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Chapter 1: Nigel
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Nigel Underhill did not want to be working on New Year’s Eve. He’d rather be throwing back drinks than behind the bar at his parents’ pub serving them. Unfortunately, even with the two regular Saturday night bartenders, his parents knew they’d need a third liquor-slinging expert. They didn’t ask a lot from Nigel, so he never complained about bar tending a couple nights a year. Undoubtedly his friends’ conversations would focus on what they did this year (which he already experienced), and their plans for next year (which he’d get to experience). Unless something gossip-worthy happened within the past few hours, Nigel probably didn’t have to worry about Fear of Missing Out when it came to the evening’s chatter.

Handing off a whiskey sour to the mayor of Michigan’s finest town, Sleepy Sands, Nigel turned to take his friend’s order.

“I need a pale ale,” said Brian.

“Wanker,” Nigel said cheerily. He pulled the pint and handed off.

“You putting that on my tab?”

“You can afford a tab?”

“Funny,” Brian said. “I think your website might crash tomorrow. You might want to be nicer to your developer.”

Nigel snorted. “I’d be lost without you, Bri. Now go away so I can serve someone else.”

Brian snickered and headed off to join their friends. No one stepped in front of Nigel, and he noticed a situation down at the end. An out-of-towner had started talking to Patience ‘Wild Child’ Brimmer.

“It’s a great place to live,” she said as Nigel approached.

The man noticed Nigel and smiled at her. “Can I buy you a drink?”

“I’ll have a vodka and cranberry juice.” Patience gave the man a winning smile.

“Very funny, Patience,” Nigel said. “You need to leave in fifteen minutes.” In Michigan anyone under eighteen wasn’t allowed in bars after nine o’clock. Nigel turned to the man. “She’s seventeen.”

The man choked on the sip he’d just taken. 

Patience glared at Nigel. “Is the world really going to end if I have a drink on the biggest party day of the year?”

Nigel rolled his eyes. “If someone reported us to the Liquor Control Commission, we’d lose our license, so yeah, it would be the end of our world. Think about someone other than yourself sometimes. It’s called growing up.”

“Fine. I’m leaving,” she said. 

After going to her friends’ booth, she put on her coat and said a few words before leaving the pub. Nigel felt relieved they didn’t have to kick her out. No one wanted teenager drama on New Year’s Eve. The man Patience had been talking to scanned the room, clearly searching for a legally aged hookup.

The door to the pub opened and Nigel’s best friend Cassie walked in with her  fiancée, Roxanne, and two strangers likely here for the wedding. One Nigel glossed over, but the second girl made time stop. Surely she had to be the prettiest girl he’d ever seen. A brunette with wavy hair and big lips kinked into a smile, her blue eyes could be appreciated from across the room. As she laughed he felt a little dizzy. She sounded like her heart had soaked up too much love, and she needed to expel some of it by laughing. 

The four women walked up to him. On closer inspection, his beautiful enchantress’s eyes looked like the sky after a storm. He had always imagined grey-tinged eyes made a person appear dull or melancholy, but this girl radiated vitality. Consider him totally smitten. Feeling pulled toward her with an intensity completely out of character for him, he wondered if he’d have to return his ‘Most Laid Back Dude’ award. Surely this girl would be gone in a week, and he’d have to get over this overwhelming lust, but for now he wanted to appreciate the tingles she inspired. 

“Ten a.m. tomorrow, Old Sands Inn,” Cassie said by way of greeting.

“Sorry?” asked Nigel, still wowed by her friend.  

“Breakfast. You know? A meal you eat?” Cassie lifted an eyebrow.

“Right, yeah. I can do that,” he said. “Are you going to introduce me to your friends, or am I only the bartender tonight?”

“You’re never just the bartender, Mr. Brittypants,” Cassie said. “This is Starling Everly and Diana Morrison. Starling, Diana, this is my best friend, and one of the groomsmen, Nigel E. Underhill.”

Starling, the girl he was enamored with, cocked an eyebrow. “What does the E stand for?”

“It doesn’t. That’s not my middle name. Cassie just likes to be a prat.”

Starling looked delighted. “Authentic British accent and insults. I love this pub.”

“We love people who love it,” said Nigel.

She grinned. “You must love a lot of people.”

“I have a big heart. What do you want to drink, Starling Everly?”

“Something girly. Do you have a cocktail menu?”

Nigel handed one to her.

“I’ll have your brown ale,” Roxanne said while Starling and Diana browsed.

“You, Cassie?” he asked.

“I don’t know. I think I might have something girly, too. After all, I’m getting married in a week.”

“You think about that, and I’ll get Roxy her beer,” said Nigel.

When he came back with the ale, the other three looked ready.

“I’ll have the Dune Climb,” Starling said. The pub’s specialty cocktails had been named after nearby outdoor destinations.

“I’d like the Empire Bluff,” said Diana.

“And I’ll have a cherry martini,” Cassie finished.

“Give me a minute, ladies, and I’ll get those ready.”

Nigel turned away and mixed the drinks, making Starling’s first. After all, she ordered first. Hopefully her excited smile when he handed her the drink meant she appreciated him as well as the drink. Having just met her, he had no idea how to read her body language, but if she absolutely didn’t like him, she wouldn’t have smiled. Still, he didn’t know if that had been friend smiling or flirt smiling.

“We’ll be at a table,” Cassie said when she received her martini. “So when you get a break, come over.”

