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“Farewell to the bonds of society. I am a free spirit, a seeker of truth. Inthuthered.” 

Considering her light-headedness, at that moment Mary Boylan was more than a little free of the bonds of gravity, and possibly common sense. On a Friday night in late June, she and her two best friends had settled around a table in Libations, the principal watering hole in downtown Calter Creek, Ohio, a couple of hours earlier. “Untethered,” she clarified.

“And you’re what? Thirty-four years old? A little young to be untethered, seems to me,” Bryony said.

“Or a little old.” Mel snared Mary's purse and rummaged. “Got them,” she announced as she pocketed the keys. “Lucky you, you’re now freed from the bonds of transportation.”

“It matters not. There’s a chariot out there somewhere.” Mary was aware that the s’s weren’t emerging crisply from her mouth. They seemed to be sliding, like the whoosh down a water slide.

“Any idea what we’re celebrating?” Bryony asked Mel.

“Nope.”

Mary hadn’t finished. “I will not be chained,” she chanted into her mojito. Then she waved a hand in the air to get the waiter’s attention.

“Do we let her have another one?” Mel asked.

“Can we stop her?” 

Bryony was snarky that evening, Mary thought. Not good company at all. This was a quest. Her pals could at least support her.

“Let’s think about this,” Mel said. “Free of the bonds of society, huh? Does this mean you’re quitting your job?”

Mary hiccupped, then whispered. “Don’t tell. I will pretend to sell houses. They’ll never know.”

“The joke’s on them,” Mel confirmed. “Do you own any tie-die?”

“What do you know about tie-die?” Mary shot back. “You’re dating a banker. Boring, boring, boring.”

“Hot, hot, hot. So I gather the mortgage isn’t paid off?”

That stumped Mary. Experimentally she said, “I’m shedding the shackles of society.” She suspected the s’s and sh’s had twisted around each other like in a mambo. Or tango. Or something. Great phrase, though, she’d have to remember it for later.

Was it even possible to do all that stuff with shackles if she had to make a mortgage payment every month? 

“I’ll deal with it,” she said as the new mojito appeared in front of her. “Mortgages are boring. And you’re not keeping up,” she added accusingly.

“Someone has to get you home,” Bryony said.

“Someone doesn’t like mornings after,” Mel said.

“Okay, smartypants,” Mary said, pointing a finger at Mel. Is it ‘mornings after’ or ‘morning afters’? Tell me that.”

“She’s not too far gone. Yet,” Mel said to Bryony.

“I drove last time,” Bryony replied. “Remember? She barfed all over my car. Not happening again.”

“I think it depends on whether morning and after are hyphenated,” Mel told Mary.

“Huh?” What was Mel talking about? Mary had a feeling she should know, but thoughts were slippery things, like eels.

“Forget I mentioned it,” Mel said.

Libations was at its usual Friday night peak, and Mary was enjoying – if she could use the word in the context of this particular Friday night – her girls’ night out with Bryony and Mel. “You’re the besht friends in the world,” she told them, noticing that the s got away from her again. Must need lubrication. She slurped at the mojito.

“Don’t look now,” Bryony said, “but we’re being watched.”

Mel shrugged. “Your deal, not mine.” Mel was all ga-ga over her bank manager, although Mary didn’t get the attraction. Sure, Ryan Pope was hot to look at, but he was so... ordinary. In Mary's humble opinion.

“Where?” Her head swiveled and locked on the gaze of... no one she’d ever seen before. And in Calter Creek, population next to nothing, this was remarkable.

The man sat two tables over, and alone. He had that nice guy look about him. Clean slacks, blue short-sleeved button-down shirt, cotton sweater over his shoulders. Brown hair trimmed and tidy. Nondescript, non-threatening. Not noticeably interesting, Mary thought. Not that she cared. Men hadn’t figured in her world view in years.

“New blood,” Bryony confirmed.

“Ordinary,” Mary said. “Even more ordinary than—”

“Don’t even think it,” Mel warned her. Poor Mel was determined to make her bank manager into something hunkier than he was.

“Gonna check out the new talent.” Mary got to her feet, sort of. It seemed to take a moment longer than it should before she located them confidently underneath her. Then, tethers to the earth re-established, she walked over to the new guy’s table. “Hi,” she shouted over the music, wondering where all the great pick-up lines hid when you needed them.

