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Chapter 1 - Friday
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"Come on, Seph!  It'll be fun.  For once in your life, stop thinking like an old soccer mom and enjoy the moment," the woman with black, short-cropped, curly hair begged.

"Not like that!  And I'm not old; stop saying that!"

"Fine, but you certainly aren't acting like a lady of your youthful age!"

"No lady of any age would behave in the manner you're asking!  Regardless, I'm not kissing a complete stranger!"  Seph, the dark-haired lady's friend with voluminous waves of light brown hair, adamantly refused.

"It's harmless flirting.  How do you ever expect your life to change if you refuse to step out of your boring routine?"

"Boring?  Now you think I'm boring, Dix?  Really?"

"Well... yeah."

"That's not true!  How can you say that?  We go to the movies, bowling, concerts, art festivals, carnivals, parties, and dozens of other events.  You even convinced me to come down here and sign up for this volleyball tournament."

"Didn't exactly have to twist your arm for that."

"True.  I do love volleyball!  Dix, we live active lives.  How is that boring?"  Seph challenged her roommate's categorization.

"Can I get you ladies a drink?"  The tall bartender with spikey blonde hair asked with a smile.

"Lite beer," Dixie ordered.

"Root beer, please."

"Root beer?  Really, Seph?!  You're in a sports bar for crying out loud!"

"Where my drink of choice is root beer.  I've heard it's very good here."

"She's right, Miss.  Here at Shotput, we brew our root beer in house from an old family recipe; some of the best you'll ever taste."

"Thank you!"  Seph smiled victoriously, and it lit up the gold flecks in her pale green eyes.

"My pleasure, Miss.  I'm Terry, by the way, co-owner of Shotput and bartender extraordinaire.  I'll be right back with those drinks."

Seph waited until the man was out of earshot before turning back to her best friend.

"See, Dix?  I made a friend.  Are you happy now?"

"He's only being nice so you'll give him a good tip.  Boring!"

"Why do you keep saying that?  It's not as if I sit at home every night curled up on the couch," Seph objected.

"Think of it like this.  We go to the exact same events; all of those activities you listed.  Yet, I'm always the one with the great stories.  You're the one who makes sure I get home safely."

"What's wrong with looking out for each other?"

"Nothing!  It's admirable, but Girl, you occasionally have to let someone else be the hall monitor so you can let your hair down.  You've got the hair for it, too!  I've heard guys comment on how much they like your long hair."

"Please don't share!  I don't even want to know what sort of crass comments a few drunken guys might've made!"  Seph summarily dismissed that notion.

"Your loss!  Guys are totally into long hair."

"I don't care.  I wear my hair the way I like it, not to please some guy I don't even know."

"I give up!  You're making this impossible.  Wait!  I have an idea.  Humor me this once, and I won't bother you again for at least six months," Dixie negotiated.

"Six months?  That'd be a minor miracle!"

"Come on!  It's a friendly kiss, nothing more.  I see the perfect guy, too!"

"No!  If I do this, and I'm not saying I will, then I'll choose the guy," Seph insisted.

"Not a chance!  You'll pick a man wound more tightly than you.  Nope!  It needs to be a spontaneous choice.  Be impulsive!  The guy at least has to have potential."

"Since we'll never agree on the definition of potential, then how do you propose I select a suitable candidate?  It's not as if I'm going to bump into a random guy on the dance floor.  He'll think it's an invitation to maul me.  I'm not going down that road!"

"I've got it!  The next guy to walk through the door.  That's who it'll be."

"No!  The guy could be married or dating or gay.  I'm not shooting in total darkness."

"Ooh!  You're impossible.  Fine!  How about this?  I'm going to walk along the bar and find the first guy who isn't wearing a wedding band, doesn't have a bimbo on his arm, and isn't wearing red hoochie pants or black leather studs.  I'll point him, out and you'll buy him a beer."

"That doesn't sound too bad," Seph reluctantly agreed.

"You can kiss him when you introduce yourself.  It'll be polite, though more forward than you'd ever be without my help."

"I'm only agreeing to buy him a drink.  I'm not going to kiss him and that's final!"

"Your drinks, Ladies."

"Thanks, Terry."

Seph slid a ten dollar bill across the bar to cover both beverages and the tip.

"You're welcome!  Did I hear you mention the volleyball tourney?"

"Yes.  My friend and I would like to join."

"I'll bring you the sign-up sheet.  Wait here."

Seph subtly scanned the bar.  She was hard pressed to find a valid objection to Dixie's suggestion.  This entire week had been tough, and they'd come to have fun and blow off steam.  What harm was there in introducing yourself to a guy at a bar?  Right?  Seph kept repeating the line to herself, hoping she'd eventually believe it.
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A DARK-HAIRED MAN EDGED past the curly-haired woman to grab the last seat at the far end of the bar.

"Hey, Terry!"

"Bray, what are you doing here?  I thought you'd be out staring at the stars tonight."

"It's early yet.  Can I get a mug and some nachos please?"

Bray cast his gaze across the dance floor and around the bar while Terry relayed his snack order to the cook in the kitchen.  He took a second look at the lady directly across from him, yet he couldn't see her clearly.

"One ice cold root beer."

"Thanks, Ter!"

"You look tired.  Busy day?"  Terry asked of his longtime friend.

"As if this string of arsons isn't bad enough, we cleaned the station top to bottom getting ready for a state inspection."

"You guys are always cleaning.  I wouldn't think it'd take much to give the place a quick spit shine."

"You'd be surprised!  I found a pizza box under the weight bench and an apple-shaped ball of green fuzz in the fridge.  I heard Stan scream like a six year old girl when one of his socks crawled out of his locker on its own," Bray chuckled in response.

"I would've paid good money to see that!  I wish it'd been caught on video.  It'd go viral in a heartbeat!"  Terry laughed.

"I'm sure it would.  Anyway, aside from chasing any new leads on the arson case, I'm officially on a long overdue, two-week vacation as of now."

"Happy vacation!  How goes the investigation?  Any closer to catching this firebug who killed that police detective?"

Terry, like everyone else, had been following the story on the news.  The first fire had been set in a university greenhouse.  No one had been there at the time, and the damage turned out to be relatively minor.  Initially, no one suspected foul play.  The second fire had been at an office complex where five different cosmetic and reconstructive surgeons practiced.  This had originally been considered an accident and then reclassified by the police as suspicious.

Detective Means had been assigned to investigate.  After the detective's sudden and mysterious death, all doubt vanished from Bray's mind.  His preliminary determination of arson in both locations now carried more weight, and he'd been actively consulting with the police at each scene.  Combining his education and experience as well as his gut instinct, Bray knew these were arsons and were somehow connected.

The third fire in a hospital lab and a fourth at a local postal branch finally gave Bray a thread to connect all of the fires as being set by the same person or people.  As of yet, he wasn't any closer to helping the cops discover the arsonist's identity, but he was determined to figure it out. 

"Sorry, Terry.  You know I can't talk about an open case.  Been busy in here tonight?"

"The typical Friday night crowd.  Although, you might've noticed the new face at the other end of the bar."

"I caught a glimpse."

"Liar!  I know you glance at every new face, ever hopeful to find the right one.  As lovely as her face is, she could be right up your alley.  Admit it."

