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  Chapter 1
The Fence-Line Spark


The afternoon sun beat down on Olive Burnett's shoulders as she knelt in the damp soil of her backyard garden. She tugged at a stubborn weed, the motion so familiar her muscles worked on autopilot. Her knees ached against the worn gardening pad. Sweat trickled down her neck, disappearing into the collar of her sundress. 
Another weed. Into the bucket. Reach for the next one.
The rhythm should have been soothing. It used to be. But lately, even the garden felt like another chore. Another item on the endless list of things she maintained. The house. The meals. The flowers. The marriage.
Olive sat back on her heels and wiped her forehead with the back of her glove. She stared at the fence line where her roses climbed the wooden slats. They were beautiful, she supposed. Pink and red blooms catching the light. But they needed pruning. They always needed something.
A sound broke through her thoughts. Footsteps on the other side of the fence. Then a voice, smooth and warm like honey over whiskey.
"Those roses are stunning. You must have a magic touch."
Olive looked up. A woman stood at the fence, her arms resting on the top edge, dark hair falling in waves past her shoulders. She was older, maybe early forties, with sharp cheekbones and eyes that seemed to see everything at once. A cream silk blouse, the top two buttons undone, tailored black pants. She looked like she belonged in a magazine, not standing at a fence in the middle of a Tuesday afternoon.
"I'm sorry," Olive said, pulling off her gardening gloves. "I didn't hear you come out."
The woman smiled. It was a slow smile, deliberate, like she knew exactly what it did to people. "I've been watching you work for a few minutes. You're very focused. I didn't want to interrupt."
Olive's cheeks warmed. She wasn't used to being watched. "I'm Olive. We moved in about six months ago. I don't think we've properly met."
"Macy Pinder." Her gaze traveled over Olive, not in a way that felt rude, but in a way that felt noticed. Really noticed. "I've seen you in the yard before. You always look so... dedicated."
"Dedicated?" Olive laughed, the sound coming out more nervous than she intended. "That's one word for it. Bored is another."
Macy's eyebrows lifted slightly. "Bored? A woman like you? I find that hard to believe."
The way she said it made Olive's stomach flutter. "What do you mean, a woman like me?"
"Beautiful. Young. Clearly capable." Macy shrugged, the motion elegant. "I assumed you had a full life. A husband, maybe. Children?"
"One husband. No children." Olive stood up, brushing dirt from her knees. "Mark works a lot. He's a financial analyst. Long hours."
"And you keep the home."
It wasn't a question. Olive nodded anyway. "Someone has to."
Macy tilted her head, studying her. "And does that fulfill you?"
The question hit harder than it should have. Olive opened her mouth to say the usual things. Of course it does. I love my home. I love my husband. But the words stuck in her throat.
"It's fine," she said finally. "It's what I chose."
Macy's smile softened. "I didn't mean to pry. Forgive me. I just moved back from the city a few months ago, and I'm not used to neighborly small talk anymore. I've forgotten how to be polite."
"You seem polite enough to me."
"Then let me make up for my rudeness properly." Macy pushed back from the fence, her hands dropping to her hips. "I was about to open a bottle of wine. A nice Cabernet I brought back from Napa. Would you like to join me? Around eight?"
Olive blinked. "Tonight?"
"Unless you're busy. I'm sure your husband has plans."
"No, he's working late. He always works late." The words came out before Olive could stop them. She felt her face heat again. "I mean, yes. Tonight works. Eight it is."
"Perfect." Macy's eyes lingered on her for a moment longer. "I'm at the end of the cul-de-sac. The blue house with the white porch. You can't miss it."
"Okay. I'll be there."
Macy gave her one last smile, then turned and walked away. Olive watched her go, watched the way her hips moved in those tailored pants, the confident sway of someone who knew exactly who she was. She stood there for a long moment after Macy disappeared, her hands still holding the gardening gloves, her heart beating faster than it should.
She looked down at herself. Dirt on her dress. Sweat on her skin. Hair falling loose from its ponytail. A mess. She felt like a mess.
But Macy had called her beautiful.
Olive shook her head, trying to dislodge the thought. It was just a compliment. A friendly neighbor being nice. Nothing more.
She gathered her gardening tools and carried them to the shed, her mind already drifting to what she would wear tonight. Something nice, she decided. Something that wasn't covered in dirt.
Inside the house, she washed her hands at the kitchen sink and looked out the window at the empty backyard. The fence stood between her property and Macy's, but for the first time, it felt less like a boundary and more like a doorway.
She thought about the way Macy had looked at her. Not like a neighbor. Not like a friend. Like something more. Like something worth seeing.
Olive pressed her palms against the cool granite countertop and took a deep breath. This was ridiculous. She was a married woman. A straight married woman. She didn't get flustered over other women's compliments. She didn't wonder what it would be like to sit across from a woman like Macy, drinking wine, talking about nothing and everything.
But she was wondering now.
She thought about Mark. About the way he came home and kissed her forehead instead of her lips. About the way he asked about dinner before he asked about her day. About the way they made love on Saturday nights, routine and predictable, the same positions, the same sounds, the same ending.