“Won’t be for a while.” Nigel sighed.

“We’re not going anywhere,” she said.

Nigel felt a little wistful as they walked away. He’d been looking at a total knockout, and now he found himself among people he saw all the time. 

“You having a moment there, son?” asked Nigel’s dad.

Nigel turned and found his father smiling. “Sorry. Pretty girl.”

“Ahhh, yes. That’ll do it. New here?” 

“Here for Cassie and Roxy’s wedding,” Nigel said.

“Good, then you’ll be seeing more of her. And I don’t have to feel bad about telling you to get your head out of the clouds and your arse into gear.”

“Right, sorry.” Nigel took his next order and worked on getting the town their drinks.

A few minutes later the pub got even noisier when visiting male model Scout Thomason came into the main room to kiss Nigel’s friend Billy. Nigel couldn’t help laughing at the town’s excitement. You had to love a place where mostly straight men kissing turned on people of every gender and sexual orientation. He had to admit, the kiss was pretty hot. The guy who’d been flirting with Patience seemed a little disgusted. Nigel wanted to walk up to him and say ‘small towns don’t mean small minds,’ but chasing off people from his parents’ place wouldn’t be cool. If this had been his taproom, he absolutely would have alienated a customer to support homoerotic moments.

Around 10:30 his dad returned to cover the bar while the bartenders went on their breaks. Nigel’s turn for a break came at a bit of a lull, so his dad said Nigel could take half an hour. Stepping out from the bar, Nigel searched the room for Cassie and her friends. Once he headed to the back room he found them laughing. He marveled at how freely Starling laughed – like she had no cares in the world. Grabbing an empty chair, he took it to their table.

“Finally got a few minutes away?” Cassie asked him.

He nodded. “Thirty, even. So Starling, Diana, I take it you’re here for the whole week? Where are you from?”

“Chicago,” Starling said. “And we’re here until Sunday. Cassie said it’s a great place for a vacation, so we came up early. A week of snowboarding, wine tasting, and hanging out with friends sounded pretty damn good to me.”

“It’s a great place to spend a week in any season,” Nigel said. “Being here in winter means you have to go sledding on the Dune Climb. You’re never too old for sledding.”

Starling grinned. “That does sound like fun. Are you off any day this week?”

Nigel wondered if that meant she might be crushing on him. “I can be. I’m definitely around all day tomorrow.”

“It’ll be the five of us for breakfast,” Cassie said. “Since we’ll probably be hung over, I thought a chill afternoon before dinner and the concert?”

“What is the concert again?” Diana asked.

Cassie’s eyes sparkled. “So every New Year’s Day, Jonni’s club has a ‘sampler night’ where every musician or band in town gets to play three songs. To make it easier to change between acts, Jonni uses a lot of shared equipment. It’s really cool because there’s a huge variety, and even if you don’t like a group as much, they only have three songs.”

“Nice,” Starling said. “Is everything rock, or are there different genres?”

“Different,” said Nigel. “Pop, rock, alt-country, reggae, hip-hop, blues, jazz, R&B, punk, dance, folk and Desi.”

“Are any of you playing?” asked Starling.

“I am. I’m the bassist in a Britpop band,” Nigel said.

“That’s cool,” she said brightly. “Though I don’t know the genre.”

“I listened to it as a kid,” said Nigel. “My parents always had it playing at the pub.”

“This pub?” Starling asked.

“No, we lived in England until I was 13. My parents had a pub there. We went on a vacation to this part of Michigan when I was 11, and my parents couldn’t get it out of their system. They sold the pub in England and came here to start one.”

“Was it hard coming here, being black and British?” she asked.

He smiled thinking about the transition. “No, Sleepy Sands is really diverse. I got teased about my accent, but never about my skin color. And Cassie here liked the accent, so she took me under her wing.”

“He was pathetic,” Cassie said. “He spelled everything with a ‘u’ and couldn’t understand that we didn’t know who the Manic Street Preachers were.” She laughed.

“Still blows my mind. I’ll never understand Yanks,” he said.

“You are one, mate,” said Cassie.

“I know,” Nigel said. “I love to visit the U.K., but I don’t think I could move away from Sleepy Sands. It sucks you in.”

“Does it?” Diana asked. “What makes it so special?”

“Other than that fact that Scout Thomason visits and kisses guys,” Starling said with a grin.

Nigel laughed. “That’s a perfect example of how we blend a metropolitan attitude with the benefits of small town camaraderie. Sleepy Sands won The States Tribune’s Most Diverse Small Town in America award five times.” 

“We’re very proud of that,” Roxanne said.

“That’s neat,” Starling said. “I think my hesitation with small town living would be the inability to eat at ethnic restaurants. I’m not a great cook so I get food out a lot.”

Cassie grinned. “I’m with you there. But we’ve got that covered with Chinese, Indian, Thai, Mexican, Ethiopian, Lebanese, Italian, German and Caribbean.”  

Both Starling and Diana looked impressed.

“That’s pretty awesome,” said Starling. “Are we going to any this week?”

“Definitely,” Cassie said. “I made a general plan and figured if either of you wanted something different, we could adapt.”

“I’m sure the downside in a town this size is not having anyone to deliver it,” Diana said.  

Nigel grinned. “Actually, our friend Irena runs a delivery and taxi service for the town, so it’s pretty much just like big city living that way.”

“Really?” asked Starling. “So what is the downside of living here?”