"Fine!  She caught my eye.  Love the long hair, but I couldn't see her eyes.  The light glared off them; made them look as if they were glowing.  Something about her is familiar.  Who is she?"

"Never seen her in here before, but she seems sweet.  Whereas, her boisterous, curly-haired friend is clearly the more adventurous of the pair.  Have a closer look while I take a few orders."

Bray took a drink of his root beer and looked across the bar a second time.  He saw the curly-haired woman who'd been talking to a blonde man and nearly stepped on his toe when he'd arrived.  She was now talking to the woman with a flood of bouncy hair stretching all the way down her back, stopping just above her slender waist.  Currently, the new woman faced away, so Bray couldn't see much more than he had at first glance.

"Totally hot, isn't she?"

"Excuse me?"  Bray responded to the blonde man next to him who reeked of alcohol.

"I noticed you staring at the chic with the long hair and sparkly eyes.  Don't blame you.  I've had my eye on her for some time!"

"Is that so?"

"You know how it is.  You have to study women that hot to make sure they don't lie to you."

"I have no idea what you mean!"

Bray dismissed the man's words as drunken nonsense and turned his attention to one of the many television sets on the walls.  Involuntarily, his gaze kept returning to the long-haired woman.  Admittedly, Bray's curiosity had been roused and he couldn't help himself.

"Nachos with extra cheese."  Terry returned and placed the order in front of Bray.

Quietly, so the blonde man currently engaged in a discussion about politics wouldn't hear, Bray inquired about the woman.

"What do you know about her?  I'm wondering if we've met.  What's her name?"

"Don't know, but I thought you might ask.  Give me a minute and I'll find out."

******
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DIXIE STOOD WITH HER back to the bar as if watching the other patrons.

"Subtly, glance over my shoulder.  Check out the guy at the end of the bar.  He didn't have a ring.  Furthermore, I caught him eyeing you several times as I worked my way around the bar.  He's in great shape, and I didn't see any sign that he smokes, which I know is a deal-breaker for you.  In fact, his cologne was strongly invigorating.  He's the one!"

Seph turned her head and glanced at the other end of the bar.  She saw the dark-haired man pop a tortilla chip coated with cheese into his mouth.  Definitely in good shape, at least, what she could see from the waist up.  Clean-shaven, decent haircut, and didn't look as if he'd spend more time in front of the mirror than her.  Okay, so Dixie had chosen well, which took Seph by surprise.  No matter how many times she'd told Dixie what she liked in a guy, Seph's friend always tried to set her up with men who didn't possess those attributes.

As if sensing someone watching him, the man's blues eyes caught her gaze, momentarily holding her captive.  He smiled at her and that did it.  Seph turned away, feeling foolish.

"Excuse me, Ladies.  Here's the volleyball registration sheet.  We have eight teams, each with six players.  The fee is twenty dollars per person.  Print your name and phone number on a line under the team you want to join.  I'll take your fee and give you a receipt."

Although Seph wasn't particularly security conscious, she didn't like the idea of randomly giving out her phone number to strangers.

"Who is going to have access to my phone number?  Anyone could see it listed on here."

"Just me.  Notice the sheet I gave you is blank.  I try to be cautious when I'm coordinating an event.  I'll compile all of the pages into a master list for myself later.  If your teammates need to reach you and you don't provide them with contact information, then I'll call on their behalf.  Don't worry!  The list will stay locked in my safe," Terry explained.

"What if I give you my email address instead?"  Seph questioned.

"I suppose that'd be okay if you prefer to communicate by email."

"You first, Seph," Dixie prompted.

"Seph?  That's an unusual name."

"Nickname," she corrected the bartender.

"Why are these color-coded?"  Seph wondered.

"That's what color the team jerseys will be," Terry explained.

"Definitely green!"

"Green again?  What is it with you and green?  Ew!  Not me.  I'm a red gal!"

Dixie wrote her name on the line beneath a red rectangle displaying a different team name.

"We aren't going to play on the same team?"

"It'll be more fun this way.  We'll both get to meet five new people.  Besides, if we're on separate teams, it increases the chances of at least one of us playing in the finals and possibly winning those tickets.  Each player on the winning team gets two tickets to the concert."

"Sure, but it'd be more fun if we played together."

"If it makes you feel better, all the games are on Saturdays.  Every team plays, so your friend will be here regardless," Terry offered in consolation.

"Thanks, Terry."  Seph appreciated the reassurance.

"Do it!"  Dixie nudged Seph's side and whispered the reminder about sending the guy across the bar a drink.

"In a minute..."

"I'm gonna run to the ladies' room and then take a spin on the dance floor.  I want to hear all the details when I get back."

Dixie vanished before Seph could raise another objection.

"She's enthusiastic," Terry noted with a chuckle.

"You have no idea!  Terry, can I ask you a question that may seem odd?  You don't have to answer."

"Ask!"  Terry encouraged.

"Do you happen to know anything about that man at the end of the bar?"

Terry glanced over at Bray and grinned.

"Funny you should ask.  He happens to be a good friend of mine."

"Is he married?"

"No."

"Attached in some other way?"

"No.  You're highly curious."

"I don't want to make a mistake."

"What sort of mistake?"

"It's embarrassing, but could I ask you to do me a favor please?"

"On one condition."

"What's that?"

"We haven't been formally introduced yet.  I know you're Seph.  You know I'm Terry."

"I'm sorry.  That was rude of me.  Yes, I'm Seph.  My friend is Dixie."  Seph extended her hand across the bar in greeting.

"Dixie, I've seen in here before, but not you.  First time?"

"Yes."

"Thanks for choosing Shotput!  I hope you like it here."

"Seems like a nice place."

"So, my new friend, are you looking for a date?"  Terry ventured.

"What?  No.  Just trying to relax after a long week."

"A quick hookup for stress relief?"

"Good heavens, no!"

"Okay!  I get it.  Just checking.  Seph, with the unusual nickname, what can I do for you?"

"It's going to sound crazy."

"Working here, I've heard every version of crazy and then some.  Lay it on me."

"I can't believe Dixie talked me into this, but would it be possible for me to buy a root beer for the man at the other end of the bar?"

"The dark-haired guy with the nachos?"

"Yes, please...  Mr. Nacho."

"Mr. Nacho?  Ha!  I like that."

"I don't know his name."

"I see.  That's why you wanted to know if he was married?  Not a mistake I'd want to make either.  You interested in him?"

"No.  Maybe.  Well, not exactly.  I've never sent a guy a drink.  This is new to me."

"If you aren't interested, then why send him a drink?  Typically, when I get such a request, it's meant to be an icebreaker.  I could introduce you if you'd like."

"Really?  No.  Yes.  I don't know."

Seph bit down on her index finger to stop her muttering.  Terry, meanwhile, took an order from the two men who'd settled in the seats next to her.  He joked and filled their orders before returning his attention to Seph.

"What's it gonna be, Seph?"

"I don't need the introduction, but I'd like to send him the drink please."

Seph placed the cash on the bar to pay for her request and the entry fees for herself and Dixie in the volleyball tournament.

"Okay.  What reason should I give him?"

"A nice gesture, nothing more."