His smile was warm and open. “Hi,” he shouted back. “I noticed you sitting over there. I wonder if you’d like to dance.”

“I would.” Proud that she’d avoided the pesky s’s, she watched the man get to his feet. He was a nice comfortable height, she decided, under six feet, but that meant you didn’t go home with a crick in your neck from peering up at him. She couldn’t sort out his eye color, not in the wonky light of Libations, but he seemed nice enough. 

He took her hand and led her toward the little dance floor. The gyrating bodies did something strange to Mary's insides; her stomach sent out a warning signal, but she firmly swallowed it down. “I’m Mary,” she hollered.

“Chris.” On the edge of the floor he didn’t let go of her hand, and he didn’t attempt any mad gyrations himself. He moved, though, and moved well – seductively, Mary thought, apropos of nothing much. She moved in response, and it wasn’t a good idea. “Thirsty,” she shouted above the noise. “Have to go.”

“I’ll take you.” Chris still held onto her hand, all the way back to the table where Mel and Bryony watched.

“This is Chris,” she said. Three s’s in a row... drat.

“Chris Peterson,” he confirmed as he handed her into her seat. They all introduced themselves and before she quite knew how it happened, Chris had become part of their table. An intruder into their girls’ night out. 

He waved at the waiter and got her a glass of water. “This may not be what you’re thirsty for, but I suspect it’s what your body wants.” 

Great, a do-gooder. She could bloody well attend to her own body, thank you. Chris nursed a Coors Light; Mary wondered what that implied about him.

Mel glanced at her watch. “I’m heading home,” she said. Probably meeting Ryan for – Mary groaned internally. What could you get up to with a bank manager, anyway? Even if he looked like a surfer god, he was still... stuffy. That was the word. Stuffy. She repeated it in her mind a couple more times, because it seemed to come detached and vanish from her thoughts as if it had never existed. 

They all indulged in farewells. Mel handed Mary's keys to Bryony and left. Mel wasn’t much fun anymore, Mary thought. Her banker was chipping away at her devil-may-care.

Conversation was a challenge in the noise of Libations. Mary, Bryony, and Mel pulled it off among themselves because they’d known each other for so long that they pretty much knew what any one of them was going to say. Talking to Chris was harder. “New in Calter Creek?” Bryony shouted.

He shook his head. “A couple of years. Nice town.”

“Conventional,” Mary grumbled.

“She’s casting off her shackles,” Bryony explained to Chris.

“A noble goal, but could be challenging. What do you want to do? Once you’ve cast off?” he asked Mary.

Chris and Bryony both waited, but her brain seemed to have seized up. What would she do if she could be or do anything? At that moment she wasn’t sure.

About anything. Abruptly her head swam. She could be in trouble here.

“What do you do?” Bryony shouted at Chris.

“Stuffy,” Mary finally produced with some pride.

He hesitated, possibly wondering if her newly resurrected word had been directed at him. 

“Not you,” Bryony said, putting a hand on his arm to get his attention. “Ryan.”

“Okay,” Chris said slowly. “And Ryan is...”

“Not hers,” Bryony said. “Mel’s. And to return to the question of the moment.”

The band hit a new decibel level. “Social work,” Chris shouted. “Passages, that’s the teen drop-in center. The Silver Threads Center for seniors, home visits.” His fingers went to the neck of his shirt, where he played with the fabric for a moment. “You?”

“Dietitian out at the hospital. She’s a real estate agent,” Bryony added with a nod toward Mary.

“Goin’ home,” Mary said. She rose and sank back down. Because magic was afoot, and the ground wasn’t where it was supposed to be.

“Steady.” Chris's arm was under her elbow, and somehow Mary found herself on her feet. “You want to go home, right?” he repeated, as if maybe she hadn’t heard herself.

She nodded and regretted it. “Very carefully,” she explained. “Gravity. Dangerous stuff.”

Bryony sighed. “This is unusual,” she shouted at Chris. “Come on, girl, I’ll call you a cab.”

“No cab. Walk,” Mary said. Irrationally, given that she had chosen three-inch heels for this night’s get-together.

“I told you, I’m not driving you again. Not after last time.”

“I’ll take her,” Chris said.

Bryony shook her head. “We don’t know you, and my friend’s drunk. I’ll call a cab.”

“You will not.” Mary swayed but held onto Chris. “He’s a good guy. I know. Free, that’s what he is.”

