

			
    
            Chapter One





			The summer sun bore down like an oppressive blanket, making heat shimmer in waves off everything its light touched. The shingles soaked up the heat and returned it twofold through the worn leather of Karen’s gloves and the even more worn denim covering her knees. Sweat pooled and dripped across every inch of her skin so her clothes stuck to her already uncomfortable body. 

			She drove a final nail into a new shingle and rocked back onto her heels, turning her face to the sun to spare her neck any more of its rays. The skin on the back of her neck was raw; there would be a deep burn there. She’d twisted her long hair up into a messy top knot as usual. She’d finally discovered a hairstyle that went with her personality and her work, but the severe undercut that stretched from temple to temple left her neck far too exposed on a cloudless July afternoon. 

			The screeching of hinges shattered the peace of the afternoon. Karen didn’t have to turn around to know someone had come through the kitchen door of the main house. She’d tried more times than she could count to correct the hang on that door, but none of her efforts had been successful and she’d finally admitted defeat.

			“Hey there, Cinderella. Aren’t you going to relax at all during your summer break?”

			Karen chuckled at the teasing tone in her brother’s voice. “What did you have in mind, Derek?”

			“Swimming. Boating. Fishing. Or just read a book.”

			Karen carefully scooted to her left and placed a new shingle, making sure to appropriately overlap the ones already in place. “Sounds like fun.”

			“We’re heading out on Dad’s new boat to show the boys Oyster Cove. Why don’t you come with us?”

			Karen took a deep breath as she positioned a nail. What did Derek expect her to do? Drop the shingles and hurry down the ladder to jump on the boat? Half the roof was exposed plywood. What if it rained? 

			“Not sure if you noticed, big guy, but I’m a little busy right now,” Karen said.

			“I hadn’t noticed actually. Why’d you start replacing the roof when we had a boat trip planned for today?”

			Maybe if she’d been invited on the boat trip, she wouldn’t have, but she wasn’t sure how to say that without sounding like a jerk. Fortunately, the squealing of hinges saved her from inventing a polite explanation. Instead, she blocked out the crunch of footsteps by hammering in the nail and grabbing another from her tool belt.

			Her mother’s voice cut through the muggy air. “Derek, honey, you need to come get some sunscreen on your boys before we head out.”

			“I don’t know if we have any sunscreen,” Derek said.

			“You brought young children to the beach and didn’t pack sunscreen?”

			Karen could almost hear her brother shrug and her mother roll her eyes. She covered her laughter by hammering in another pair of nails.

			“I guess that means you don’t have any on either? Come on, your father and I have plenty.”

			“Have fun, Cinderella,” Derek said, his voice fading as he hurried off to the house.

			Karen positioned another shingle and laughed, an edge of bitterness coloring the sound. As she nailed the new shingle in, she grumbled to herself. “Yes, Mom, I did put on sunscreen. Thanks for asking. Oh no, I’m fine up here. I don’t need any water. You all go have fun.”

			She hit the last nail a little too hard and the head bent. She smiled at herself as she worked it out and snatched another from her belt. That’s what she got for throwing herself a pity party. It’s not like she wanted to go on the boat. Her nephews were a lot, especially early in the day when they hadn’t been tuckered out, and she loved working with her hands. Even more, she loved being useful and making sure her parents’ property was well maintained. Still, her knees were aching and her neck was stinging and Derek was right, she needed a break. 

			Karen set down her hammer and looked out across the water. There was nothing quite so beautiful as the view from up here. If only there was a little cloud cover or maybe even a squall. As it was, there wasn’t a breath of wind off Fleets Bay to cool her or any other resident of Kilmarnock. Although, admittedly, the locals probably weren’t foolish enough to choose early July in Virginia as the time to patch a weak spot in their roof. 

			Karen didn’t have a choice. Her parents’ property consisted of the main house and two guest cottages. Her dad only told her about the leaking roof of her cottage a week ago. There hadn’t been rain yet this summer and there wasn’t any forecasted, so she’d put it off until today while she finished projects in the other guest house. She’d wanted to finish working in there before her brother and nephews arrived to occupy the place, so she’d added the leaking roof to the bottom of an ever-growing list. Derek and the boys had arrived a few days ago, so today was finally fix the roof day.

			If she didn’t get to the roof on this trip, it would get worse and her parents wouldn’t be able to rent out the cottage to supplement their retirement income. They had investments, and honestly, their income was more than hers, but they were too old to get up there and fix it themselves and they would never spend the money to hire a handyman. That left it to their kids and Derek wouldn’t know which end of the hammer to use. Like their parents, the only tools Derek was handy with were a corkscrew and a checkbook, so Karen had to keep the property in good working order. She didn’t mind too much. She didn’t get to be handy like this in her day job as a third-grade teacher. Sure, her back ached and her skin was unlikely to recover from the sun’s torment any time soon, but her parents needed her and she loved them.