"Really?"  Terry raised a questioning eyebrow, having overheard Dixie's instructions on the matter.

"Can you keep a secret, Terry?"

"Yes.  That's the number one rule in the bartender's handbook."  Terry winked conspiratorially.

"Dixie will string me up by my toes if I back out of this.  She has this notion that I'm boring and refuses to let me leave without doing this.  It's way outside of my comfort zone, and I have no idea what I'm supposed to say."

"Why don't I handle that for you?  I've done this a few hundred times."

"You'd do that for me?"

"You bet!  That's what friends are for.  Stay right there, and I'll tell him it was your good deed for the day."

"Thank you, Terry!  I owe you one."

******
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"YES!  GREAT FIGHT!"

Bray cheered as the UFC fight ended with his favorite competitor taking the win.

"Bray, this is for you."

"I don't need a refill yet.  I’m not even halfway through this mug."

"It's not a refill.  It's a friendly gesture from that lovely woman over there; the new face."

"Really?  Why?"

Terry proceeded to tell him everything he'd learned and what he suspected about Seph and Dixie.

"Interesting...  Why root beer?"  Bray wondered.

"Not sure.  Maybe because that's what she's drinking.  I don't think Seph realized it's customary to buy you another round of whatever you're already drinking.  Worked out well for her though.  I believe her when she says this is the first time she has sent a guy a drink."

"What did you say her name was?"

"Seph."

"Seph.  Okay.  I'll be back in a minute, Ter.  Hold my seat and make sure you put my name on the same team she chose."

Terry smiled knowingly as he watched his friend work his way around the bar.  He then smiled at Seph when she finally dared to glance over only to find the man's barstool empty.

"Thank you!"

Startled by the man's voice near her ear, Seph hopped up and spun around to find the dark-haired man standing right next to her.

"Excuse me?"

Bray leaned closer and brushed his lips on her cheek.

"I wanted to thank you for the drink.  That was kind of you."

Seph merely stared at him.  Her mind froze.  Her mouth clamped shut.  The warmth of the man's hand on her shoulder seeped through her satiny blouse and made her feel uncomfortably flushed.

"Blink."  Bray leaned in and whispered in Seph's ear in order to be heard over the television sets and the buzz of the Friday night crowd.

"What?"

"Blink.  You're staring at me as if I have one eye and purple skin."

"Sorry.  I wasn't expecting you to..."

"To what?  Be polite?"

"No, well yes.  I didn't think you'd come over here," Seph stuttered through her embarrassment.

"How else could I say thank you?  What did you expect me to do?"

Bray's amusement at Seph's unexpected blush showed in his smile.

"Honestly, I have no idea.  Nod acknowledgment maybe?"

At this, Bray had to laugh.  Terry's assessment of this woman hit the mark.  She was gorgeous and socially shy, a rare combination.  It made him question the wisdom of what he was about to do, yet he couldn't pass up the opportunity.

"Thank you again, Miss. Shy Root Beer," Bray said and then pulled her into a more satisfying kiss.

"You're welcome, Mr. Bold Nacho," Seph mumbled, still half-dazed, when he released her.

Bray winked and left Seph standing there, dumbfounded by what he'd dared.  Though it was completely out of character for him, Bray knew he'd do it again if she gave him the chance.  Only time would tell.

"Seph looks like she just saw a unicorn!  I can't believe you kissed her!"  Terry commented in stunned disbelief as soon as Bray resettled on his barstool.

"Well, call me impulsive!"  Bray chuckled.

"You aren't impulsive with women.  What was that?!"

"Maybe I needed the right woman to bring it out in me.  If I'm lucky, that was the start of something interesting."

"Maybe you're a terrible kisser.  She just bolted!"  Terry laughed wholeheartedly.
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Chapter 2 - Saturday
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"Hurry up, Seph!  I don't want to be late for our first practice."

"I'm coming!"

Seph had donned a pale green t-shirt and black spandex shorts.  She was pulling her long hair into a ponytail and banding it again so it looked like a teardrop hanging down below her shoulders.

"Look, Dix!  There's been another fire."  Seph stopped in front of the TV.

"Where did he strike this time?"

"It's our bank, at least, the branch we use."

"I don't get it.  What does this jerk hope to accomplish with random locations?  His message is getting lost in the shuffle."

"Maybe he doesn't have a message.  Perhaps it's a mental affliction like a fire fetish," Seph suggested.

"Whatever it is, it's not going to make us late.  It's already nine-thirty.  Let's go!  Be sure to lock the door."

After the break-in two months earlier, the ladies routinely reminded each other to be extra cautious.  While it hadn't appeared that anything of value had been stolen, it had undermined their sense of security.  Seph had been particularly frightened because her room had been trashed while the rest of the apartment had merely been rummaged.  Afterward, the women had received special permission from the building manager to install a second deadbolt.

"I've got the door.  I'm right behind you."

Seph and Dixie walked the six blocks to the bar and made their way to the back of the building where the volleyball court and stands were located.

Red and Orange teams - sixty-minute practice session.  Afterward, you can pick up your jerseys at the bar.  Yellow and Green will have the second session.

"Looks like your team is up first, Dix.  Let me hold your purse, and I'll watch from the stands."

"Be social.  Talk to the people sitting next to you," Dixie encouraged Seph as she always did.

Seph watched for forty-five minutes as Dixie showed more skill than four of her teammates, who were all fairly good.  The guy with blonde hair down to his shoulders, whom Seph had seen at the bar last night, played as if he were trying to annihilate the ball and everyone who touched it.  It made him difficult to oppose, yet not truly skilled.  Nevertheless, Dixie was hard pressed to keep up with him.  Her saving grace was that the guy frequently glanced up at Seph in the bleachers.  The last time, he winked.  Seph ducked her head and prayed for him to turn his attention elsewhere.

"Hi there, Shy Root Beer!"

Seph looked up to see who'd joined her on the top row, away from the majority of the crowd in the lower seats.  If not for the nickname, recollection of this man's kiss the previous night made it impossible not to remember the handsome face.

"Hello again, Bold Nacho."

"I almost didn't recognize you with your hair pulled back.  It's cute, but I like it better flowing free."  Bray attempted to draw her into conversation.

"Thanks!"  Seph offered a polite smile.

"Why are you sitting way up here by yourself?"

"Unobstructed view."

Bray tried to be subtle in the once over her gave her figure in the thigh-hugging, black spandex shorts and form-fitted, pale green t-shirt.

"Yeah, unobstructed views are the best."  Bray winked and donned a playful grin.

In response, Seph decided to repay his boldness by checking him out in the same manner.  She appreciated the way his taut gray t-shirt conformed to his muscled chest and the way his black nylon shorts hit him mid-thigh, accentuating an exceptional physique.

Bray noted Seph's gaze and coughed to help dispel the nerves that began to dry his throat in response.

"Are you playing in the tourney?"  Bray asked.

"Yes."

"Me, too.  What team?"

"Green."

"Me, as well.  How about that?"  Mischief adorned his smile this time.

"I'm sure it'll be fun."

They sat in silence and watched for ten minutes.  Twice, Seph glanced over at Bray and, both times, caught his gaze and an amused smile in return.