“Not much,” said Cassie. “I mean, we don’t have fancy art museums, and you have to drive to Grand Rapids or Detroit for a few clothing and home chains. But we’ve got a decent amount of options in Traverse City, which is only half an hour away. Roxy and I usually go down to Detroit one weekend a year and that satisfies our shopping cravings.”

Nigel nodded. “And I feel like we don’t need an art museum because we have so many local artists. Our community really places value on finding some kind of artistic expression, and most people choose to sell things they create.”  

“Which means we have lots of concerts, dance and theater performances, and gallery openings we can go to,” Roxanne said.

Cassie grinned at her. “We get plenty of date nights, right babe?”

Roxanne smiled back, her love for Cassie written on her face. Nigel would be thrilled if he found someone who cared about him as much as Roxanne cared for Cassie. His best friend had definitely been lucky in love.

“You three should totally work for the Tourism Board,” Starling said.

“I actually do work with the city on tourism initiatives,” Roxanne said. “Since my family owns the resort and I head up most of the events, it’s in my best interest to bring even more tourists to Sleepy Sands.”

Starling brightened. “I bet you rock at it. How many people live here, anyway? Is it one of those places you know everyone in town?”

“Not everyone,” Nigel said. “But a whole lot of them. We have 5,632 people living here full-time, and then several hundred people who own homes, condos, and time shares coming to town part-time.”

“That seems like a decent amount of people,” Diana said. “But isn’t the downside of small town living that everyone knows your business?”

“To some extent,” said Cassie. “But they know everyone’s business, so you’re only going to be on people’s tongues if you’re doing something worth talking about. Roxy and I being lesbians doesn’t merit gossip. The wedding is gossip. But us being together is completely accepted, whereas I remember my fair share of dirty looks when I went out with girlfriends in Chicago.”

“Still, I would find it annoying to be the subject of conversation for everyone I know. I prefer anonymity,” said Diana.

“It was fun experiencing that in college,” Cassie said. “But I wasn’t tempted to stay there. So many days in Chicago I was bored because my friends were all busy. Here, there’s always somewhere I can go find someone to talk to. You have to work hard to feel lonely. And I’m a really sociable person, so I love it!”

“I’m more of an introvert, and people respect that, too,” Roxanne said.

“I’ll stick with the big city,” Diana said.

That didn’t bother Nigel. He wasn’t trying to impress Diana. He looked at Starling and wondered if she shared Diana’s belief in the superiority of big cities.

“Big cities have disadvantages, too,” he said. “You don’t have the same level of support. You may have a few circles you stay involved with, but those groups tend to be limited. Here we have everyone willing to help when we need it. In Manchester I never felt like anyone but my family and friends had my back. Here, everyone has my back.”

“That sounds idyllic,” Starling said.

Idyllic had potential. She’d come back if she found Sleepy Sands idyllic. Hell, she might even be tempted to stay. Doubtful, but he could fantasize. Sure, Nigel didn’t know a lot about Starling. Yet he knew enough to find her friendly, intriguing, and sexy. He wanted to get to know her as much as he wanted to do naughty things with her. If she felt even a fraction of what he did, they could have a killer vacation fling. Or more? He decided to do some reconnaissance.

“We’re always looking for new residents,” Nigel said with a wink. He hoped she found that humorous rather than desperate. ‘Hi, I just met you, but I really want you to move next door and be my girlfriend. Kidding not kidding!’ 

Starling grimaced. “As tempting as it sounds, there are no jobs here for me.”

That shut down his musings. Unless she could work from home?

“What do you do?” he asked.

“I’m a sociologist,” she said. “I work for the Illinois Department of Human Services.”

Yeah, that fantasy just crashed and burned. Sleepy Sands didn’t exactly offer much for sociological study unless you researched small towns that seemed too good to be true. Nigel forced a smile. Even if he had no future with Starling, they could still have a fun week together.

“That’s awesome,” Nigel said so he didn’t come off as sulky. “I took a sociology course in college. Loved it.”

“I need to go to the bathroom,” said Diana. “Anyone else want to go?”

He would never understand the girls going to the bathroom together thing.

“Coming,” said Cassie, standing up. Roxanne also rose, and the three of them headed away from the table.

Nigel checked his watch. He had some more time to chat.

“Where did you go to college?” Starling asked Nigel.

“England, actually. University of Manchester. Moved in with my grandparents the year before, got a job at a brewery, and learned the ropes. I was determined to start a brewery when I got back to Sleepy Sands.”

“And have you started it?”

“I did. When I graduated my parents gave me seed money, and I took out a loan from the bank Cassie’s family owns. Funny how easy it is to get a loan from your best friend. Anyway, I started small, and seven years later we’re distributing to stores and bars all across Michigan. We’re looking at expanding into other states and Canada. I’ve been thinking about going to Chicago, in fact, to try to find distributors and resellers there.”

“Wow. That’s really impressive,” Starling said.

“Cheers. It’s been a hard road to get here, but the business is in a great place right now.”

“What is it called?”

“Sleeping Beer and Beverage Company. Named after the Sleeping Bear Dunes across the lake. That’s enough about me. What do you specialize in for your job?”

She smiled. “I study the links between dropping out of high school, mental health issues, substance abuse, inclusion in the criminal justice system, and homelessness. Then I design policies for the state and local level to be implemented in schools, jails, rehab centers, mental health facilities, and homeless outreach programs. The idea is that we can create policies that have overlap potential to solve two or more problems at the same time.”