			Karen stretched and ground her knuckles into the knot just above her right hip. As she tipped her head from side to side to loosen her neck, she was surprised to see the pier was empty. She hadn’t heard the boat leave, but she had been focused on her task. The boys loved the new Cobalt A29 her parents had acquired in the spring and her parents loved nothing more than doting on their grandkids. They’d all gone out on the boat yesterday, too, while Karen was draining the hot water heater and the day before when she’d been replacing the leaking p-trap in the main house’s primary bathroom. They hadn’t invited her on those two occasions, just like they hadn’t invited her today or the week she was here before her brother and nephews arrived. Was that because she was busy doing their maintenance projects or because they weren’t interested in boating with her?

			Annoyance bubbled up in her and she closed her eyes, starting a slow count to twenty-five. If she didn’t stem this feeling now it would turn into full-fledged anger, and she didn’t want that. She’d had an ulcer last year thanks to her habit of carrying all her stress in her core and she didn’t relish another round. The annoyance dissipated, leaving emptiness in its place. This was exactly how it always worked. Every year she wanted it to be different. Every year she pulled into the driveway of crushed oyster shells and thought maybe this year her family would magically be interested in her company. Every year she filled her days with projects instead of having to focus on the fact that her parents just didn’t really like her that much. Or at least didn’t like spending time with her. Or asking about her life. She should just accept it, but she’d never been the type to give up hope.

			Karen bent her head to the task and offered her neck back to the unforgiving sun. By the time she finished she was exhausted from the heat and the work, but the roof had never looked better. She slid down to the edge of the roof and checked that no one was lurking below before she dropped her toolbelt to the ground. She took a long moment to rest before descending the ladder. She’d emptied her water bottle an hour ago and skipped lunch rather than climb down before the job was complete. The last thing she needed was to pass out and fall off the ladder. Her family’s boat still wasn’t back at their pier. God knew how long it would take them to find her if she hurt herself now. 
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        * * *

      

			The windows of the main house were glowing with the last rays of the setting sun and Karen was just taking dinner out of the oven when her parents came bustling through the door, her nephews and brother in tow. By the time she had the casserole dish on a trivet and the oven mitts off her hands, her dad had removed his boat shoes and was marching into the kitchen. She shouldn’t expect praise for her day of hard work since it was too dark for him to have seen the roof. She shouldn’t expect her dad to wrap her in a big hug that smelled like brackish air and Old Spice cologne. She shouldn’t expect them, but her heart ached when he marched past her without a word and dropped heavily onto a barstool. 

			“What’s for dinner, pumpkin?” he asked.

			“Tortellini and zucchini bake,” Karen said. 

			If she’d been expecting him to acknowledge that she’d made his favorite meal, she would have been disappointed. Instead, he turned to slap Derek on the back as he claimed the nearest barstool and started in on the state of fishing in the Chesapeake Bay.

			Her mother arrived in the open kitchen next, bustling up beside her. “Oh good, you’ve started dinner. I’m starving. What can I do to help?”

			“Don’t worry about it, Mom. Everything’s ready. It just has to rest a couple minutes before I serve.”

			Her mother made a little disingenuous sound of disappointment that she couldn’t help, but she didn’t seem too broken up about it. She went straight to the fridge for a bottle of wine, then the cabinet for three wineglasses. 

			“The boys baited their own hooks today.” Her mother removed the cork in a few swift, practiced movements. “Little Charlie didn’t even cry when we handed him the worm.”

			Charlie, Karen’s five-year-old nephew, spread a wide grin evenly across the adults assembled in the kitchen, then turned back to playing with his older brother.

			“He managed it at least three years before I did.” Derek accepted his glass of wine and raised it toward Karen. “But you still have us all beat. You’ve got nerves of steel.”

			Karen accepted the compliment—and the first eye contact she’d received from any member of her family since their return—before getting a wineglass for herself from the cabinet.

			While Karen filled her glass, her mother said, “Oh, I’m sorry, sweetheart. Didn’t I get four glasses? I’m sure I did. The other one must be around here somewhere.”

			Her mom spun in a circle, desperate to find the wineglass she hadn’t grabbed from the cabinet. Sometimes her mom’s forgetfulness was hurtful, but this time she had to keep herself from giggling. 

			“It’s okay.”

			“I do remember you drink wine. I meant to get four glasses.”

			“Seriously, Mom. It’s okay.”