Yellow and Green teams, you’re on the court in five minutes.  Sixty minutes and then pick up your team shirts afterward.  Blue and purple teams will follow, the announcer's voice bellowed.

"Are you any good?"  Bray asked.

"Guess you'll have to discover that for yourself."

"Don't mind if I do!"

Bolder than he'd ever been, Bray's hand snaked behind Seph's neck and pulled her into a kiss.  Although brief, the sparks were definitely there.

"What the... why..."  Seph couldn't pull the words out of her head to question him.

"Definitely good!  Of course, I can't be certain at this point.  I'll have to observe you further."

Bray winked again and then smiled at her flushed cheeks.  A loud whistle sounded and Bray stood to make his way down to the court.

"You coming?"

Seph merely nodded, still a bit stunned.  That was the second time he'd kissed her with intent and the second time she'd both allowed and responded to it.  After a moment, she shook her head to escape the daydream and joined her new teammates for practice.  It took ten minutes to fully pull herself out of the befuddled daze.  Thankfully, most of that time was spent in introductions and lineups.

"Set!"  Bray called the shot from the back left corner of the court as he popped the volleyball into the air for an assist from one of his teammates.

"Got it!"  Seph responded from his right and slammed the ball onto the other side of the net, sending it crashing to the sand between two of their opponents.

"Nice return!"  Bray sportingly patted her shoulder.

After Seph returned two more serves on her own, Bray assisted her with a move similar to the one he'd set.  He grinned at her when she complimented his play.  Their team was ahead by three points with fifteen minutes remaining when disaster struck.  One of their teammates fainted and had to sit out the remainder of the game.  Another teammate took a spiked volleyball straight to her face.  Bray tended the woman's nose before her friend carted her off to see a doctor.

"That's definitely broken!"

"You're good at that," Seph ventured while she and Bray waited for the match to resume.

"Thanks!  It's part of what I do.  You play like a pro."

"I enjoy the game."

"I'm enjoying playing with you as well."

As the ref's whistle sounded the continuation of the game, Bray dared another kiss on Seph's cheek.

"For luck!"

******
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SEPH STEPPED INSIDE to collect her team shirt and get a tournament schedule.  When she went out again, Dixie waved her over to the end of the stands where she was talking to the blonde man from her red team as he finished off his current beer and opened yet another.

"That red looks great on you, Dix!"

"It does, right?  Have you tried on your shirt yet?"  Dixie asked, seeing the shirt in Seph's hand.

"Not yet."

"Need a hand?"  The blonde man reached for the green t-shirt.

"No thanks!"  Seph snatched it away and turned an indignant glare on the man.

"I'm sorry.  Seph, this is Graham.  Graham, this is the lady who sent you the drink last night.  My roommate, Seph."

"I appreciate a good drink.  Would've been nice to sshare one with you.  Want to go inside and grab another beer?"

"No thank you!  Dixie, can I speak with you privately for a minute?"

Seph nudged past the obviously intoxicated, bulky man, took Dixie by the elbow, and led her far enough away that they were out of Graham's earshot.

"What are you trying to pull?!"  Seph asked in a harsh whisper.

"Nothing."

"I'm not buying it!  Who is this guy, and what did you say to him?"

"Graham asked about you during practice.  Said he's had his eye on you for a few weeks, but he hasn't found an opportunity to ask you out."

"He's been watching me?  When?  Where?"

"I assume he saw us here."

"I was never at Shotput prior to last night.  How could he have had his eye on me for weeks?"

"Maybe he exaggerated."

"Maybe he's drunk!"

"It is the weekend.  People are allowed to have fun, Seph!  Graham is thinking of having some fun with you."

"He seriously wants to ask me out?  Please tell me you didn't encourage him."

"Well, it's not as if..."

"Dixie!  Tell me you didn't."

"Graham said you never introduced yourself after you sent him the drink.  I figured if I made the introductions, it'd be easier for you."

"Dix, public intoxication notwithstanding, Graham isn't my type and definitely not the man from the bar!"

"Sure he is!  I pointed him out specifically.  He even acknowledged receiving a drink from an anonymous woman at the bar last night."

"It wasn't me!  You said the guy at the end of the bar."

"Graham was at the end of the bar."

"No, he wasn't!  A dark-haired guy occupied the last barstool.  That's who got the drink I sent.  I watched Terry deliver it with my own eyes."

"Oh, dear!  This is a problem."

"Spit it out!  What did you say to Graham?"

"Please don't be mad!  I meant well."

Dixie suddenly embodied her innocent grade-schooler, wounded puppy look.  Seph sternly crossed her arms over her chest.  She wasn't falling for the well-known act.

"Okay.  I talked you up all through practice.  I let Graham know you were shy on the social scene, but that you would want to meet him."

"Great!  Yes, that was sarcasm!"

"Please?  Just say hello.  You don't have to agree to anything more.  I'm super sorry, Seph!"

"All right.  I'll say hello, but then I'm going inside to wash off this sand."

Both ladies returned to find Graham waiting where they'd left him, chatting up a redhead from Dixie's team.

"Sorry about that," Seph offered an apology.

"Oh, hey!  You're back!  I knew you couldn't resiss me.  I never thanked you properly for that drink.  Why don't you let me buy you a drink thiss time?"  Graham offered as he stumbled closer and placed a big hand on Seph's shoulder.

"Apparently, you have enough men thanking you that my gratitude was hardly necessary!  I don't even like root beer!"

Bray deliberately bumped into Seph and shoved his way through the patrons mulling about outside.  Seph caught an unintentional elbow in her ribs as Bray pushed her aside and vanished into the building.

"Ow!"

"Who was that?"  Dixie asked quietly.

"The other one..."  Seph whispered.

"The other what?  Oh!  That one.  That was him?  Nice choice, Seph.  He's hot!"  Dixie's voice rose with her enthusiasm.

"Sspeaking of hot, are we having drinkss or what?  I need to cool off with a cold beer.  What kind of idiot drinkss root beer anyway?"  Graham interjected, too wrapped up in his own purpose to care about the other guy's action.

"About that drink..."  Seph began her polite refusal.

"Hard drink?  Ssingle malt.  You have excellent tasste.  Let's go!"

Graham moved as if to wrap an arm around Seph's waist, but she sidestepped and ducked out of his reach.

"I'm sure you're a nice guy, Graham, but I did not send you that drink last night.  Dixie was mistaken."

"That's okay!  We'll get to know each other today.  You're here.  I'm here.  This is a bar.  Heck!  Dixie can even join us.  The more the merrier!"

"This is a sports club that happens to have a bar," Seph corrected.

"Workss for me.  Beer and babes!  Let's be ssocial." 

"Sorry.  I'm not interested!"  Seph turned and headed toward the restroom inside.

"I'm going to stay out here and watch the other teams practice.  Come find me later, Seph," Dixie called after her.
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"BOTTLE OF WATER PLEASE, Terry."

Bray flopped himself onto his favorite stool at the end of the bar.

"Why so glum, Buddy?"

"As if you didn't know!  That's not even funny, Ter!  Why would you do that to me?"

"I have no clue what you mean, Bray."

"Really?  You were the only bartender on duty last night, and you're going to stand there and tell me you didn't know she sent drinks to other guys besides me?"

"If you're talking about Seph, she didn't."