Chris smiled and met Bryony's eyes. “I’m trustworthy. Free, but trustworthy.”

Bryony looked over at the bartender, who knew them. “Don! Good guy?” she shouted, angling a finger at Chris.

Don, who in the way of bartenders had no trouble hearing her above the noise, gave her a thumbs-up and settled in to watch.

Bryony knew when she was licked. “Call me the minute you get home. If you don’t, I’ll have the cops out looking for you.” She tucked the keys into Mary’s purse.

Mary looked up at Chris and slurred – shlurred?—”Good friends. Don’t understand about shackles, though.”

“I don’t exactly understand, either, but I hope you’ll explain. Don’t worry, she’ll call,” he said to Bryony. 
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Chris’s first thought was that the light shouldn’t be that bright. His second had more to do with the crick in his neck. Very carefully he opened his eyes.

Mary. Right. Her name is Mary.

He was slouched in a chair in Mary’s living room. Full consciousness invaded his brain, along with an indelible memory of the most remarkable Friday night in years. The three women in Don’s bar. Taking Mary home, barely in time for her to throw up in her own toilet instead of his car. Holding her hair, wiping her face. Feeding her water and aspirin, praying it would stay down.

And not leaving, because she had been horribly sick. He’d been worried about her.

Correct that. Worried, yes, but more was going on here than worry. Attraction, for instance. Her condition was a convenient excuse for sticking around. It hadn’t happened in a long time, and usually didn’t last, so staying at her place had made all kinds of sense.

Chris hauled himself to his feet, shaking out the kinks. The sun blazed in the window, giving a cheery yellow glow to the room. Not a cloud in the sky. They were in for another scorcher in a sweltering summer.

More memories surfaced. Using her cell phone to call her friend Bryony. Choosing the chair instead of the bed in her guest room, because he didn’t want to presume. 

In the kitchen he started coffee, making no effort to be particularly quiet. Okay with him if she woke up. Then he spent a hasty three minutes in the bathroom.

When he came out, Mary stood propped against the kitchen doorframe, barefoot and rumpled in last night’s clothes, bleary-eyed, frowning at him and then, logically, at the burbling coffeemaker. 

“Who are you?” she asked, but not as if she cared too much. Coffee interested her more than he did.

“Chris. And before you get any of that, you’ll drink a full glass of water and take a couple more aspirins.”

“Chris.” She slumped against the frame and frowned at him, not being in the least subtle about it, but also as if she was trying to put the pieces of the night together. “I’m dying, Chris. Go away.”

“I’m not surprised.” He pulled a water bottle out of the fridge, twisted off the cap, and set it in front of her. “Drink. We need to get you hydrated. You know it as well as I do.”

“Where’d you come from, anyway?” She picked up the bottle and stared at it.

From Libations, with her, but she’d sort that out on her own. “Kentucky, actually.”

She took a tentative sip and groaned. 

He pulled out a chair from the tiny table in the kitchen. “Sit. Drink. Do you want to go out for donuts, or shall I pick some up?”

“Wha?”

“It’s Saturday morning. That’s when normal adults eat donuts.” 

Mary managed a full swallow. Chris poured himself a coffee and sat opposite her.

Her eyes were clearing. And she glared very well.

“Think of it as torture,” he said cheerfully. “Or an evil bribe. As soon as you get that water down, I’ll give you a cup, too.”

Another swallow. Good.

“So tell me, Chris from Kentucky. Why are you in my kitchen? I probably ought to throw you out.”

“But you won’t. I’m the lifesaver who got you home from Libations and held your hair out of the way when your stomach rebelled. Besides, I’m your ride into town for your car. It’s already too hot to walk.”

“Oh. Yeah. Okay.” Mary took a breath and chugged half the water. Chris allowed himself a healthy exhale of relief.

“About last night...”

When she didn’t continue, he chuckled. “Do you have any idea how common that line is?”

That riled her. Good, he thought. Better than miserable and defensive and apologetic – which, to be fair, she had yet to be. “You’re saying I’m trite?” she shot at him.

“I’m saying your brain isn’t firing on all cylinders. You were anything but trite last night. Slipping shackles?”

“Oh.” Her eyes went enormous; the scene in the bar must be coming back to her. They were blue, her eyes, but in some lights they shifted closer to aqua, like the photos he’d seen of tropical lagoons. 

Those eyes pinched closed. “Oh, shit.”

“That bad, huh?”