			And it was okay. Anything to make the hot prickling of embarrassment on her cheeks go away. The only thing worse than them not including her was when they belatedly realized their omission. Conversation stopped and everyone looked at her, but she had no idea what to do or say. She wanted the discomfort to end, so she changed the subject.

			“How’s the new boat handling, Dad?”

			Her mom seemed just as eager to cover over the awkward moment. “It’s a dream, isn’t it, Arthur?”

			“She’s even-keeled and that’s about all I can say for her now, but give me a few more months to break her in and she’ll be a fine boat.”

			“Oh, come on, Dad. That boat’s amazing and you know it,” Derek said.

			That was all it took to change the mood. Karen relaxed. In fact, the subject of how much better the boat would cut through the water once it had been put through its paces carried them all the way through their salads. 

			While her mother scuttled back into the kitchen for a second bottle of Chardonnay, Derek turned to Karen. “Did you get the roof finished?”

			“Sure did,” she said. “The leak shouldn’t come back any time soon, but if you see anything, Dad, just let me know.”

			Derek squirmed in his seat. “I would’ve helped, but I had to entertain the boys.”

			Everyone kept eating, not bothering to call him on the obvious lie, but the boys shared a look over their forks. 

			“Thank you for doing that, honey.” Her mother made a show of filling her glass first. “I’m sure you did a lovely job.”

			“You didn’t have to do anything to that roof. It was fine how it was for another year or two,” her dad said.

			“It was leaking,” Karen said.

			“But not much. It could’ve waited until prices went down.”

			Karen focused her attention on her wineglass to keep from saying anything. If she’d waited for prices to go down, they would all be waiting until hell froze over. Her dad just couldn’t wrap his mind around the idea that prices weren’t what they were in 1975 and they never would be again. While he waited to save a few dollars, mold would’ve grown in the ceiling and Karen would’ve had to take care of that, too. Or wait until her dad hired a mold remediation company. The chances of her penny-pinching father hiring a contractor were about the same as Karen being crowned Queen of England.

			“Speaking of, did you see the Hargroves put in a new slate roof?” Her father turned excitedly to Derek. “It’s this gorgeous blue and it really makes the new siding pop. I wonder how much they paid for it.”

			“Well, don’t interrogate them about it while we’re out on the boat tomorrow. They’ll think it’s why we invited them,” her mother said.

			This was the first Karen had heard that their wealthiest neighbors were coming over the next day. She wasn’t a fan of the Hargroves with their designer clothes and holier-than-thou attitudes, but her parents certainly enjoyed their company. Talk of their slate roof and their opulent house dominated the rest of dinner. Just a few minutes after Karen set down her fork, Derek declared his intention of heading to bed.

			“You, too, boys. We have to be at the dock at sunrise for our catfishing adventure with Poppa Art.”

			The boys grumbled, but not nearly as loud as her parents groaned as they pushed up out of their chairs. Karen was exhausted from her day in the sun and the two glasses of wine, but she managed to stand and start collecting plates. 

			“Let me help you with that, dear,” her mother said through a jaw-cracking yawn.

			Karen took one look at the exhaustion blanketing her mother’s movements and waved her off. “No, it’s okay. You had a long day. I’ll take care of it.”

			“Are you sure?” Her mother’s voice was laced with obvious relief.

			Karen had difficulty hiding her own relief that her mother gave in. Attention to detail wasn’t exactly her mother’s forte. When she helped wash up, Karen found half-clean dishes tucked precariously into the wrong cabinets. She always had to backtrack and redo everything her mother did, and that was on the lucky days when her haphazard stacking didn’t cause a plate or two to fall, smashing into a million pieces. Normally, Karen would willingly do the extra work, but she was too tired tonight.

			“Of course. Good night, Mom. Good night, Dad.”

			Her father’s only acknowledgement was a grunt as he climbed the stairs, her mother following close on his heels. Before she knew it, she was alone in the dining room with a table full of dirty dishes and leftovers to box up.

			She sighed and drained her glass before carrying the first few plates back to the kitchen.

		




			
    
            Chapter Ten





			Karen stood near the hostess stand at Main Street Café. There were about two dozen Formica-topped tables and half as many booths crammed between the long stretch of plate glass windows and the hulking bar. The wooden chairs creaked whenever their occupants moved and most of the booths sported cracked vinyl, but the wear and tear only added to the charm. There was no restaurant in town like the Café. 

			It was six p.m. on a Thursday and nearly every table was full. The menu hadn’t changed in fifteen years and none of the dishes would win awards for creativity, but there wasn’t a better place for good old-fashioned, home-cooked Southern food in the whole county. In fact, there wasn’t a better place in the whole world. Thursday’s special was the cheeseburger and fries for five dollars, and happy hour pricing on beer and wine lasted all night for teachers, fire fighters, and paramedics.