“Sounds fascinating. I’m sure you’re helping a lot of people.”

“We’ve seen progress with several programs. My work affects thousands, and that feels great. Not everything works, though. There’s always more to learn and refine. It’s challenging, but it’s completely worthwhile. I love what I do.”

“I can imagine,” Nigel said. “I just make people tipsy. Not much in the way of public service.”

“Alcohol can be incredibly enjoyable for people who don’t have addictive personalities.” 

Great, now he felt like a pusher. It’s not he could market or sell only to people who didn’t have addictive personalities. He wondered if she’d deem him socially irresponsible. Maybe she wouldn’t want to have a week long fling with someone who enabled the substance abusers she helped.

Cassie, Roxanne, and Diana returned, so Nigel couldn’t very well probe to determine Starling’s interest level.

He stood. “Speaking of people who enjoy alcohol, I should get back to the bar.”

After getting back to the front room and taking an order, he let disappointment wash over him. For about twenty minutes he felt guilty about his chosen path in life. Then he remembered that more people had a healthy relationship with alcohol than not, and they should have tasty options when they indulged. That was his calling. It wasn’t the most noble job a person could do, but he made people happy. That’s all he could ask for, really.

Nigel felt better about his career choices by the time his dad announced one minute to midnight. The entire town seemed jazzed and united, with the entire room counting down the last twenty seconds, then people kissing and hugging afterward. He saw his parents kissing and wished he had someone of his own. Being single could be lonely, and he found it incredibly frustrating that the first person who’d made his heart race in six months lived in Chicago. It would be nice to meet a cute girl less than 300 miles away. 

That was life, though. Things with the brewery had been going really well, so of course he’d meet someone amazing and not be able to do anything about it. He tried to tell himself Starling couldn’t be that special, but he had to admit his attraction to her felt unique. He didn’t know whether to seek her out this week or stay away. 

Most of the older folks left the bar after midnight, so Nigel’s dad released him from servitude. He walked over to Brian’s table and asked his friends about their resolutions. When Billy asked his, Nigel said he wanted to distribute to Indiana and Illinois. His private resolution was to get a fricking girlfriend. Booty calls every week from his ex wouldn’t cut it this year, especially now that Starling stoked his desire into a red hot flame.

Once Nigel’s friends promised to go to Gary and Chicago to talk about how much they loved his beer, he headed to the back room to see Starling. A week was still a week, and they could have a lot of fun. Seven days with her would make him the luckiest guy in the world.

Entering the back room he got flagged down by his Head Beverage Master, Tasha Yancey-Santos, and her husband, Rafael. Rafael had moved from New York City where he’d been a highly successful male model. He sat next to his best friend and fellow model, Scout Thomason.

“Nigel!” shouted Scout. “I fucking love your beer.”

Nigel grinned. “Thanks, mate. I fucking love you making out with Billy in my parents’ pub.”

“It was pretty awesome, right?” asked Scout.

“Totally. New Year’s Eve legend, right there. Hey, Tash, I may take a few days off this week. Would you be able to cover for me on the brews?” She’d been his assistant brewmaster for years, so she knew exactly what to do.

She looked highly amused as she glanced at the table with Cassie and Starling. “No worries, Nige. Take some time off, and have fun.” She looked like she wanted to tell him something, but then shook her head. “Go see your friends.”

“Thanks.”

Nigel headed to Cassie’s table, but the four ladies stood when he approached.

“We’re going to play pool,” Starling said to him excitedly. “Do you want to play a game?”

“My back is a little sore after working the bar, so I’ll pass, but I’m happy to come watch.” He walked next to her to the tables in the main room.

“Cool. Roxanne challenged me to a game. We’ll see who gets bragging rights. Small town versus big city. U of M versus U Chicago. Business degree versus sociology.”

“Lesbian versus straight?” Nigel asked, digging for information.

“I identify as bisexual, but I prefer men.”

“It’s a town tradition that spin the bottle at parties means you kiss whoever it lands on, male or female. So we’re all very bi-friendly here.”

“Nice. Okay, I’m up. Wish me luck!” Starling grinned.

“Good luck,” he said.

Starling and Roxanne started playing. Diana pulled out her phone, so Cassie drifted over to Nigel.

“You’d rather be watching us than hanging out with the usual crew?” She sounded skeptical.

“Starling is worth looking at.”

Cassie’s eyebrow lifted. “So that’s your angle. Interesting. I don’t see you having much success there, tiger. Unless you really dig long distance relationships.”

“Maybe if it was the right girl. It’s certainly too early to make that call. But she’s here for seven more days, and some people like vacation flings,” said Nigel.

“There is that. Well, I have no idea if she’s interested, but good luck.”

“Cheers. I have no idea if she’s interested either.” He sighed. 

The more he saw Starling, the more he wanted to be so close he could feel her orgasm vibrating against his dick. He needed to know how she felt about him. Hopefully over breakfast he’d find out whether his new year was going to start with a bang. Or whether it would be yet another bust for his love life.
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Chapter 2: Starling
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The noise from Starling’s phone woke her. 

“Yes?” she asked after accepting the call.

“You up?” asked Cassie.

“Well, now I am.”

“That’s why I called. Is Diana lazybones up?” Cassie asked.