She held out the water bottle for him to judge, opened those remarkable eyes, and sent him a pleading look. She’d drunk about half, so he relented and grabbed the coffee carafe. “This cup’s black. You can have cream at the donut place.”

“You have no right to be cruel in my kitchen.” She added a tiny bit of sugar. 

“Consider it a kindness. Your system will. Less chance you’ll upchuck.”

“I need calories. Something solid,” Mary grumbled.

“Bread?”

She pointed at a cabinet.

“Toast, coming up.” While he worked, he talked. “Your first name’s Mary. What’s the rest of it?”

She looked better, not as likely to turn green as she’d been ten minutes before. “I’m not going to tell you that. I don’t know you.”

“True, but remember, Don gave me a thumbs-up, so that proves I’m a nice guy. Totally trustworthy. My last name’s Peterson. Your turn.”

Never had Chris been so glad for the trustworthy label that clung to him like bubble gum in his hair, something that had happened more than once in his formative years. Good ol’ Chris, he’ll take care of it. Taking care of business while everyone else went out partying. Story of his life.

Well, good ol’ Chris had, just maybe, found himself in a situation he was in no hurry to clean up.

She’d finished most of the coffee, and she still hadn’t divulged her last name. “I’m gonna shower. You can leave now.” A statement, not a question.

After treating the toast to thin scrapings of butter and honey, he handed her a slice. “Eat this, then shower. When you’re human we’ll deal with donuts and your car.”

She led off with a nibble, then bit into the toast as if it were manna from heaven. Her eyes rolled back in her head. “So good,” she said around the bite.

He’d had the foresight to make two, so he crunched into his own. “Agreed.”

It was quiet for a while. They ate, and she bypassed the dregs of her coffee in favor of water, and he watched. Because even pale as a ghost and still fighting queasiness, Mary was worth watching.

She stood. “You’re really not leaving.”

“Nope.”

“Why not?”

“Why?”

“It’s what guys do.” 

“Not the nice ones.”

“Gonna shower.”

“I’ll clean up in here.”

She stared at him as if he’d grown blue skin. “Weird.”