			Annabelle Green shuffled up to the hostess stand, her girth and her bad knee equally to blame for her gait and her labored breathing. Annabelle had been manager of Main Street Café most of her life, but had retired and sold before Karen had moved to town. Like her husband, Doug, however, she couldn’t stand to be idle and had taken on some part-time work. They were the best-informed couple in all of Bucks Mill. He picked up all the gossip from the school and the hospital where he also filled in as a security guard, and Annabelle got the rest here at the Café. 

			“Evening, Karen. How are the students this year?” Annabelle parked herself behind the hostess stand.

			“Wonderful as always. Bucks Mill kids are the best.”

			“That’s just what Jessica said. She’s in the last booth facing the windows.”

			Now that she knew where to look, Karen could see her, slouched in the best booth in the house, peeling the label off her bottle of beer. Karen considered holding back a little longer, just to make Jessica sweat after bailing on their return-to-school outing, but peeling the label off her beer was Jessica’s nervous habit and clear evidence that she was feeling guilty. Karen couldn’t twist the knife any more than Jessica was doing to herself. She thanked Annabelle and hurried across the busy dining room.

			“Is this seat taken?” Karen leaned against the booth and gave Jessica a cheeky wink.

			“There you are. I thought you were so mad at me you wouldn’t show.” Jessica jumped out of the booth and pulled Karen into a tight hug. She was several inches shorter, so had to hop up on her tiptoes to wrap her arms around Karen’s neck. It was adorable and sweet but also very public, which made heat bloom across Karen’s cheeks and ears.

			“Oh, come on. You know I’d never stand you up. I know you have a life apart from me,” Karen said.

			Jessica pulled back from the hug only far enough to look Karen in the eye. “I’m still really sorry. I want to make it up to you.”

			The embrace felt a little too intimate and people were starting to stare, which made it even worse. She wasn’t so reserved that she couldn’t hug her best friend in public, but she hated being the center of strangers’ attention. “Just sit down and buy me a beer and we’ll be square, okay?”

			“Two beers and also a burger.”

			“Fine. Just sit down, you goof.”

			Jessica finally released her and dropped back into the booth looking distinctly more comfortable. The same could not be said for Karen. There were lots of eyes still on her, including several of her past students’ parents. Since they hadn’t done Back to School Night yet, she couldn’t be sure whether any of the gawkers were parents of her current students. Just in case, she slipped into her side of the booth as quickly as possible.

			“You sure you’re not mad at me? I mean, it’s been two weeks and we haven’t talked.”

			“What do you mean? We talk every day.”

			“About school stuff. It’s always like a couple quick sentences and we’re off again. We haven’t had any good gossip sessions. It’s weird,” Jessica said.

			Karen was tempted to lie just to smooth everything over, but her therapist had challenged her to be more honest with the people she loved. Maybe this was a good time to start. “I was hurt, but it’s not your fault. Your husband comes first.” Karen picked at her fingernails for a moment while nerves twinged in her stomach. “You know you can always bring Brandon along when we hang out. I wouldn’t mind.”

			Karen held her breath while she waited for Jessica to answer. She’d been flaking out on Karen more than usual recently and a niggling anxiety had been plaguing her. What if Brandon didn’t like her? Lots of best friendships withered when one half got married and the other didn’t. There was also the fact that Karen and Jessica had dated, albeit briefly. What if Brandon didn’t want Jessica hanging out with Karen as much as she did? She couldn’t bear the thought of coming between the two of them any more than she could bear the thought of losing her friendship with Jessica over a misunderstanding. 

			It might’ve been Karen’s imagination, but she thought Jessica’s grin looked a little forced. “Are you getting bored of me, old pal? You don’t have to drag my husband in as a buffer if you are. You could just tell it to me straight.”

			“No, of course not. Besides, you know me. I can’t do anything straight.”

			“Then we’re good. We don’t need to drag Brandon into girls’ night and you can just forgive me for standing you up.”

			It sounded sincere, and Karen chose to believe it was. “Of course I forgive you. I actually had a nice breakfast with Bianca Harper that morning.”

			Karen had timed the comment for right when she saw their waiter headed over. As she suspected, Jessica stared at her while she ordered her own beer and a second for Jessica. The moment he was gone, Jessica pounced.

			“You had breakfast with her? How? Where?”

			“At Sallie Bell’s. I was almost there when I got your call and she saw me on the sidewalk. She wanted to try all the pastries Sallie had, but we ended up splitting three of them. Have you had her bear claw before? It’s amazing. I’ve never tried that one.”

			“Yeah, they’re Brandon’s favorite. How come you didn’t tell me this sooner?”

