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      When my best friend convinces me to relocate to his hometown and buy a gym, I’m excited for the new adventure. An only child of older parents, Bergan and his wife’s vow to make me their baby’s honorary uncle is something I take very seriously. Too serious to risk a temporary hook-up with his baby sister, even if he’s the one playing matchmaker, when that’s all she’s offering.

      I’m looking for a forever woman, and Aspen’s exactly the one for me. Only she’s totally unwilling to accept the intensity of my feelings. Convinced my attention is a prank cooked up by her brother, she thinks she can blow me off and ignore this chemistry.

      She can hit me with that resting grinch face all she wants, by the time Santa makes it home to Mrs. Claus, Aspen’s gonna have to accept that we are happening. I’m declaring myself her very own personal fruitcake: nutty, spicy, and inescapable.
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      My parents never meant to procreate. Obviously, that plan didn’t work out so well for them, or I wouldn’t be here. Basically, my point is, I’m no expert in sibling relationships. I’m pretty sure it’s not standard operating procedure for big brothers to try to hook up guys with their baby sisters, though. My buddy, Berg, must have missed that day in big-bro class, because he’s been bugging me to meet his sister ever since I got to town.

      “My dude, I get it. She’s fantastic and funny and whatever. I’m still not hooking up with your sister.”

      “Don’t make it sleazy, Theo. I’m only saying, Ashley and I were talking last night, and she mentioned how cool it would be if you and Aspen got together. Ever since we moved back here to be closer to my folks, they’ve been best friends.”

      “And? I’m failing to see any reason for me to lose the plot and start a relationship when I just got here last week. I gotta get the gym up and running, unpack my house, hire a dog walker, all that nonsense.”

      When Berg had told me he and his new wife, Ashley, were moving back to Mariposa, his hometown, to raise the family they were starting, part of me had despaired. From the beginning of freshman year, when our dorm rooms had been across the hall from one another, he’s been my best friend. It hadn’t taken much for him to convince me that there was no reason I couldn’t move to where they were going, too.

      He wasn’t wrong. It’s true I loved my job as a personal trainer and I had the best clients around, but the rest of my life in Madison, Wisconsin had grown stagnant. Most of our friends had graduated and moved on with their careers, a lot of them going back to whatever city they had come from to go to college.

      The dating scene was fine, but I wasn’t looking for casual relationships. After a childhood of being sidelined in my own home, I know what I want in life. I want connections to people who care about me and accept my caring for them. Kicking off my new life here with a fling isn’t going to win any points when I find Ms. Right.

      Yeah, I’m a romantic. I own it.

      “Come on, promise me you’ll at least come over tonight. She’ll be at our place to see the ultrasound pics, and you can meet her. Plus, you’ll get to find out if the baby will be your honorary niece or nephew.”

      “Stop trying so hard. Isn’t she still pretty young? What is she? Like twenty-two? I’m not looking for a hookup with a girl who still needs a chance to live some life before she settles down. You know better.”

      Honestly, it’s frustrating that he won’t let this be. Berg’s been pestering me for days, ever since I rolled into town towing a U-Haul of all my worldly possessions.

      “Shouldn’t you be more focused on your pregnant wife?”

      “Don’t change the subject. You know I’m always  focused on Ash. She’s with my mom right now, shopping at the galleria. Just come over, meet Aspen, make Ashley happy, and I’ll back off. I swear. If you piss off my wife by no-showing, I’ll drop a barbell on your head.” From my prone position laid out over the padded bench, his upside down glare looks comically ferocious.

      “Fine. I’ll be there. But drop the matchmaker bullshit, man. I don’t want to date your sister. It’s just weird.” It really is. I don’t have time to dwell on Bergan’s sudden need to see me paired off when he never cared about my lack of a love life when we were in school. The gym opens for the day at six, and while I’ve got a morning crew to handle opening duties, I like to be done working out and available in my office if anyone needs me.

      Sweaty and shaky from my workout, I grab a fast shower in the locker room before throwing on sweats and a T-shirt with the gym’s logo across the chest. One thing I definitely don’t miss about being a cog in a corporate facility’s wheels is having to wear slacks and polos to work. I have no clue how a trainer is meant to help clients really dig deep when their clothes make them look like a car salesperson.

      The sound of fitness in motion usually grounds me. I love the clang of plates being loaded onto the bars and the snap of collars locking into place to secure them. Rhythmic counts to ten on repeat and the quiet encouragements my trainers give clients. They’re reminders that in the gym, mental strength and positive attitudes are all we need to improve and have some control in our lives.

      I have to reach for that oasis of tranquility today, and I don’t know whether it’s because I’m processing payroll and I hate numbers or if it’s Berg and his ‘perfect wife equals perfect life’ attitude. Make no mistake, I don’t covet his woman. There’s not a marriage more perfectly suited than theirs.

      Temptation needles me to do a little social media stalking to prepare for tonight. In all our years of friendship, I’ve never met Berg’s little sister. It might seem weird, but I recall she went abroad for a couple semesters right after high school, so she wasn’t home when Bergan brought me with him over break our senior year. All the other years, I’d spent the time the dorms were closed staying at a weekly motel near campus, but Bergan had figured it out and nagged me until I came home and met his folks.

      It got easier to justify spending my holidays alone after we graduated, but the truth was, I’d fallen in love with his hometown of Mariposa and the vibe of the community. Having the excuse to move here, following my best friend and embracing the role as honorary uncle is the best thing to happen to me in years. Clicking from Bergan’s social media account to Ashley’s, I locate the name Aspen and hover over the link for a moment. Does it really matter what I discover about her?

      Living in Mariposa is the end game goal for me. I want the whole American dream of kids, dogs, a house filled with happiness and a wife by my side who fills the empty spaces I’ve lived with my whole life. I made the decision when I decided to buy this gym and relocate that I wouldn’t date again until I found that woman or at least, someone who could be her.

      This community is small enough that running into ex girlfriends would be unavoidable, and that’s not something I’d ever want a woman I loved to have to put up with. It’s not that I’ve lived a life of celibacy, but moving here is my fresh start, and I want to protect the fantasy of a perfect future I’ve built up in my head. Chances are good whoever I fall in love with will be from here, though, so I’ve resigned myself to probably having to meet their exes. So be it. I’ll cope.

      The arrow floats over her name, the thumbnail profile picture too small to make out, and a shiver prickles over me. Being a dude, Bergan never had pictures of his family up around our dorm room, and when he and Ashley eloped a few months ago, no one knew ‘til after the fact. Strange as it may seem, I honestly have no idea what this girl even looks like.

      Rather than wonder about Berg’s mysterious sister, I ought to be focusing on finishing up with the office work and getting back out on the floor. It doesn’t matter what she looks like, anyway. The girl isn’t for me.
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