"Seph?"

"The chic with the long hair.  The one you kissed.  Did you forget her name already?"

"I wish I didn't remember her name, but yes.  That's her.  I approached Seph to continue our conversation after practice and overheard another guy thanking her for the drink she sent him."

"You're mistaken, Bray.  Yours was the only drink she sent last night."

"Maybe it was the previous night."

"Not a chance!  Seph told me she'd never previously visited my bar.  Besides, I would've remembered her."

"Not necessarily.  It gets busy in here.  The blonde guy said he'd had his eye on her for weeks.  Obviously, you don't see everyone or didn't remember her."

"Please!  A woman like her is rare at the bar.  I might not have noticed her at one of the dinner tables, but hers is a face I wouldn't forget if she'd been seated at my bar," Terry insisted.

"Maybe not her face, but perhaps you forgot her generosity with other guys," Bray huffed.

This woman had caught Bray's attention from the moment he first glanced at her.  Yet, if she found it sporting to flirt with several guys at a bar, then she wasn't right for him.  He mentally kicked himself for moving too fast and kissing Seph before he knew anything about her.

Good job, Bray!  How lonely are you that you throw common sense out the window just because a gorgeous woman smiles at you?  Bray shook his head to stop that line of thought before he depressed himself any further.

"Maybe you didn't realize Seph ordered his drink and delivered it herself," Bray posed an alternate scenario.

"Wrong again!  I never forget a drink order and she never left her seat.  Listen, Bray!  This has to be a misunderstanding.  Why don't you find Seph and ask her about it?  I'm telling you, you're wrong!"

Terry looked over as the door hinges squeaked.  Seph walked in at a brisk pace.

"In fact, here she is now.  Talk to her," Terry whispered his last comments for Bray's ears only.

Bray watched an unexpected scene unfold.  Seph rushed toward the restroom, closing the door as the brute of a man with blonde hair and half-glazed eyes stumbled through the back door.

"Sseph!"

The guy called her name and staggered two steps, bumping into one of the dinner tables.  The man stumbled on shaky legs, searching the bar and calling for Seph.  It wasn't until he reached for the handle on the ladies' room that Terry took notice.

"Hey!  That's the ladies' room.  You want the door behind you."

"You stay out of this!"  Graham replied and reached for the door again.

"I won't tell you again!  Take your hand off that door!"

Terry had skirted the bar, darted across the room, and now stood toe to toe with the drunken patron.

"You gonna make me?"

"We both will if you don't stand down!"  Bray replied from a few feet to Terry's left.

Graham took a moment to consider his options.

"You've had too much to drink, Buddy.  Let me call you a cab.  You can go home, sleep it off, and then come back tomorrow when you're clearheaded," Terry offered.

"A cab?"

"You certainly can't drive in your current state."

"I don't need a cab, but I'll definitely be back for her!"

Terry and Bray returned to opposite sides of the bar as Graham stormed out the front door.

"Any idea what that was?"  Bray asked.

"No clue.  Now that I think about it, Seph did look a bit flustered the way she hurried across the room."

"Maybe I should see if she's all right."

"She'll be fine.  Seph needs a few minutes to clear her head."  Dixie sat down a few stools away from Bray.

"Was there trouble on the court?"  Terry asked.

Dixie shot a stern gaze at Bray before answering, pleased to note the way he ducked his head.  At least he had the good sense to be ashamed of his behavior.

"Nothing worth mentioning.  Can I have two root beers to go please?"

"Sure thing."

Terry was placing the cups on the bar when Seph made her way to the front door without so much as glancing at anyone at the bar.  Dixie rushed to follow her.
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"HE IS ALL KINDS OF handsome!  Looked like you two were getting along well during your practice game."

"Too bad he's a rude jerk!"

Seph sipped on her root beer as she and Dixie walked away from Shotput.

"Maybe something happened."

"Not likely.  My ribs are still sore where his elbow caught me."

"Still?"

"Yeah.  I doubt he meant to catch my ribs when he shouldered his way past, but he jabbed me just right.  I'll probably have a bruise."

Both women turned when they heard a glass bottle shatter on the ground nearby.  They looked down the alley as they crossed the street, but didn't see anyone.

"He probably didn't mean it.  His embarrassment made him hang his head in shame when Terry asked what happened.  Honestly, I thought he had potential the way you two teased each other on the court.  I could almost feel the sparks between you!"

"That's not my luck.  Men are never what they claim to be!  The shiny façade only conceals the ugly interior.  Eventually, the goo seeps out."

"Not all men are like that, Seph.  You aren't always a perfect little angel yourself!  Sometimes your goo oozes to the surface, too.  That doesn't make you a bad person.  We all have bad moments."

"Fair enough!"

"So, maybe you should give this guy another chance."

"I don't know.  I seriously doubt he's interested."

"At least promise me you'll consider it should the opportunity arise."

"What was that?"

Seph grabbed the side of her neck and turned a complete circle, checking their surroundings.

"What?"

"Something hit the side of my neck."

"Let me see."

Dixie observed a red spot the size of a pencil eraser an inch above Seph's left shoulder.  It looked as if she might've been stung by a bee the way the center raised more than the surrounding skin.

"It's red.  Probably a bug bite."

"Maybe..."

Seph wasn't convinced.  It had felt as if the object struck her neck with force rather than a bite.  Yet, the only people near them were the ones in the dog park across the street.

"Hit it with a dab of cool water when we get home.  Then, to make up for my mistake with Graham, I'll treat you to a night at the bowling alley.  How does that sound?"

"No thanks.  My mood is begging for a run to release this tension.  Let's..."

"Seph?"

Dixie stopped when Seph stopped walking and noticed the way she blinked her eyes several times and shook her head as if trying to dispel a cobweb.

"You all right?"

"Yeah.  I just...  I'm suddenly more tired than I was five minutes ago.  It's odd," Seph expressed her abrupt energy drain.

"Then, you'll want to take a nap instead of a run."

"No.  I'm sure this will pass in a few minutes.  It's probably a crash from the volleyball excitement.  I'll be fine in a bit.  Let's grab a quick lunch, to be sure my head clears, and then we can take two laps around the park," Seph countered.

"We ran Thursday night.  I'm not in the mood," Dixie objected.

"Do you have another suggestion?"

"Actually, I kind of want to watch the new zombie movie you gave me for my birthday."

"That settles it then.  You watch your movie and I'll go for a run."

"How can you not like zombies?"  Dixie teased.

"I can't even turn my brain off enough to pretend to find them interesting."

"Fine then.  I'm craving a chicken salad sandwich.  That good for you?"
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"I'LL BE BACK IN PLENTY of time to miss your movie."

Seph waved as she left her apartment dressed in her black spandex shorts and a dark pink sport shirt.  She'd donned her matching pink thigh case in which she kept her keys, a few dollars, and her cell phone while she ran.

The jogging trail that rimmed the park was a mile and a half long.  Two laps gave Seph enough time to clear her head and enjoy the trees and decorative shrubs along the route.  She tried to run at least three times each week, but sometimes found it challenging to work it into her schedule.

Nevertheless, she'd come to depend on these times alone.  Sure, Seph also became familiar with several of the regulars, like herself, but never actually said more than a passing hello to any of them.  They were all there for their own reasons, none of which were to be disturbed by idle chit-chat.