			Karen didn’t miss the flicker of hurt that flittered across Jessica’s features. Why hadn’t she told Jessica about it? That didn’t take a lot of introspection, actually. The breakfast had felt private—intimate—like a date. If she’d admitted that to Jessica, she would have seen that same pity Jessica had shown at the welcome assembly. She couldn’t stand that, but she also couldn’t stand hurting her best friend. 

			Karen reached out and squeezed Jessica’s hand. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. I should have.”

			And just like that, the light was back in Jessica’s eyes. “I forgive you.”

			“Now we’re even,” Karen said.

			The waiter returned with their beers and took their dinner order. Once he was gone, a parent stopped by to say hello and by the time they were alone again, Karen had lost the thread of their conversation. Honestly, she didn’t care. She just wanted to spend time with her best friend exactly like this, chatting away about their days and all the trivial things in life. 

			“Okay, what did we miss out on chatting about at the sunflower festival? Any challenging students this year?” Jessica asked.

			“No troublemakers yet. You?”

			“None, thank God. Last year about did me in. I have a few struggling academically, though.”

			“Me too. Benji Brown is having the hardest time with the math this year. I think I know what to do about it, just need time to do some research,” Karen said.

			“Research?”

			“I want to figure out a way to leverage his love of reading to get him interested in the other subjects. Actually, it’s funny. Bianca had the same thought. I ran into her at the library this week. She had Benji go find a book on an artist they were working on to get him engaged.”

			“That’s smart,” Jessica said.

			“Yeah, I thought so. She joked about how she won’t turn me in for copying off her test paper if I do the same thing. It was pretty funny.”

			“Sounds like it. Can’t do that too much or he might catch on, though.”

			“True. He’s a smart kid and he’ll figure it out eventually, but it should take a while.”

			“Why do you say that?”

			“Well, I think he’ll cut Bianca some slack. He was kind of swooning over her in the library.”

			Jessica’s laughter was a little too knowing as she leaned across the table. “He’s not the only one.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I mean you haven’t stopped talking about her since you sat down. Benji’s not the only one with a crush.”

			“No way. She’s married. We’re just friends.”

			“Sure. You always talk nonstop about your friends.” Jessica gave her a wink that made the heat come back into Karen’s cheeks.

			“You’re just jealous that I’m talking more about her than you, aren’t you?”

			“Me? Jealous? As if.”

			“Gosh, you’re so needy. I don’t know how Brandon puts up with you.”

			Jessica laughed again and this time it was clearly her laughing at herself. “I am needy, aren’t I?”

			“The neediest.” They laughed together and it filled Karen’s chest with warmth. This was what she thrived on. A little one-on-one time with her nearest and dearest. “You’re right, though. I do talk about her a lot. I really respect her and I’m excited to have another friend. She isn’t as cool as you, of course.”

			Jessica raised her bottle to tap against Karen’s. “Of course.”

			“But seriously, I need to make more friends. I can’t expect you to be everything to me. You’ve got your own life and soon you’re going to start popping out babies left and right. I need a respectable stand-in for my bestie for those times when you can’t be there to entertain me.”

			“You know I always have time for you.”

			Jessica slid her hand on top of Karen’s when she said it, but far from the comforting gesture she clearly meant it as, the weight of her hand was oppressive. That’s what Karen was for everyone—someone people had time for, not someone they really wanted to be with. Her family, her coworkers, even her best friend. They didn’t think of Karen first. 

			The depressing thought made Karen angry at herself. She didn’t want this night to dissolve into self-pity. She’d wasted so much time on that already in her life. If she wasn’t careful, she would end up bitter and only alienate herself further from the people around her. Besides, she was putting too much pressure on everyone, including herself. She needed to relax into friendships. Relax into romantic relationships. Maybe she should even relax into her family dynamic. It would be so much healthier than whatever this was.

			Fortunately, the waiter arrived with their burgers and another round to break the tension. They busied themselves with mayonnaise, mustard, and stealing fries off each other’s plates. Once the first pangs of hunger were sated by perfectly grilled burgers covered in an excessive amount of melted cheese, Karen was able to mull over her social life again with a little more optimism.

			“Speaking of me making more friends, I was thinking about actually going to some of Roger’s staff mixers this year,” Karen said.

			“Mmm. Then you’d get to sample Keith’s incredible cocktails.”

			“He is an amazing bartender.”

			“There’s also the option of, you know, making friends who aren’t teachers at Bucks Mill Elementary,” Jessica said.

			“He has the middle school teachers over sometimes, too.”

			Jessica rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean. Go out into the wild. Find friends who aren’t coworkers.”

			Karen thought for a moment. “How?”