“My door is closed. Hang on. I’m walking over, I’m opening my door, and nope, the other door is also closed. I guess both of us wanted to masturbate last night.”

“You don’t say?” Cassie asked. “Knock on the door so I don’t have to call her, too. You’ve got forty-five minutes until we leave for breakfast.”

Starling grumbled, but she woke up Diana and headed into her room to shower. Being clean made her feel mostly awake. She stared at her makeup bag. She didn’t wear makeup every day, and when she did it was three swipes of eye shadow and a colored lip balm. But... they would be meeting a cute guy for breakfast, so that might be worth adding eyeliner and lipstick to the mix. Not mascara, though. She didn’t even own any. Being a brunette with long lashes meant wearing mascara looked like a spider died on her face. She swiped the necessary sticks before hopping into the back seat of Roxanne’s SUV with Diana.

“Sleep well?” Roxanne asked.

“Not quite enough of it,” Starling said. “We probably should have left at one.”

“No way,” Cassie said. “It was New Year’s Eve. You’re like contractually obligated to stay ‘til the bars close. Besides, you seemed to be having fun talking to Nigel.”

“He’s a nice guy,” said Starling, hesitant to admit her crush.

“And?” Cassie asked.

“And what?”

“And what else? Do you find him attractive?” asked Cassie.

“Maybe,” Starling hedged. Definitely she found him attractive. The guy was gorgeous, with short, curly hair and angular features. His brown eyes looked almost hazel, with just enough yellow and green to stand out. He had a slender build without being skinny – a swimmer’s musculature. He looked graceful and cat-like. It made her want to be a mouse.

“Maybe?” Diana asked. “You can’t be maybe attracted to someone. It’s like being pregnant. You are or you aren’t.”

Starling huffed. “Fine. Then yes, I am attracted to him. Which means I can lust for exactly seven days before I go far away and never see him again.”

“You could do a long distance relationship,” Roxanne said. “It’s a direct flight from Chicago to Traverse City. And it’s five and a half hours by car. That’s doable on a weekend.”

Sure, it was doable. If he liked her, and if they clicked emotionally and physically, and if he found her worth the time and money to make things work. She wouldn’t rate her chances on all of those things coming true.

“I just got dumped before Halloween,” Starling said. “I’m not looking for a new relationship. I’m trying to concentrate on my work and my writing.”

“Your writing is about your job,” said Cassie. “So you basically do an extra job you barely get paid for.”

Starling scowled at her friend. “I enjoy writing articles about sociology for magazines and newspapers.”

“I’m sure you do, hon,” Cassie said. “But it can’t be all you ever do. You need a hobby or a hottie. Something to relax you.”

“I have a hobby!  I garden,” Starling said.

“You have a few pots on your apartment balcony,” Diana said. “That doesn’t really count as a hobby.”

“If I had more room, I would have more pots. And I have indoor plants, too.” 

Cassie laughed. “You need to look for a house with a yard if you’re not going to find someone to sex you up.”

“I would love a house,” Starling said. “But I still have my student loan to pay off. Master’s degrees aren’t cheap. Oh, this is so cute! This is the Inn?” She  instantly adored the large white farmhouse with its wraparound porch. It seemed quaint and welcoming.

“Welcome to the Old Sands Inn,” Roxanne said. “Yes, they’re the competition, but they have the best breakfast in the area. I live in eternal frustration that I can’t get By the Sands’ food service to beat them.”

Cassie patted Roxanne on the arm. “By the Lake does an awesome job, too, babe. It’s just a little different style of food. This is hearty home cooking, where you’re a little more gourmet.”

“True,” Roxanne said as they got out of the car and headed to the front. “I guess personally I like to save the gourmet for lunch and dinner. Breakfast I want to be comfort food.”

“Totally understandable,” Starling said. “Though I am a big fan of breakfast all day, so I’d go for the gourmet breakfast at dinnertime.”

Roxanne grimaced. “We tried breakfast all day a few years back, but unfortunately it didn’t click with our customers.”

They went through the door and Starling immediately looked around for Nigel. He hadn’t arrived. A high school aged hostess seated them, and Starling immediately opened the menu. With four pages front and back, she’d have a lot to choose from.

The waiter bustled over with a carafe. “Morning Thompson, Redstone, guests. Anything to drink other than the house coffee?”

Cassie and Roxanne greeted him with a “Morning, Tommy,” whereas Diana and Starling just said hi.

“What’s the house coffee?” Diana asked.

“Café au lait with hazelnut,” Cassie said. “It’s scrumptious.”

“Oooh, I’ll have that,” said Starling. 

She turned over the mug on the table, and the waiter poured her a cup before filling up the others. Diana requested a black coffee with no flavoring. As the waiter started walking away, Nigel entered the dining room with a grin on his face.

“Oi, Tommy, get your butt back here with that coffee,” Nigel said.

The waiter turned and grinned. He filled the cup that Nigel had grabbed as he sat down. “You’re late to meet these lovely ladies, Nige, and I shouldn’t encourage your rudeness.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Nigel said. “Go tell your mum I’m giving up a full English, so she better be on top of her game.”

“Pretty sure my mom’s breakfast can beat any cook in town,” Tommy the waiter said. “Anyway, I need to get Cassie’s friend her coffee, then I’ll be back to take your orders.” 

Nigel greeted the ladies by name. Starling’s pulse sped up. Apparently, her body really liked this guy. So far her brain did, too. She wanted to take him outside to one of the porch swings and make out like teenagers. Unfortunately, he might not want that. That was the shitty thing about liking someone. You only had fun if they liked you back. So how could she find out whether he did?