As Seph turned the second corner of her second lap, a scurrying in the bushes next to her startled her.  She kept running but glanced back to see a rabbit come hopping onto the trail.  She had to laugh at herself for being skittish.

"Umphf!"

Seph and a man tumbled to the ground in a tangle of arms and legs.

"Oh!  I'm so sorry!"  Seph immediately apologized and began to extract herself.

Seph's attention had been focused behind her.  Therefore, she hadn't seen the man approaching from the opposite direction.

"No harm done," he said as he stood and offered his hand to help Seph to her feet.

"Thanks."

They stood there staring at each other for a moment.  Seph recognized the blue t-shirt and unknown logo right away.  She'd seen this guy jogging many times.  He always wore that shirt and the same white shoes with red laces.  Yet, to see him now, his blue eyes and charming smile were no longer those of a complete stranger. 

Bray recalled the pink shirt and matching thigh case.  His eyes had followed it along the trail too many times to count.  However, when his eyes took in her face and the teardrop ponytail he'd seen at volleyball practice earlier, Bray thanked whatever good fortune had turned the woman he'd admired at a distance into the sweet lady from the bar.

"Hi, Seph."

"Mr. Bold Nacho."

"Actually, it's Healy."

"I'm sorry, Mr. Healy.  I was distracted and didn't see you."

"My apologies as well.  I was watching the rabbit hopping off into the bushes on the other side of the trail.  You okay?"

"Fine.  Well, don’t let me keep you."

Seph turned, adjusted the case on her thigh, and took a step forward before a light touch on her forearm stopped her.

"Wait!"

"Yes?"

"I’m glad I bumped into you."

"Why?"

"I wanted to apologize for earlier.  I was out of line to treat you so rudely.  After overhearing you'd sent another guy a drink last night, I felt foolish for thinking you chose me and for allowing myself to respond.  I generally don't."

"Sounds like mine wasn't the first drink you received."

"It happens every now and again."

"Now I feel foolish," Seph admitted.

"You shouldn't.  Though I've had an occasional drink offer, yours was the first I accepted."

"I see.  Well, thank you for the apology.  I appreciate it.  I should go now."

"How far are you running?"

"I'm nearly done."  Seph kept her reply deliberately vague.

"Me, too.  Once I hit the gate midway on the other side of the trail, I’m done."

"Same for me."

"Since we're both going the same distance, albeit in opposite directions, why don't I turn around and jog with you the rest of the way?"  Bray suggested.

"I don’t know your pace and wouldn't want to slow you down."

"Don't worry.  If you're slower than me, I'll simply get to the gate first."  Bray smiled politely.

"I suppose there's no harm in going the same direction.  It is a public park, after all.  It's not as if I can stop you."

Seph started jogging and quickly settled into her pace.  To her surprise, Bray worked his way to her left side and matched her pace for the remaining distance.  At the gate, they stopped and walked back and forth to begin their cool down.

"So, Seph..."

"Yes?"

"Do you think you could make another lap?"

"Sure, but I don't generally have the time."

"Somewhere else you need to be?"

"Not until later, but I was planning to head home and catch up on my housework."

"That's no way to spend a Saturday afternoon.  Why don't we take another lap together?  I've got more energy to burn than I anticipated and you keep a decent pace."

"I don't know."

Seph considered it.  She enjoyed jogging on the trail and didn't truly have anything better to do.  Having company for a while wouldn't be terrible.  Maybe giving the guy this second chance would get Dixie off her back as well.

"Are you considering it?  Think about the extra time outside.  The additional fresh air will be good for you," Bray encouraged.

"All right.  One more lap."

They headed past the gate and fell into a steady pace before the first turn.

"I've seen you jogging this trail many times."

"I've seen you, too.  Those red laces scream to be noticed."

"You don't think that pink case at your thigh shouts hello to everyone you pass?"  Bray chuckled.

They continued in companionable silence until they reached the midway point on the trail.

"Look out!"

A thick branch whizzed out of the trees on their left, nearly catching Bray in the side of the head.  Seph snatched him around the waist and tugged him backward, having spotted the branch in time to prevent a nasty accident.

"Thanks!  I wonder what sent it flying like that."

"I couldn't say.  It wasn't natural, but maybe a guy playing fetch with his dog."

"Pretty large branch for a game of fetch."

"Maybe it's a big dog.  Who knows?  You okay?"

"Yes.  Thanks again!"

"You're welcome.  Ready to continue?"

Once more they jogged side by side.  The remainder of the route passed uneventfully.  They walked around the gate for a few minutes before Seph finally decided to head home.

"Thanks for the company and the extra exercise, Mr. Healy."

"Anytime!  In fact, I wouldn't mind having a running companion more often.  Do you keep a regular schedule?"

"Not really.  Sorry."

"That's all right.  Maybe I could call you when I'm getting ready for a run and see if you're available."  Bray made the indirect attempt to get Seph's number.

"Why don't we simply enjoy the run we had for now?  If we happen to cross paths again, maybe we'll partner up then."

"I hope so, and I'll look forward to it.  Enjoy your evening, Seph."

Bray politely kissed her on the cheek.

"You, too, Mr. Healy."

Seph smiled and waved as he walked away.
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Chapter 3 - Sunday
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Seph made her way around the apartment, watering each of her carefully chosen plants.  She hummed happily as she neared the kitchen and snatched a blueberry muffin from the tray Dixie had placed on the kitchen table.

"All right!  What's with you?  You've been in a good mood ever since you came back from your run yesterday."

"I had a nice run.  It was invigorating."

"Must've been!  You were gone longer than usual."

"I was inspired to run an additional lap.  With the extra burst of energy from that, I strolled through the fruit market.  I see you already found the gift I brought you."  Seph gestured at the blueberry muffin and smiled.

"Thank you!  Those berries are the juiciest I've tasted in a long while.  How did you know I was craving them?"

"Couldn't possibly have been the word blueberries written in bold marker on the grocery list for the last two weeks!"  Seph laughed.

"What are your plans today, Seph?"

"I have a meeting with Everett Cromwell at ten."

"Work?  On a Sunday?"

"I don't mind.  I need to stop by the greenhouse afterward, but then I'm free.  Why?  What are you doing today?"

"I have a week's worth of laundry to get done this morning.  After lunch, a bunch of the people playing in the volleyball tournament decided to go have some fun on the court at Shotput.  Want to join us?"

"Is Graham going to be there?"

"Probably, but you can ignore him.  Besides, he was drunk yesterday.  I'm sure he'll behave himself today.  If not, Terry will throw him out again."

"I don't want to cause a scene.  Maybe I shouldn't go."

"You have to go!  Please?  You can't let one guy keep you from having fun.  Hey!  Maybe your dark-haired teammate will be there.  If for nothing other than to stare at him for an hour, you should go."

"Please don't start playing matchmaker, Dixie.  If I go, it'll be to play volleyball and, maybe, have another glass of that root beer.  I've never tasted a root beer with such good flavor."

"Apparently, Shotput is, indeed, famous for it.  I looked it up online.  Terry wasn't lying.  They've won several awards.  If you get there around noon, we could have lunch before we play.  The food is good, too.  What do you say?  Please, Seph?  I don't want to go by myself."