			Jessica’s eyebrows crunched together as she thought. They were both silent for a long time, trying to brainstorm through the slight buzz of alcohol.

			Jessica gave up first with a shrug. “I have no idea.”

			“Making friends as an adult is hard.”

			“It sure is, bestie. It sure is.”
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        * * *

      

			A week later, Karen initiated the soft launch of making friends with her coworkers. After dropping her class off in the cafetorium, she went back to her classroom and collected her lunch cooler. Instead of spreading the contents on her desk as usual, she rushed out her classroom door and down the hall to the teachers’ lounge before she chickened out.

			She regretted her bravery the moment she stepped through the door. The room was about the size of one of their classrooms, but instead of being packed to the gills with desks, it was stuffed with small bistro tables, mismatched plastic chairs, a very suspect microwave, and a few ancient, rattling copiers for ambiance. Nothing like the smell of melting toner to enhance the culinary experience. 

			The problem with all those small tables was that they forced small groups to engage in conversation. Did she take the empty seat at the new moms table and make small talk about breast feeding and diapers? She’d probably fit in at the table for the male teachers. They were less chatty than some of the other groups, but there were exactly four male teachers at the school and four chairs at their table. The table next to the older of the copiers was mostly empty, but that was only because the copier was convulsing with the work of printing hundreds of quizzes. 

			Everyone had their own little cliques and there really wasn’t a spot for Karen. It was her fault. After all, she rarely spent time in the lounge or engaging with teachers other than Jessica and now Bianca. Had she really expected to walk in and be welcomed with open arms? Prickling embarrassment washed over her skin. Could she scuttle back out of the room without anyone noticing her?

			“Hey, Karen, why don’t you join us?” Bianca’s voice was a light in the darkness. 

			Karen rushed across the room to join her. She was at a table under the window with Sheila, the sunlight making Bianca’s orange hair glow like a campfire at sunset. Sheila’s smile was so warm and welcoming Karen felt foolish for wanting to run.

			“How lovely and rare to see you in here,” Sheila said. “I thought you and Jessica usually ate together in your classroom.”

			Karen felt even more foolish now, having to admit the truth. “We do some days, but I’m trying to be less introverted this year.”

			“You introverted? No way. You always open up with me,” Bianca said.

			“She does? You must tell me your secrets because our Karen is sweet, but I can rarely get her to chat with me,” Sheila said.

			“That’s not true. We talk about your grandkids all the time.”

			“Well yes, but that’s about me. I want to know everything there is to know about you,” Sheila said.

			It had never occurred to her that anyone would be interested in her life, but that seemed silly in the glow of Sheila’s smile. Maybe she’d been missing out on a chance at real friendships by being aloof. Still, the spotlight of their attention felt too bright in this moment. She focused undue attention on straightening her containers of vegetables and hummus. “I don’t have anything interesting to tell.”

			Out of nowhere, Bianca’s hand slid onto Karen’s forearm and gave her a supportive squeeze. It was clearly meant as a friendly, supportive gesture, but it made the skin on her arm tingle and her heart rate double.

			“Don’t sell yourself short, Karen. I think you’re very interesting,” Bianca said.

			Bianca wore a smile just as friendly and warm as Sheila’s. The sight relieved some of her embarrassment and she could even feel the corners of her own mouth turning up, though she couldn’t remember telling them to do so.

			“Karen, it’s so great to see you in here. What a surprise.” Roger’s hand landed on her shoulder around the same time his words landed in her ears. 

			“Oh, well, I’m trying to get out more.”

			“I, for one, am thrilled. I love talking to Karen, don’t you, Sheila?” Bianca asked.

			“I surely do,” Sheila said.

			It was a little awkward to be encouraged by her colleagues like a shy student who spoke up in class for the first time, but it was also nice. Maybe she should make this a regular occurrence. 

			“Then you should come to our barbecue this weekend,” Roger said. 

			“Oh, is it that time already?” Karen winced at how weak the response was. She had always declined the mid-month mixers with the excuse that she didn’t want to spend time with her boss after work. The reflex was to decline, but she had told Jessica she was going to attend one of the parties. Plus, she did love Roger’s husband’s cocktails. “You know what, I’d love to come.”

			“I understand, but remember the invitation is always—Wait. Did you say yes?” 

			Karen couldn’t help laughing at the confusion etched in the lines behind his wire-framed glasses. “I did say yes. Thank you for the invitation.”

			Roger’s voice squeaked with surprise and she hoped just a dash of pleasure. “That’s wonderful. Keith will be so thrilled. He’s making sherry cobblers.”