“Any questions about the menu? Because I want to order as soon as Tommy returns,” Cassie said.

“Are the muffins good?” Starling asked.

“They’re to die for,” Nigel said. “That’s why I’m here and not at the pub. Americans do a damn good job with breakfast.”

“Everything here is good,” said Cassie. “I recommend picking three or four things you’re wild about and make it a meal. They do à la carte pricing so everyone can get the combo they want.”

Tommy came back out and set Diana’s coffee down before asking for orders. Starling chose a mushroom and Swiss omelet, blueberry muffin, and spicy home potatoes.

Nigel looked at Starling. “So what are you ladies doing this afternoon?”

“What are we doing?” she asked Cassie.

Cassie shrugged. “I didn’t have anything planned. Most places are closed for New Year’s Day. I thought I’d see what you and Diana are up for.”

“I don’t have anything I need to do,” Starling said. “What did you have in mind, Nigel?”

“Sledding,” he said.

Starling got excited. “That sounds like fun.”

“I’ll pass,” said Diana. “I want to call my boyfriend, and then I think I’ll just relax in the whirlpool bath.”

“Fair. What do you think about sledding, Roxy?” Cassie asked.

“I need to stop by the resort for about twenty minutes first. We’re hosting a luncheon, and I want to make sure everything is set.”

“The downside of parents owning a business,” Nigel said. “You have to work for them whenever they need help. Like bartending on New Year’s Eve.” 

“You took one for the team, Nige,” Cassie said affectionately. “The big problem I see with working for your parents is that sometimes the work isn’t very exciting. Like Tommy being stuck as a waiter part-time since the inn’s accounting doesn’t take up forty hours.”

Roxanne nodded. “There isn’t enough for all three Flannigan kids to do in a small inn like this one. With our resort being so much bigger, my brother James and I have our hands full. We could have used a third sibling.”

“Right?” Nigel said. “If you have too many kids, or not enough kids, or your kids want to do something else, your business may not last through the generations. But there are a lot of businesses here in Sleepy Sands that have.”

Cassie grinned. “Like the bank, which has been in our family since 1947. And since Thea has no interest in running a bank, I am pretty much the default Redstone to be President after my dad retires.”

“You never made it seem like your parents pressured you about that,” Starling said.

“They didn’t. If I wasn’t interested, they wouldn’t have been upset. It just worked out that I do enjoy banking. They needed a new loan officer when I graduated, so I went that route. I’m also learning what my dad does, but we’ve got several years before he steps down.” Cassie seemed relieved by having more time.

“I’m glad my parents didn’t expect me to follow in their footsteps,” Diana said. “I find their jobs boring.”

“I admire my parents for doing their jobs,” Starling said, “but I wouldn’t want to do them myself.”

Nigel nodded. “Fair. I think with a small town you want to keep every business alive, and it helps if you can hand it down to your kids.”

Diana looked unimpressed. “I assume people not stepping into their parents’ shoes have pretty limited options for careers.”

“We actually have a very diverse group of businesses,” Cassie said. “Obviously the service industry is big because of the amount of tourism, but we also have a lot of tech and manufacturing jobs, too.”

“Do you even get decent internet service here?” Diana asked.

Nigel nodded. “The city laid down fiber optic cables years ago, so we’ve been able to support a lot of work from home people, too. There’s been a huge demand for housing since then. They just opened a fancy new apartment complex, and a lot of our friends live there.”

“You don’t?” Starling asked.

“I wanted a house because I have pets,” he said. 

“What kind of pets?” she asked. You had to love a guy who loved cats.

“Two dogs and one cat. It’s a bit of a zoo, but we all seem to get along. They haven’t kicked me out yet, at any rate,” Nigel said. 

Starling laughed. “You must be an okay pet dad. I wish I could have a dog, but with an apartment, it would mean a lot of going for walks.”

“Do you have any pets now?” he asked.

“I have a cat. I’ve been thinking of getting another one. Raven is fourteen years old, and it would be nice to get her a companion who’s younger and more active.”

Tommy came out with their food, so conversation lapsed while everyone attacked their meals. Starling dug in and discovered heaven.

“Okay, this place really has the best breakfast,” she said.

“Told you so,” said Cassie. “We can definitely come again, but we should also check out the resort’s restaurant and the Sleepy Café for breakfast. Plus your flight is late enough next Sunday you can get a pub breakfast.”

“What about Saturday?” Nigel asked, eyes twinkling. “Pub breakfast all weekend.”

Cassie made a face. “I personally am going to be too nervous to eat a big meal.”

Starling didn’t blame her for not wanting to overindulge on her wedding day. “Yeah, my bridesmaid dress isn’t super roomy, so I think I have to behave that morning.”

“It’s not like you need to lose weight,” Nigel said.

She liked guys who didn’t expect anorexia. Another point in Nigel’s column. “Thanks. I like my body just fine, but the dress is on the small size. Sometimes when you order online it’s hard to gauge, but I thought a larger size would be slightly frumpy.”

“Are you wearing a dress or a tux?” Diana asked Roxanne.

“A dress,” Roxanne said. “Cassie’s is bright white, but mine is ivory. I need a little cream with my coloration.”

“They look great together,” Nigel said. “The pictures you took last week were gorgeous.”