She loved him. She did. But love and fulfillment weren't the same thing.
Olive glanced at the clock. Late afternoon. A few hours until she needed to be anywhere.
She walked to the bedroom and opened her closet, running her fingers over the dresses hanging inside. She pulled out a red one, then put it back. Too much. A black one. Too formal. A simple floral sundress, similar to the one she was wearing but cleaner. Just right.
She laid it on the bed and stared at it.
What was she doing? Going to a neighbor's house for wine. That was all. A friendly gesture. A chance to talk to someone who wasn't her husband or the cashier at the grocery store.
But the flutter in her chest said otherwise. The curiosity said otherwise.
Olive sat on the edge of the bed and let herself think about Macy's eyes. Dark and knowing. Her voice. Low and warm. The way she had said beautiful, like she meant it, like she had spent time considering the word before she used it.
She had never looked at another woman that way. She had noticed when women were attractive, of course. That was normal. But this felt different. This felt like wanting.
She pressed her hand to her chest, feeling her heartbeat under her palm.
"Stop it," she whispered to herself. "She's just being friendly."
But even as she said it, she knew it wasn't true. There had been something in Macy's gaze, something patient and predatory, like a cat watching a bird through a window. And Olive, despite every rational thought in her head, wanted to be caught.
She stood up and walked to the bathroom. She turned on the shower and stepped under the hot water, letting it wash away the dirt and the sweat and the afternoon. She scrubbed her skin until it was pink and clean, then stood there a moment longer, thinking about what was waiting for her tonight.
The water ran down her body, tracing the curves she'd stopped noticing. Her breasts, her stomach, the dip of her waist. She hadn't felt aware of her own body in months. Maybe longer. But now, with Macy's voice still echoing in her head, every nerve felt awake.
She ran her hands over herself, rinsing away the soap, and her fingers lingered without meaning to. Her nipples had tightened under the spray, sensitive in a way they hadn't been in weeks. She cupped her breasts, feeling their weight, and a small ache bloomed low in her belly. Not arousal, not exactly. But close.
She let her hands drift lower, over the soft plane of her stomach, across the jut of her hip bones. She thought about Macy's eyes, the way they'd moved over her, unhurried and appreciative. Like she was cataloging every detail. Like she was imagining what Olive looked like underneath the dirt and the sundress.
Olive's fingers brushed the curls between her thighs, and she inhaled sharply. She pulled her hand away, startled by herself. What was she doing? She was getting ready to go to a neighbor's house, not preparing for a date.
But her body didn't seem to know the difference.
She turned off the shower and stepped out, wrapping herself in a towel. The mirror was fogged, and she wiped a circle in it with her palm. Same face. Same body. Same woman who had woken up this morning feeling bored and invisible.
But something had shifted. Something had opened.
She dried herself slowly, running the towel over her legs, her arms, her stomach. She took her time, more attention in the simple act than she'd given her own body in months. When she was dry, she stood naked in front of the mirror, letting herself look. Her skin was still flushed from the heat, pink across her chest and shoulders. Her hair hung in damp strands against her neck.
She reached for the floral sundress, then paused. No bra. No underwear. Just the thin cotton against her bare skin.
It felt dangerous. It felt like a choice.
She put on the dress and brushed her hair until it shone, letting it fall loose around her face the way Macy wore hers. She added a touch of lipstick. Not too much. Just enough.
As the evening light turned golden outside her window, she slipped out the front door and walked down the street toward the blue house with the white porch. Her heart hammered in her chest. Her palms were damp.
She didn't know what she was walking into. She didn't know what she wanted to find.
But she kept walking anyway.
The porch light was on, casting a warm glow over the white railing. The front door opened before she could knock, and Macy stood there, wearing the same cream blouse from earlier, now paired with dark jeans that hugged her hips. Her hair was loose, falling in soft waves around her face.
"Right on time," Macy said, stepping aside. "I like that."
Olive smiled, her nerves settling into something warmer. "I like being on time."
"Then we're already compatible." Macy gestured inside. "Come in. The wine is breathing, and I have cheese and grapes if you're hungry."
"I'm not hungry," Olive said, stepping past her into the foyer. The house smelled like vanilla and something floral, probably candles. The living room was elegant but comfortable, with a large couch and shelves lined with books. "But thank you."
Macy led her to the couch and poured two glasses of wine. She handed one to Olive, their fingers brushing in the exchange. The touch was brief, barely a second, but Olive felt it everywhere. A spark that traveled up her arm and settled somewhere deep in her chest.
"So," Macy said, settling into the armchair across from her. "Tell me about yourself, Olive Burnett. The real version, not the one you tell at dinner parties."
Olive took a sip of wine. It was rich and dark, coating her tongue with warmth. "I'm not sure I know the real version anymore."
"Then let's find her together."
And sitting there, in the soft light of Macy's living room, Olive felt the first crack in the careful walls she had built around herself. She didn't know what was coming. She didn't know how much she would change.
But she was curious.
And curiosity, she was about to learn, was the most dangerous thing of all.
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