			The same agreeable surprise lit Sheila’s face. She, of course, knew Karen had been absent from their get-togethers for ages since she never missed one. Bianca’s joy was uncut with shock. It lit the gentle curve of her cheek more effectively than the sunlight. That happiness made her even more confident in her choice.

			Roger turned his attention to Bianca. “Are we going to see you and Alex at the cookout?”

			“You most certainly will. We can’t wait.”

			The full force of Bianca’s smile remained fixed on Karen when she answered, but it somehow lost a little of its power. A cookout had less appeal now than it had a moment earlier, now that it meant finally meeting Bianca’s husband. She shouldn’t feel that way. After all, a good friendship meant knowing and celebrating all the good things in a friend’s life and surely Bianca’s husband fit the bill. Hadn’t she just told Jessica she wanted to hang out with Brandon more? Still, as Roger moved to another table and Karen finally started eating her lunch, the food wasn’t quite as delicious as she had expected.





	
			
    
            Chapter Eleven





			Because she ate lunch in the teachers’ lounge rather than her classroom, Karen had not spent that hour catching up on the endless task of grading papers and preparing for the next day’s lessons. Most of her workdays lasted long after her students boarded a bus, but today was longer than usual. Of course, it didn’t help that she was distracted and moody thanks to her promise to waste her Saturday making small talk with her colleagues.

			She had managed a quick chat with Jessica while they escorted students to the bus line, and she’d been just as shocked as everyone else that Karen had actually committed to the cookout. Jessica went to a few of the staff mixers, but only because Brandon was an investment banker and it was good for his career to be friendly with as many people as possible. She hadn’t planned on going to this one since Brandon would be playing golf. Karen practically dropped to her knees begging Jessica to go with her. 

			Jessica pouted and even stomped her foot like a teenager on the brink of being grounded. “This was your project to make more friends and do more social things. Why am I getting dragged into it?”

			“Because you need to make friends, too. Neither of us are social enough, you agreed on that.”

			“I’d already had two beers when I agreed. I cannot be held responsible for my actions.”

			“Come on, it’ll be fun. You know it will. Keith is making cobbler,” Karen said.

			Jessica’s eyebrow flew up a full inch and Karen knew she had her convinced. If there was one way to Jessica’s heart, it was through her stomach. More specifically, through her sweet tooth. 

			“Fine. I’ll go, but I do so under protest.”

			“Thanks, bestie,” Karen said with a sigh of relief.

			Was it fair to bribe and manipulate her best friend? No, of course not, but Karen was desperate. The barrage of emotions that had assaulted her at lunch had yet to dissipate. She could freely admit that Bianca was physically attractive, she’d known that since the moment they met. Now she was getting to know her better, she realized how synced their energies were. Not just their interests, but also their philosophies in teaching and their single-minded focus on prioritizing their students’ needs. It was rare and compelling and it made everything different. 

			She’d never felt such an intense draw toward another person, and she absolutely could not deal with meeting Bianca’s husband alone. Even knowing his name was a thorn in her brain she couldn’t ignore. If Jessica wasn’t there to support her on Saturday, she would crumble and probably make an ass of herself. 

			A gentle knock on her open classroom door dragged Karen from her thoughts. She managed to bite back her groan at the inevitable sight of Bianca standing in her doorway.

			“Hi. Sorry to interrupt.”

			Bianca’s voice held a note Karen hadn’t heard there before. She was always so confident. So firm. But now she sounded almost sheepish.

			“No problem. Is everything okay?” Karen asked.

			Bianca’s shoulders jumped up and down once in imitation of a laugh, but no sound came with it. “I guess I’m not very subtle, huh? I’m a little embarrassed. I need a favor.”

			Karen hopped up out of her chair and hurried around her desk. She may be wrestling with her own emotions, but she would never back down from helping a friend.

			“Don’t be embarrassed. What do you need?”

			“My ride is caught at work and most of the others have left. We don’t really know each other that well, but I don’t know most of them at all. Is there any chance you could drive me home?”

			It was foolish and reckless to spend more time alone with her and it wouldn’t help stave off the disappointment she was destined for, but Karen stood a little taller. Bianca came to her when she’d needed a favor. 

			“Of course I’ll give you a ride. The way you hesitated, I thought it was going to be something big like helping you hide a body,” Karen said.

			Bianca’s eyes sparkled with that mixture of amusement and mischief that was so unique to her. “Not for the first favor. I have to earn your trust first. That’s the third favor.”

			Karen realized too late that she was staring, maybe even drooling a little, but she recovered enough to turn around and hustle back to her desk. “Let me just grab my stuff and we can head out.”

			“I hate to take you from your work. I can wait. You’re doing me the favor after all.”