“The pictures were gorgeous, the dresses were gorgeous, or Roxy and I were gorgeous?” Cassie teased.

“All of the above,” he said.

Cassie grinned. “Aww. I might keep you.”

Starling smiled, too. Nigel looked at her and smiled back. Maybe she should flirt with him. Take a chance and see if he was interested? She had a week to enjoy his body in entirely unspeakable ways. As a friend of a friend, she knew he wouldn’t be a douchebag. He would be the perfect vacation fling, and she risked nothing because she couldn’t fall in love in a week.

At least, she didn’t think she could. The way her body reacted to Nigel, maybe she would be dickmatized in seven days. And then she would what, try to convince Nigel to leave his brewery behind and move to Chicago? That hardly seemed likely.

“Where are we going sledding, anyway?” Starling asked to distract herself from her hormones.

“The dune climb,” Nigel said. “Most of the year it’s a big sand hill you walk up and can hike around the dunes from. In winter, it’s a big snow hill that’s a blast to sled on.”

“I feel like we’re not really getting to see the beauty of the area with a covering of snow,” she said.

“All the more reason to come another time,” he said.

She grinned. “I’d like to!”

Cassie always posted gorgeous pics of the area on Facebook. Starling had wanted to visit Cassie for ages, but with one thing and another, she didn’t commit to a trip. When Cassie announced she’d have her wedding in Sleepy Sands, Starling figured she’d get the chance to appreciate the scenery. Then she found out the wedding would be in January, which didn’t sound as fun. Still, winter vacations had potential, so Starling decided to come for the full week. If she liked it, she’d could always come back another year during summer or fall.

Now she had even more incentive to come back. If she and Nigel had fun this week and were both single when she returned, they could have more fun. Although, no one had mentioned Nigel’s relationship status. He might not be single now. Cassie asked about Starling’s feelings, but she hadn’t said whether Nigel was interested or available. Starling felt her stomach drop. How could she find out if he wanted the same fling she did?

She looked at Nigel, who still had a smile on his face. That could be good. Or maybe he just smiled a lot in general. She needed to stop obsessing over his every move and focus on someone else. When Cassie started explaining the week’s planned activities, Starling nearly sighed from relief. Not only did that get her focus, it also sounded like a lot of really cool stuff.

“Your other friends are coming in on Friday, right?” she asked the happy couple.

Roxanne and Cassie nodded. 

“Yeah, so you’ll have the afternoon to chill,” Cassie said. “Then at 8:00 p.m. we each have our bachelorette parties.”

“Where is your party going to be?” Starling asked.

“Jonni Grrl, cause I’m a rock star!”

They laughed.

“And yours, Roxanne?” asked Starling.

“We’re just going to the pub,” Roxanne said.

“I know you said there were artistic things in the evenings, but are there any other clubs or bars here?” Diana asked.

Nigel’s smile dropped, and he looked slightly offended by Diana’s superior tone. “There are two successful electronic dance musicians opening a club in February, and our friend is opening a coffee shop in March. She’ll have various activities in the evenings to keep people busy. People who are too young to drink, or not interested in drinking or music, will have a place to go.”

“We also have a lot of classes that meet in the evenings at the civic center,” Cassie said. “And the library has readings by local authors. On Saturdays we have house parties.” 

“Sounds like an easy place to keep busy,” Starling said.

“Definitely. There’s less going on this week because it’s right after the holidays,” said Nigel.

“Another reason this maybe wasn’t the best week to pick for our wedding,” Cassie said. “Oh, well. Hindsight is 20/20 and all that. Anyway, we should head out so Roxy can check in at the resort. Meet you at the dune climb in thirty minutes, Nige?”

“Sounds good. I’ve got a spare sled for Starling.”

“Nice. We only have our two,” said Cassie.

The ladies headed out on the road that circled the lake for a minute before pulling into Roxanne’s family’s resort, By the Sands. The car stopped in front of  Starling and Diana’s building. The resort had multiple buildings housing different levels of accommodation from hotel rooms to luxury suites to timeshares. Roxanne had generously given a luxury suite to Diana and Starling, refusing to let them pay for it. Half an hour didn’t give Starling enough time to be constructive, so she grabbed her laptop and slumped into the leather couch in the living room.

Pulling up Google maps, she looked at Sleepy Sands. The town consisted of a pretty large square with Glen Lake on the Northern border. Most businesses seemed to be on the east-west Empire Highway, a country road with a higher speed limit rather than a proper highway. Coleman Road marked the eastern border of town, and on the west side the town ended with County Road 677. It went a bit south of Empire Highway, though a lot of the land there didn’t have roads. Switching to satellite view she found a big farming area and a lot of trees. Interesting. 

She saw a good variety of businesses represented in the small area. Aside from the gas station, none of them had names she recognized. They didn’t have a movie theater, but Traverse City had a 14-screen theater. They also had a mall with other major chains. So if you were in the mood for Olive Garden salad, it was half an hour away. If you wanted Grandma’s Ristorante, it was down the street. Hopefully one of their meals this week would be at Grandma’s, because Starling loved pasta.

Living in Sleepy Sands seemed to be the best of both worlds – small town charm, but an easy drive to a city. No wonder Cassie and Roxanne loved it here. Starling wondered what it would be like to live here. She really had no conception of it. She’d been born and raised in the suburbs of a huge city. She hadn’t even visited family in small towns. She’d always thought small towns meant judgy people, but Sleepy Sands sounded like a place she would be happy in.