Chris poured out the remaining coffee and squirted dish liquid into the sink. A lot of people thought he was weird. Take his parents and his older brother, for example. As for his sisters – well, arguments could be put forth that they out-weirded him every time, not that they’d admit it. But this was new territory, because he had picked up a hint of a compliment beneath the word, as if weird might be a good thing.

~~~
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Situated just off the main street, the donut shop was a favorite stop of Chris’s. The tiny apartment he’d rented when it looked like he’d be in Calter Creek for a while was near the park, on the edge of the downtown core, and Saturday mornings he allowed himself the luxury of a cruller and a cup of coffee he hadn’t made himself. 

By now they knew him. “Hey, Chris. The usual?”

“Sounds good. Morning, Jenna, Marlene. This is Mary. I won’t swear to it, but I’m guessing she wants something involving chocolate.”

“Boston cream?” Mary said a little tentatively. “And coffee?”

“Coming up.” Jenna turned from them to fill the order, and Chris paid Marlene.

A table by the window came free, and he sprinted for it, narrowly beating a couple of teenagers. “Next time,” he told them cheerfully, then handed Mary into a chair. “Be right back.”

By then Jenna had their order ready. Chris put her donut and coffee in front of her and watched her eye his orange juice. 

“That looks so good,” she said. “I never thought.”

“Not a problem.” He shoved the juice across the table to her. “Tell me about shackles.”

“Oh, God.” Her hands covered her face. “Not my finest hour.”

He pulled her hands down, holding onto them for perhaps a heartbeat longer than he should have. “I like the idea of slipping shackles.”

She drank the juice in one go. Chris glanced over at Jenna, who caught his eye, saw his gesture, and appeared a moment later with two fresh glasses of juice. “Pay you later,” he mouthed. Mary had gone off into her own world and hadn’t even noticed Jenna at the table.

She turned her eyes to him, and he had no trouble at all fastening his attention on her. Her long, dark hair fell down her back; she kept pushing her bangs out of her face. A little more color had washed over her face, but she was still pale. Blue-aqua eyes, tiny pearl earrings. Mary had put on jeans and a faded purple t-shirt, with a pair of fancy sandals on her feet. He’d watched her maneuver into those sandals. Being more a sports sandal kind of guy himself, he didn’t understand the flimsy, glittery things women wore on their feet. Overall, even after last night, Mary looked polished. Professional. Not like someone who was about to slip whatever bonds held her and make a bid for freedom.

“We can’t, though, not really, can we?” she said. 

Chris snapped back to the present from the insane daydream he’d been lost in. One involving her toes, nails painted royal purple, peeking out from the sandals. He couldn’t see them now, but he remembered.

“Can’t what?”

“Hello? Chris? You asked me about all that shackles stuff. I’m just saying it isn’t really possible.”

“I don’t know. Depends on your definition, I guess. Drinking’s one way.”

“Not mine.” She glared. “Look. I never drink like that. It was a one-off thing, okay? Don’t lecture.”

“Sorry, you’re right. No lecturing. What’s keeping you tied down? Why now? Or have you always wanted to escape and haven’t been able to?”

“You’re nosy.”

“No. Sometimes. I want to know you better.”

“Why?”

Why? Wasn’t that obvious?

“Um, because you’re interesting? Because I’m interested?”

And then you’re going to tell her more about yourself?

Problem.

Not going there today. Chris was used to incredulous negative reactions from women about his choice of profession. Given how he’d met Mary, he expected rejection. But he could delay it, anyway.

Mary sighed. “I have a good life. I have a solid professional reputation, I work hard, I have good friends. Sometimes it just feels like Calter Creek’s... small. I’ve been here fifteen years. Maybe I’m finding it a little confining.”

“Not much new happening?”

“Nothing that hasn’t already happened, at least once.”

He grinned. “You haven’t met me before. That seems to indicate that there are parts of Calter Creek you haven’t explored yet. How are you feeling?”

“Better. Thanks.”

What was there to say after that? A lot, but at the moment every conversational gambit he could think of had its perils. Mary stared out the window, caught in some vision of her own. Chris knew he was due at the senior center, but seemed to be fixed to the spot, watching her. His work allowed him that much leeway; he’d be late this morning, but they’d understand, especially if he told them why. The elderly crew expended a lot of energy trying to think of someone to fix him up with. Maybe he should snap a selfie so they could see Mary.

He chuckled. She looked at him. “Now what?”

“Dumb idea. Want me to take a picture? Immortalize the morning?”

“I’d kill you.”

Too bad. He wouldn’t mind having something to remember this morning by.

He settled the bill and they left, walking into town to her car. Standing in the lot, he put his hands on her arms. “I’m glad I met you,” he said. “Well worth being late at Silver Threads. Busy day ahead?”

“Work. Saturdays are usually crazy.”

“Can I call you?”

She twisted away, once again remote. “Thanks, Chris. Bye.” She was in her car and gone before he knew what had happened.

Doomed. Once she learned his true profession, it’d be all over anyway. At least he didn’t wear one of those dog collar things. She would have run for the hills.