"All right.  I'll meet you there."

"Oh.  That won't work.  I was going to ask to borrow your car.  Mine is still in the shop.  They didn't get it finished yesterday.  When I spoke with the mechanic, he said the part is on backorder.  It could be a few more days yet.  I don't feel like walking today."

"I need my car to get to my meeting.  I'll pick you up when I'm done."

******
[image: ]


SEPH TAPPED THE BALL over her head.

"Set!"

"Got it!"

Dixie pounded the ball toward the other side of the court.  A tall man on the other team sent it flying back to their side.  Dixie and a redheaded man from another team lunged for it at the same time.  They collided midair and sank to the sand in a heap.

"Dixie, are you all right?"

Seph reached down to help her friend to her feet.

"I'm good.  You all right, Brian?"

Dixie saw the redhead hadn't attempted to stand yet.  Brian was holding his ankle and grimacing in pain.

"Did you land on your ankle?"  A new voice joined the conversation.

Seph turned to see her teammate walk over and kneel beside the injured man.  Dixie nudged her in the ribs and winked.  Meanwhile, Bray immediately inspected the ankle and foot after deftly removing the man's shoe and sock.

"I turned it when I landed," Brian replied.

"It's starting to swell.  Let's get you to the bleachers where we can get a better look at it.  Would one of you give me a hand please?"

"We'll help!"

Dixie volunteered herself and Seph before anyone else had a chance.

"Great!  Dixie, right?"

"Yes."

"Come around and help me lift him.  We need to support his weight and get him over to the bleachers.  And you...  Hi, Seph!  Could you run inside and get some ice from Terry please?"

"Sure."

As soon as Bray and Dixie maneuvered the injured player off the court, the remaining players picked up the game where it'd left off.  The gaps on the team were filled by other players who'd been waiting on the sidelines.

"Terry!"  Seph had to raise her voice to get his attention amidst the throng of Sunday afternoon customers at the bar.

"What can I get 'ya, Seph?"

"I need ice for a sprained ankle."

"Come around the bar and fix a towel pack."

Seph was carefully wrapping a handful of ice cubes in a towel when someone called her name.  She pretended not to hear him and continued what she was doing.  He called her name again.

"Seph, someone is trying to get your attention," Terry relayed the call.

"Thanks."

Seph carried her completed ice pack and began to make her way to the back door.

"You ignoring me?"

A hand fell on Seph's shoulder, and she immediately brushed it off.

"Please don't put your hands on me, Graham."

"Ah, so you do remember me.  I thought maybe you forgot."

"I didn't forget."

"We gonna have that drink today?"

"No!"

Before Graham had a chance to say anything further, Seph reached the back door and slipped through it as a trio of spectators headed inside.  She hoped he'd take the hint.

"Here's the ice."

"Thanks, Seph!  Brian, keep your foot elevated and cycle the ice off and on in ten minute intervals.  That should keep the swelling down.  It doesn't appear to be broken, but I'd strongly encourage you to get it x-rayed to be on the safe side," Bray explained.

Seph stepped back and watched as Bray finished getting the man's foot propped up on the bench above the one on which Brian sat.  She'd already heard Dixie offer to drive the man to the immediate care clinic, but Brian had refused.

"It's nice to see you."  Bray turned to face Seph.

"Seph, there you are!"

Seph glanced over her shoulder and saw Graham headed her way with a beer in each hand.  She sighed heavily and rolled her eyes.

"Excuse me."

In order to prevent another run-in, Seph ducked into the crowd and tried to disappear amongst the sea of faces.  She managed to slip inside without Graham spotting her.  Once within, she walked up to the bar and sat on the barstool on the far left.

"Everything okay out there?"  Terry walked over and placed a mug of root beer in front of Seph.

"Mr. Healy thinks Brian sprained his ankle."

"Mr. Healy?  You mean Bray?"

"I don't know his first name."

"Same guy you sent the drink to Friday night?"

"Yes.  That's him."

"How is it you know his last name and not his first name?"

"That's the name he used.  Is his first name Bray?"

"I'll let him tell you himself.  He just stepped through the back door.  Between you and me, I'm going to give him an earful for not properly introducing himself on Friday."

"Please don't do that, Terry.  It's not a big deal.  I didn't need to know his name at the time."

"Finally!  I'm glad you found a place to park your cute little bottom.  Chasing you around this place is wearing me out.  I've already had to drink your beer and mine," Graham huffed loudly and plopped onto the stool beside her.

"Graham, I am not drinking with you!"  Seph repeated, turned her back, and focused her attention on the drag races on TV.

"Two beers, barkeep!"

Terry cast a suspicious glance at Graham before placing a single beer bottle in front of him.

"Seph made herself clear!  She isn't drinking with you, and this is your last call, Graham.  You don't seem to be holding your alcohol well this weekend.  Would you like something to eat?"  Terry offered.

"No food, and if the drinks stop flowing, I'll take my business elsewhere!"  Graham threatened.

"It's your business to take where you please," Terry replied with forced politeness.

"Seph, here's a beer."

Graham grabbed her shoulder and spun her barstool until she faced him.  She smacked his arm away when he leaned closer.

"For the last time, keep your hands off me!"

Seph hopped up and headed toward the restroom.  Perhaps if she hid in there for a while, Graham would lose interest and seek companionship elsewhere.  Seph didn't care where, as long as it wasn't anywhere near her.
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BRAY ONCE AGAIN MADE his way to his favorite barstool on the far right side of the bar.  Hoping to see Seph, he cast his glance around the room full of socializing volleyball players and fans as well as the usual Sunday afternoon sports crowd.  With a live band set to play later, the size of the crowd would only increase.

However, none of those people held Bray's attention the way the woman seated at the other end of the bar did.  What he couldn't figure out was why Graham was seated next to her with his hand on her shoulder.  Bray thought he'd heard Seph dismiss the man.  Then again, he didn't know the true nature of their relationship.

Nevertheless, Bray strained to hear what she was saying to the guy over the din of the patrons and the volume of the wall-mounted television sets.  Words weren't needed to interpret what happened next.  The blonde guy roughly grabbed Seph's arm as she stood and said something causing his lip to curl in a sneer.  In less than a heartbeat, Bray was off his barstool and moving rapidly in that direction.

"I warned you!  Keep your hands off me!"

Seph made a quick wrapping motion with her forearm around his, slapped his hand away, and yanked her arm free.

"You're the one who started this!  You owe me a drink!"

Graham managed to pin Seph's arms to her sides and hold her prisoner against his chest.

"I don't owe you anything!  Let me go!"

"I'm not letting go until you have a drink with me!"

"This isn't funny.  Let me go this instant!"

"Or what?"  Graham smirked.

Before Graham could take his next breath, Seph head-butted him, stunning him enough to loosen his hold.  An abrupt stomp on the top of his foot followed by a well-placed knee to his groin allowed her to slip free.  Seph rapidly backed away, turned, and fled toward the restroom.

"You want to be like that, huh?"

