”

“Great. What is it?”

Marty cringed, said a short prayer, and crossed his fingers. “A buck fifty apiece.” Oh God. Flint was going to kill him.

“A buck fifty apiece? One printer said he couldn’t do it for less than three bucks. Guess not everyone tells the truth, eh?”

“Yeah.” Marty covered his face with his hand.

“That’s great. I’m sure we won’t get a lower bid. You’ve got the job. Congratulations!”

“Thanks. See you in April. Let me know when you want to go on press.”

“Will do. Thanks again.”

She hung up. Marty’s stomach churned. Flint will murder him. Absolutely kill him. He felt sick. Ignoring the fact he’d just blown a wad of his own personal cash on Jen, he focused on the fact he’d be seeing her soon. Did a baseball game qualify as a date? Maybe. Wait. Of course, it did. A date with her kids too. His stomach rumbled, signaling it was time for his midday meal.

Whistling on his way to lunch, Marty made a mental list of things to do with the kids when they came to visit. He jogged to The Cozy Café. Laura hustled over to his table to take his order.

“I hear Jen’s coming with Ethan and Sophie on spring break. Said you’re buying them tickets to a Jaguars game?”

“Yep. I’ll have the ham and Swiss wrap and a cup of coffee.”

Laura jotted down his order.

“Mighty nice of you to treat them to tickets.”

“No problem. They’re a nice family.”

“Yes, they are.” Laura put her hands on her hips. “But be aware. If you break Jen’s heart, Barney will bust you into little pieces.”

“Who me?” Marty pointed to his own chest. “She’s a client. We’re doing a printing job for her.”

Laura made a noise. “You’ve been warned. Be right back with your cup of joe.”

Did everyone in Pine Grove know he was interested in Jen? If they didn’t, he figured they would by sundown.

* * * *
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Jen shoved her cell phone in her purse and hurried the two blocks to the school to pick up her children. After fishing snacks from her bag, she plopped her butt down on a bench while the kids played. Carla joined her.

“We got a great quote from Marty. A dollar fifty apiece. Can you believe it?” Jen pulled out her phone.

“I don’t believe it. How could he print for that price and make any money? That’s half of what the other printers said.” She shot a sideways glance at Jen. “Did you sleep with him?”

“No! I did NOT sleep with him! Geez. Just because I like him. Honestly, Carla.”

She laughed. “Come on, Jen. Don’t tell me you’re not attracted to him.”

“He’s the first guy who paid any attention to my kids.”

Carla cocked an eyebrow.

“He didn’t come on like gangbusters trying to get me into bed. He played ball with Ethan and listened to Sophie’s knock-knock jokes. Impressive.”

“I’ve heard Sophie’s knock-knock jokes. Very impressive.”

“You’re the one who’s always telling me to find someone.” Jen crossed her legs.

“True. I guess it’s serendipitous. Good for the newspaper and you.”

A text on Jen’s phone interrupted their conversation. Ethan and Sophie ran over to their mother for juice boxes.

“Guess who that was.” Jen grabbed two apple juice drinks from her bag. “Aunt Laura. She’s reserved the apartment in Pine Grove for us. We’re going there for spring break.” She pulled out a napkin and wiped her daughter’s chin.

“Pine Grove? We’re going to Pine Grove?” Ethan asked.

Jen nodded.

He let out a war whoop and jumped up and down. Sophie clapped her small hands.

“I guess Marty has fans.”

“We’re going to a Jaguars baseball game too.”

“Do you actually like baseball?” Carla asked.

“I do. Bill was a big fan. In fact, we met at a ball game.”

“You’re so lucky.” Carla shook her head.

“Lucky? A widow at thirty-two and you call me lucky?” Jen narrowed her eyes.

“I’m sorry. You’re right. I have Ray and Tiffany. I’m pretty lucky.”

“Damn straight you are.” Jen checked her watch and called to her kids, “Leaving in fifteen!”

So busy with dinner, baths, and getting the kids to bed, she didn’t have time to think about herself until eight o’clock. She poured a glass of wine, sat on the sofa, put her feet up, and called Marty.

“Just wanted to tell you that Aunt Laura is giving us the apartment for the week. What else is there to do in Pine Grove besides baseball?”

“That’s great. Uh, well, there are lots of things to do. We have a playground and hiking trails.”

“That’s a start. The kids are super excited.”

“Me too. Haven’t been to a game in a couple of years. I used to go regularly. Got to know a few of the players. They might still be playing.”

“We’ll bring along a ball to get autographed. Look, I know you gave me a way too low price because I’m a widow and you like my kids, but why don’t you take another look?”

A soft chuckle met her ears. “I’ve been avoiding my brother because I knew he’d kill me when he found out what I quoted you.”

“Okay. So, give me a new one. A real one this time.”

“Do you have all the articles in yet? I’d like to schedule press time.”

“Nope. Probably not until after the break.”

“Okay. I’ll block out time for the week you return home.”

“Perfect.”

“You still planning to print fifty thousand copies?”

“Yep. Bob at Donovan’s Distribution promised me space in his vending machines for our paper. I promised fifty thousand.”

“I hope it works, Jen. I think it’s a revolutionary idea.”

Heat warmed her cheeks. “Thanks. You’re the first man to say that. I know Bill would
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