~
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Mary drove home, puzzled. Who was this guy?

She hadn’t slept with him, she’d bet on it. As evidence, her Friday-night-at-the-bar clothes were tangled around her when she woke, underwires digging into tender flesh. Besides, the throwing-up episode ranked as a guaranteed attraction dowser. But she couldn’t remember him trying. She expected guys to feel her up, but – 

Oh, yeah, they’d danced. His hands well behaved. Perfect gentleman.

She could always have a word with Don, the barkeep. He’d give her the straight scoop on Chris.

But why bother? She knew better than to trust the nice-guy façade. Far better to keep her distance, avoid commitments she’d inevitably regret.

Not that she was in the market these days. Or had been for years.

Because really, a donut shop on Saturday mornings? Not her style. Even if she’d kind of enjoyed it.

Even if she didn’t seem to have a style anymore.

Furthermore, she wasn’t about to let anyone judge her. And that’s what happened with men like Chris. They saw the body in the bar, and detailed – for her benefit, needless to say – the ways they expected her to change.

At home she phoned Bryony. “Opinion?”

“Good manners. Cute, in a preppy kind of way. You okay this morning?”

“So-so. He bought me a donut. Boston Cream.”

“He stayed overnight? I’m surprised. Not the type.”

“Yeah, I guess he slept in the living room.” No need to share that she’d been sick as a dog. “He made coffee, before the donut. And didn’t act as if I owed him.”

“And that has you puzzled.”

“It’s... different.”

“New experience, Mary. Slipping the shackles.”

“Drop it with the shackles stuff. I’d checked my brain at the door.”

Bryony guffawed. “Ya think?”

Mary sighed.

“Is he hot? I didn’t pick up any heat. Can he kiss?”

“I don’t know, not that it matters. It’s not as if I plan to see him again. Chris is high maintenance. I’m not going to struggle to live up to his standards.”

“You’re selling yourself short. But if he’s not hot, he’s off the list?”

“Guess so.”

Mary dressed for work, wondering what to do about that lukewarm ‘guess so’. There shouldn’t be any question. But Chris stuck in her mind, even though so far, the best thing to come of her Friday night was an immaculate kitchen. 

He was... decent. 

No. No, no, no.

She drew herself back from that particular precipice. A lifetime’s experience told her nothing good lay on the other side of a relationship with a nice guy like Chris.

~
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Chris arrived at Silver Threads just as they were beginning a singalong. He checked in with Wanda, the activities coordinator, a cheerful, heavyset woman in her fifties with a blond perm and a floral blouse sporting way too many colors. “It’s been a quiet morning so far.” She shot a warning look at him. “Around here, anyway.”

“Sorry I’m late,” he said. “Stop imagining my life’s exciting.”

“A little excitement wouldn’t hurt you.”

“It might.” They exchanged a casual hug, and he dove into the crowd of seniors, helping them find the appropriate place in their songbooks.

Silver Threads had been a pleasant discovery when he moved to Calter Creek. Chronically shorthanded, they welcomed any help they could get. Chris enjoyed hanging out with the elderly men and women, and they in turn had adopted him, a virtual grandson. They were a feisty, spirited bunch. Some of them lived at the facility, but at least half of the thirty or so in the hall this morning came to enjoy the fun and camaraderie, and the lunch.

A lot of their recreation centered around strategies for finding him a wife.

He spent an equal amount of his professional time praying for their success.

“Hey, sweet cakes,” Nadine said when he wandered over to sort out her music book. “What held you up?”

“Sorry. Restless night.”

Nadine’s eyes lit up – predictably. He’d walked right into that one.

“Got some nookie, didja?” She cackled and dug an elbow into his hip, the highest she could reach from her wheelchair. 

Equally predictably, he felt his face go red. “No nookie. Let’s find the next song in the book before the music starts.”

“Look, everybody.” Nadine’s voice carried far better than it should for someone approaching ninety. “Our boy’s blushing.”

He treated himself to an internal sigh, turned to wave at the others, and went back to sorting out their songbooks.

At least this lively bunch considered his love life interesting. They’d line up every single woman under forty for his selection, given half a chance. He loved them all. And wasn’t it a blessing they didn’t seem to think it would be shameful for him to get some nookie – a cringe-worthy word if ever there was one. They didn’t understand the high, seemingly impenetrable barriers he faced in his search for a partner, or even for a one-night stand. Not that he’d ever go there. Probably. 

Chris held a sure conversation stopper in his arsenal – frustrating, but true. As soon as he admitted to being a minister, women wanted nothing more to do with him. They weren’t interested in a goody-goody, they’d say, thank you very much. Or in heading up a church women’s organization, or planning potlucks. 

Like he’d expect his partner in nookie to do those things? And when had anyone who really understood him last called him a goody-goody? Did lusty and minister have to be a contradiction in terms?

But no point in speculating on the female mind. Evidence spoke more loudly than theory. Once a woman discovered his calling, she bolted.
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Chapter 3