Graham charged at her back.  Seph spun and used his momentum to plant a forceful knee in his gut this time.  Unfortunately, that move caused her as much pain as it inflicted on Graham.  As she tried to flee once more, Seph caught sight of her teammate approaching from a few feet away, watching the entire scene with definite interest.  She couldn't have guessed who he thought would emerge victorious or even why that thought popped into her head.

The next thing Seph knew, her jaw was struck by what felt like a block of steel.  The impact sent her reeling backward, falling across the nearest table and sliding to the floor on the opposite side.  Dazed, she stayed there for a minute.

"Get off her!"  Someone shouted.

"Get out of my bar!  Don't come back until you can sober up for good!  Go!"

Seph recognized the second voice as belonging to Terry.

The background noise fell away as the pain began to register in Seph's mind.  Her jaw throbbed and hurt like the dickens.  Her first attempt to stand failed due to the unexpected intensity of the pain in her left knee.  On her second attempt, a set of strong hands steadied her.

"You okay?"

"Thanks.  I'll be fine."

"Guess that's what happens when you snub the wrong drinking companion."

Bray let the flippant comment fly before he even registered that he'd said it.  When he saw the annoyed expression on Seph's face, he realized it hadn't been received as the mood-lightening joke he'd intended.

"Excuse me!"

No way would Seph take another rebuff from Mr. Healy.  Why did men always think they had the right to treat women rudely or with aggression?  Seph doubted she'd ever know that answer.  After a deep, calming breath, Seph let go of the chair she'd been using for support and took a step away from the table.

"I'm sorry, Seph!  That didn't come out right.  Let me help you.  You're a little unsteady."

Bray caught her by the shoulders as she stumbled.

"I don't need help!  I've had enough of men putting their hands on me today!  I'm fine," she repeated with slightly more determination.

Seph freed herself from Bray's hands and made her way to the restroom.

"Is she all right?"  Terry asked with genuine concern when Bray returned to stand near the bar, keeping an eye on the door to the ladies' room.

"Not likely, but I couldn't gauge how bad she was hurt before she dashed into the restroom.  Did you take care of that jerk?"

"I called the cops and reported the incident when Graham didn't leave immediately.  An officer should be here soon to take a report.  You willing to give a witness account?"

"Of course!"

"Graham heard me make the call and decided not to stick around long enough to get arrested."

"Smartest move he could've made, although we should've kept him here," Bray stated.

"Maybe, but I didn't want another scene with the room this crowded.  The cops will locate Graham after they talk to Seph."

"I'm going to check on her; see if there's anything I can do."

"I'll find Dixie and let her know what happened."

Terry decided it'd be a good idea if Seph had a female friend at hand.

"I believe Dixie is out back either on the court or watching over Brian."

******
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AFTER SOAKING A THICK stack of paper towels in cold water and holding it against her jaw for ten minutes, Seph's knees began to shake.  The rest of her body followed suit as her adrenaline rush faded and the full impact of the attack seeped into her mind.  Seph settled on one of the padded benches near the door.  Thankfully, she was the only person in the restroom, so she didn't have to hide the physical symptoms of her emotional crash.

"Who does he think he is anyway?!  He had no right to put his hands on me!  I'm allowed to defend myself!"

Seph spoke to herself to provide reassurance that she hadn't done anything wrong and to help wrap her mind around the fact that this had actually happened to her.  It wasn't a drill in self-defense class or some cheesy movie.  It was real.  Though she'd prepared herself for the possibility, never in a thousand years had Seph expected to find herself in this type of situation again.  Tears began to slide down Seph's cheeks as her emotional response kicked into high gear.

"Where is she?!  Seph?!"

Seph heard Dixie's frantic voice outside the restroom.

"She's in there," a male voice replied.

"Thanks."

The door opened and closed.  Seph glanced up to see her best friend staring at her with wide eyes.

"It's true?!  That jerk hit you?!  Is it bad?"  Dixie sat down beside Seph on the bench.

"It hurts."

"We need to get you to a doctor."

"Let's give it an hour.  If it doesn't get any better, I'll go to the urgent care clinic."

"No more than an hour!  Meanwhile, lift your face toward the light.  I want to get a picture of that bruise."

"You can already see it?"

"Oh yeah!  It's gonna be a whopper, too!"

"Really?"

"'Afraid so.  Chin up.  Let me see it fully."

"Why?"

"You might need photographic evidence.  The cops will likely take their own pictures."

"Cops?  Did someone call the police?"

"Terry did.  He came out to let me know you'd been hurt and described what he saw.  I feared you were hurt much worse."

"Well, now that you mention it... my left knee is throbbing.  I must've twisted it when I fell or bruised it when I landed it in Graham's gut."

"Let me see."

Dixie inspected Seph's knee.  A slight discoloration, redness, and minor swelling adorned her friend's fragile flesh.  Dixie snapped a couple of photos of the injured knee before picking up the conversation.

"Jaw and knee.  Anything else?"

"Nothing obvious," Seph stated.

A knock on the restroom door drew their attention.  A lady in a dark blue police uniform stepped inside and introduced herself as Officer Warin.  She took Seph's statement and, as predicted, snapped a couple of photos of Seph for her own notes.

"Do you require medical attention?"  Officer Warin asked.

"I'm not certain yet."

"Are you in pain?"

"Yes."

"Better safe than sorry.  I'll call an ambulance."

"That's not necessary, Officer.  I'll go to the urgent care clinic and have myself checked.  I wanted to take a few minutes to pull myself together beforehand," Seph explained.

"All right then.  You wouldn't happen to know Graham's last name would you?"  Officer Warin inquired.

"I don’t," Seph replied.

"Nor do I, but the bartender might have it.  Graham registered on my volleyball team.  Ask Terry for the players on the red team."

"I'll get the name from the bartender and go have a chat with this Graham fella.  This is the incident number you can reference to get a copy of the report.  If you do see a doctor, bring the paperwork to the station so we can update the report with the details."

"Officer, what will happen to Graham?"  Seph asked.

"It depends on several factors.  From what I've seen and heard, he'll likely be brought up on assault charges, possibly a few others."

"What does that mean for me?"

"Again, it depends on the circumstances.  If he pleads guilty, you won't have to do anything.  He'll face a judge and be sentenced.  Otherwise, you'll likely have to testify at some point.  We'll let you know.  If you don't hear from us, you can always call the station to get an update.  Is there anything else you need?"

"No, thank you."

The ladies sat quietly for several minutes after Officer Warin left, each lost in her own thoughts.

"Hey, don't cry."

"I'm not crying."

"Then, what do you call all that water seeping out of your eyes and running down your face?"

Dixie nudged Seph's side to help lighten the mood.

"Okay, maybe I am.  This whole thing is unsettling.  I guess I haven't regained my composure yet."

"That's understandable.  Why don't we get out of here?  I'll drive you to the clinic."

"If you don't mind, I'd like to sit here a while longer, Dix.  It'll give me time to calm down, gather my wits, and let my puffy eyes return to normal."

"How long do you need?"

"I don’t know.  I'm not in a hurry.  Let's say fifteen minutes.  You don't have to stay, Dix.  Go back out to the court.  Size up our competition.  I'll come find you when I'm ready to make a break for it."

"You sure, Seph?"

"I'm sure.  I need a few minutes by myself."

"Okay.  Text me if you need me to come back."

"I will.  Thanks, Dix
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