Wait, what? Her mind had just gone off the rails. She couldn’t live in Sleepy Sands, Michigan. She worked for the State of Illinois. She loved Chicago. Everything she was happened in Chicago. Why the urge to find out more about this town? Because she was attracted to Nigel and her brain had jumped to conclusions? The guy being hot and nice didn’t mean they had what it took to be a couple in the short-term, let alone long-term. She didn’t even know if he liked her, for goodness sake.

Luckily, a text from Cassie popped up before Starling could obsess over the bartender slash brewery owner. She went outside and hopped into Roxanne’s SUV. They drove around the lake and then a few minutes up a road before Starling saw a giant expanse of dune. Quite a few people had come out to sled, but she could see plenty of space for new people.

Roxanne pulled in a few spots down from where Nigel started pulling sleds out of his SUV.

“Do you have an SUV, Cassie?” Starling asked. Cassie had said Diana and Starling could borrow her car.

“No, I have a BMW 3-series,” Cassie said. “I’ve always liked to drive fast, and in high school my parents bought me a weekend of driving school at a race track near Detroit. Since they do open track days throughout the year, I wanted to buy a car I could race there. I have good tires, and it’s four wheel drive, so my car handles the snow as well as an SUV does.”

“That sounds like fun,” Starling said. “But can you put a sled in it?”

“It has a very roomy trunk, actually. It just doesn’t have as big of a backseat as Roxy’s car. You better hop out and get the sled Nigel brought for you.”

Starling walked over to Nigel and said hello brightly.

He grinned. “Hi. Do you want the rectangular one or the hourglass one?”

“Which one’s slower?” she asked.

“Rectangular,” he said.

“Then I’ll take that one,” Starling said. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been sledding, and I don’t want to overexcite myself.” She was already excited enough just from being close to him.

Nigel handed the sled to her and leaned in a little, smiling. “Shall we?”

“Definitely.” Her heart thumped as he stepped away.

They found an unused area and waited for Cassie and Roxanne to catch up before hiking up the dune. Starling climbed into her sled and let gravity take over. The sled zoomed down the hill, making her gasp from excitement. She reached the bottom all too soon and climbed off, grinning. 

“Fun?” Nigel asked her. 

“A blast! This is the best hill for sledding ever,” Starling said.

He smiled. “Best breakfast, best hill for sledding. We just need to get you to the concert tonight to hear the best local music, and you’ll never want to leave.”

He looked at her like he was a puppy and she was his human. Her heart lurched. He certainly seemed interested. Should she ask if he wanted to hook up? Suddenly remembering the last time she asked a guy out and got rejected, she decided not to risk ruining her sledding fun. She didn’t think Nigel would be as cruel as that guy had been, but one never knew.

On the other hand, they only had seven days to play. Her lust for Nigel seemed to be growing as fast as her sled rocketed down the dune, and she seriously had to ask herself, if they started, whether seven days would be enough.
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Chapter 3: Nigel
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Nigel thought his mouth might start hurting from smiling too much. Starling kept grinning at him, and he couldn’t help reciprocating. She had such an abundance of life and energy. He wanted to put a mini version of her on his shoulder so he could always enjoy her company. Then again, a mini version couldn’t kiss him and touch him and make him shout when he came between her thighs. He needed the full size version for his naughtier thoughts.

If he wasn’t careful, he would end up being really stupid for this girl. He kept trying to tell himself she left in a week. But a week gave him plenty of time to do all of the dirty things he wanted to do. If they wanted to see each other beyond that, he’d be willing to try. He wanted to expand distribution to Chicago, and his current sales person had enough on his plate. With plans to hire a sales director in the summer, Nigel had assumed expansion would happen then, but he could do a few sales pitches in Illinois over the next few months.

Unfortunately, he still hadn’t figured out if Starling’s grins meant she wanted to get him naked or just wanted to be his new buddy. Maybe she acted this friendly with everyone.

“Oh my god,” Cassie said loudly, pulling his attention away from grinning at Starling. “It’s already two. We’ve been out here for two hours. No wonder I’m cold.”

“Time flies when you’re having fun,” Nigel said at the same time Starling did. “Jinx!”

Starling grinned again. “Great minds think alike.”

Yes, but did great minds think alike about getting each other naked?

“We probably should head out,” Roxanne said. “Apparently my mom called, and I’m guessing it’s about the wedding. ”

“One more run?” Nigel asked.

“Let’s do it,” said Cassie.

Once they’d gotten to the bottom, they dragged the sleds back to the cars and loaded them in. Roxanne listened to her message and then sighed.

“Cassie and I have to sort out some things for the wedding back at the resort,” she said. “Apparently we didn’t get all the decorations we ordered, and we’re going to need to figure out alternatives.”

“Well, fuck,” Cassie said. “That’s not what I want to hear six days before I get married. Do you want to borrow my car to go anywhere, Starling? This will probably take until dinner.”

“Oh. I mean, I don’t need to go anywhere.” Starling looked a little disappointed, so Nigel guessed she didn’t want to sit at the resort all afternoon.

“Do you want to hitch a ride with me, Starling?” he asked. “I wouldn’t mind getting a warm drink. The café has hot apple cider and a good variety of appetizers. I’m ready for a late lunch.”

“That sounds perfect,” she said brightly.

He grinned. He would finally
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