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A week later, Mary slouched in her chair and poked randomly at her keyboard. The real estate office was quiet, typical of a late Monday afternoon, and browsing Find-The-Right-One.com provided as good a way as any to kill time until a possible client drifted in with a query, or a phone call came from a dreamer hoping to get an astronomical price for a shack. 

She’d been playing around with Find-The-Right-One.com for days now but hadn’t taken the plunge. Filling out the questionnaire was problematic, since strict honesty brought her to a certain dead end. “Mary Boylan, thirty-four, small-time real estate agent in a small town, leading a small-scale life, going nowhere” just wasn’t scintillating.

“Mary Boylan, possessor of a honkin’ big secret. To be revealed if you turn out to be the mythical right one.” Oh, sure. They’d assume her secret was an STD.

And what were the odds? While she had picket-fence dreams in as glorious Technicolor as anyone’s, she didn’t believe in them anymore.

Although, inflated promises of the web notwithstanding, she just happened to know a good-guy type who might be interested...

The computer chimed. She switched to her email program and came down to earth with a thump. Because there it sat in her inbox. Her nineteen-year-old secret. Whose birthday she’d commemorated with a blazing drunk.

Now topping six foot two. And sending her a note.

Whenever Zach got in touch, she grew immediately wary. She read it once, caught her breath, and read again, but the words hadn’t changed in the elapsed ten seconds.

Hi, Mary. I hope this finds you well.

I’m transferring to OSU. How’d you feel about me crashing with you for a couple of years?

Your brother,

Zachary

The formality of the note left her sad. The content left her panic-stricken. Because when Mary thought about her big secret, the emphasis was on secret. As in, no one in Calter Creek knew about her little fifteenth birthday catastrophe, the one that had resulted in Zach.

Zach didn’t know, either. Her parents had forced her to put him up for adoption, then adopted him themselves and buried the truth. While Zach lived in ignorance, they never relented, constantly rubbing her face in the shame of his birth, making her feel like slime at every opportunity. Mary remitted money for Zach’s upkeep, had avidly followed his athletic exploits in high school, and was present for most holidays, but none of that cut any ice with her parents. 

Ever since Zach got to be old enough to send her the occasional email, he’d used that formal opening and closing. She supposed she should be grateful he communicated with her at all. 

Ohio State. What on earth was she going to do?

What she wasn’t going to do, she realized, was spend any more time with Find-The-Right-One.com. Sister or mother, what would her son think if mail-order men started turning up at the door?

Which led her straight to her second conclusion. Of course he’d stay with her. She’d been given a heaven-sent opportunity to finally get to know this boy of hers.

So yeah, there’d be a man around the house – the right one. Just not the way she’d expected it to play out.

Zach had been studying at Cuyahoga Community College up in Cleveland for the last two years. This new development, however awkward for her, at least suggested that her tall, handsome son wasn’t directionless.

She should have cleared this up years ago. It wasn’t as if she was ashamed; therapy and a realistic view of life had seen to that. But somehow days became years, and it got harder...

Mary drove home, mildly annoyed as thoughts of Chris invaded her mind. She regretted the necessity of fending off a nice, non-aggressive man who showed every sign of being interested in her. She didn’t want to hurt Chris, he didn’t deserve it. But she wasn’t about to die of boredom for his sake, either.

But she hadn’t been bored.

But she might have been bored.

Or had she been too hung over to tell? 

Well, damn.

What was one more problem? And frankly, the Chris problem – if it was a problem – paled in comparison to the Zach one.

Ohio State. Whew. She’d better check on the cost of tuition. 
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Chapter 4
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Mary was buried in a report on the local real estate market the next day when she heard a voice at reception.

A familiar voice.

Their receptionist, Jean, received new clients, ascertained their needs, and gathered preliminary information. She sorted people into serious versus browsers, buyers versus sellers, general requirements and price range. By the time Mary or one of her colleagues saw the client, they had a decent idea of what would be needed. And, not incidentally, the likely reward at the end of the transaction.

Although she couldn’t distinguish the words, the tone of voice that filtered through her report on central Ohio sales stats was businesslike. And familiar.

Orange juice. Boston cream donut.

Mary left her cubicle and headed for the front desk. Protocol said to leave it to Jean to assign a new client to an agent. This time she was skipping the queue.

There he was, pressed slacks, button-down shirt and all. “Hi.” Chris’s voice switched from businesslike to warm. “I hoped I’d find you here. I saw the picture of Mary Boylan in the window.”

“I’m it.” She returned Chris’s smile and belatedly remembered her determination to not encourage him. The smile faded.

Jean hit a button. “Form’s on the printer. I’d planned to call Suzanne, but since you’re here...”

Chris was all hers.

It took Mary no time to figure out that, first, she’d just complicated a situation that would have been infinitely simpler had she never seen Chris again; and second, her best option was to hide behind professionalism.

“Come back to my desk, and we’ll discuss what you’re looking for.”

“You know I’m not selling?” he asked as he followed her.

“You told me you live in an apartment, so I concluded you don’t own property.” Mary waved him into a guest chair, said, “Excuse me a sec,” and ran to the printer. When she returned with Jean’s truncated report in hand, he’d wandered behind her desk to study her paltry collection of diplomas and certificates.

He turned when she entered the cubicle. “All work related,” he said as he maneuvered around her to the guest chair.

“No choice. I couldn’t afford a liberal arts degree. Whatever I studied had to be practical.” She sat at the desk and moved them back on topic. “Now, Mister Peterson, it says here you want a condo. I need more information. Number of bedrooms and baths, age, part of town, yard, courtyard, balcony, adult oriented, and so forth. And price.”

She’d never rattled off that list so quickly.

“Mary.”

Damn. His pleasant voice cut right through her determination.

She took a breath. “Look, Chris. I’ll help you find a home, but that’s it. Okay?”

“Okay. Why?”

She closed her eyes for a moment. Couldn’t he at least have the grace to make this easy for her?

He spoke again. “I mean, isn’t it too soon to be dumping me? Before I even pick you up?”

Their eyes met, and then he laughed and the tension broke. “Boy, was that a mix of idioms. Thing is, if I’m the one to pick you up, how could you dump me? Visually it doesn’t work.”

“Bizarre.” She dropped her voice. “You don’t get privileges just because you’ve seen me puking my guts out.”

“It’s not because of that, but it might have to do with watching you the next morning. Your confrontation with that donut was sheer poetry.”

She couldn’t handle it. It was just too much... fun, she decided, and risky... to be around Chris. Mary rose. “I’ll call Suzanne. She’ll be better qualified to help you.”

He stood, too. “No, she won’t. Please, sit down and tell me what we do next for this condo business. You must realize that if I didn’t jump you yet, it’s unlikely I will.”

They faced each other as Mary leaned over her desk and Chris leaned in toward her, his face as neutral as any she’d ever seen.

She cracked first. “All right. We’ll work through this.” She drummed her fingers on the incomplete form. “Then we’ll review a few listings that meet your criteria, discuss getting mortgage approval, and go from there.”

“Sounds good. Thanks.”

Safely in their seats, she began the questions. “Let’s start with the biggie, price range. That puts a boundary around everything else.”

He gave her a number. “It’s not much. I don’t gravitate to the lucrative professions anymore.”

“Enough to work with.” She chose not to follow up on that tantalizing ‘anymore’. “Mortgage?”

“Already arranged.”

“Down payment?”

The amount he named was significantly greater than she’d expected. He had money... why?

She continued. “Physical requirements? Bedrooms, baths?”

He wasn’t after luxury and had reasonable expectations given his budget. They talked for another ten minutes while Mary entered his data into their system. Two bedrooms, baths negotiable, lawn or trees would be nice, not decrepit, please.

“Not a handyman?” she asked him at that last requirement.

“No time. I’m good with tools, as it happens.”

Chris in a toolbelt... Taken by surprise, she felt warmth creep up her cheeks. No way. No. Damn. Way.

Mary snapped her attention to the reality of the man sitting across the desk from her. A man who was still there, in spite of her aborted effort to get rid of him. Without further deviation into toolbelt fantasies, she walked them through the rest of the interview, then turned to her computer.

“I’ll pull up the listings for the top five choices, to see if we’re on the right track. Then we can fine tune and schedule viewings.”

“That doesn’t work for me,” Chris said.

Now what? Mary prayed he wouldn’t be the type of obnoxious client who knew more than the agent, expecting gold from lead or, worse yet, playing her along for the amusement of viewing houses with no expectation of ever buying. 

But no. He gave every indication of being an up-front and honorable buyer.

“Why not?” she asked.

“Why don’t you print them and we go get coffee? We can finish our discussion there. I need a coffee,” he added. “Computer screens plus caffeine deprivation? Not a good mix.”

“Oh. Well...” 

Did she want to do this? No immediate answer came to mind. Because as soon as she stepped outside of strictly business with him, he’d start having ideas. And she’d shoot those ideas down, because...

Because...

Because what, Mary?

“Not a bad idea. How about the donut shop? It’s only a couple of blocks.”

“There’s a problem,” Chris said. “If we went there, I’d have a donut. With the visiting I do, I get far more desserts than I should. The Café in the Madison Inn’s best suited for our purposes. Quiet, and booths.”

“The bookstore across the street’s planning a coffee bar, but that’s not till the autumn.”

“It’s good to see new business moving into downtown.”

Chris’s skill at keeping conversation neutral matched her own.

Mary hit the button, and the printer clattered to life in another part of the office. She collected the papers and let Chris direct their steps to the Madison Inn, five blocks east, ignoring her self-preservation instincts the whole way.
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