			Karen definitely did have more work to do, but she slapped her laptop closed and shoved it into her messenger bag. She would hate herself tomorrow for not staying and finishing. There was no chance, however, that she would leave Bianca waiting and even less of a chance that she would get any work done with Bianca sitting there in the classroom with her. 

			“Nope.” Karen hid the lie with extra cheeriness. “I’m all done. Let’s go.”

			The sun was dipping low as they emerged from the school. The few scattered clouds glowed salmon and harvest gold and the mountains in the distance were shadowed into silhouettes against the deepening blue of the sky. Karen was so mesmerized by the beauty of the evening, she nearly missed Bianca’s question.

			“Have you always lived in Bucks Mill?”

			“I wish. No, I grew up in the DC suburbs.”

			“That’s a big change. What brought you out here?” 

			Karen weighed her response as she sorted through her keys. It was far too early to get into her family drama. As close as Bianca was with her family, Karen doubted she would appreciate her need to work as far from her parents and brother as possible. She went with a far more benign answer. “I got tired of concrete and pavement.”

			Bianca looked at her across the hood of the car for a few beats longer than was comfortable. “I can understand that. This is a far cry from Boston and I love that.”

			Karen let out a short breath, amazed that she’d been let off the hook. Bianca gave her a whole three minutes to collect herself and steer the car toward the exit before she spoke again. 

			“How long have you been teaching here?”

			“Eight years. Bucks Mill was my one and only interview right out of college.”

			“And you’ve never wanted to leave?” Bianca asked.

			“Not for a minute. I love it here. The people. The town. Bucks Mill has everything I’ve ever wanted.” 

			A wave of loneliness washed over Karen. Everything except the one thing missing in her life—someone to share it with. When was the last time she drove with someone in the passenger seat? It was rare, to say the least, and it was wonderful. She got so lost in the warmth of another person in her space that it took her a long time to realize she hadn’t asked Bianca where she lived.

			Gliding to a stop at the next intersection, Karen asked, “So where are we headed?”

			“Oh no, you’re not getting off that easy,” Bianca said with a laugh. “I don’t know anything about this perfect little town and now I discover I’m in a car with the perfect tour guide.”

			Bianca had turned in her seat to the furthest extent her seat belt would allow, bringing her warmth even closer to Karen in the limited confines of her Honda. Suddenly the space seemed to hold less oxygen and Karen’s quickened breathing couldn’t catch any of it. 

			“I don’t think I’d be the best tour guide. I’ve only lived here a few years. There are folks who’ve been here their whole lives.”

			“That’s what makes you the perfect guide. They take this place for granted and for you…well, new love is always strongest.”

			Blood pounded in Karen’s ears. They were probably glowing red. Why did Bianca have to say things like that? Why did she have to talk about love and make Karen feel like the world was melting around her? Before she could come up with a coherent response, a loud honk from behind them made Karen jump and speed away from the intersection. Without a clear destination, muscle memory took her toward Main Street.

			“Take me to your favorite place in Bucks Mill.” Bianca relaxed back into her seat.

			“Well, you’ve already been to my favorite coffee shop, but they close at three. Do you mean my favorite restaurant or my favorite shop?”

			“I mean your favorite place. The one you go to when you want to contemplate the world.”

			Karen immediately turned onto a side road so she could backtrack. She wasn’t exactly surprised that Bianca would ask to go to a place like that, though no one else in her life had even considered Karen had a place she’d go to reflect. If she thought about it too much, Karen might decide it was too intimate to take Bianca there, so she didn’t think about it, she just drove.

			The sky was still ablaze with color but darkening fast when Karen parked her car at the spot closest to the split rail fence at the top of Jouett Hill south of town. Bianca was out of the car and hurrying to the overlook before Karen had a chance to kill the engine, and she followed a little slower, intrigued by Bianca’s excitement. 

			“You can see the whole town from up here,” Bianca said somewhat breathlessly.

			“You wanted a tour, right? This is the best place to see the town.”

			Karen started with Main Street, obvious from the streetlights popping to life. From there she pointed out all the neighborhoods, radiating out from the center. Just visible beneath them was Old Town with its Victorian houses and wealthy inhabitants, stretching all the way to the edge of the businesses. The country club just east of Old Town was home to Bucks Mill’s version of the nouveau riche. Continuing counterclockwise around the compass from there, Karen pointed out Ashcroft Court and its older and mostly modest homes, then Forest Lakes with its newer and more modest homes. From there it was farmland and single homes rather than entire neighborhoods, but the darkness was encroaching so much by then that Karen wouldn’t have been able to give a good tour anyway. Plus, it wouldn’t be wise to spend too much more time studying the way the sunset formed a halo around Bianca’s profile. 

			“Which neighborhood is yours?” Bianca asked.

			“The most modest of them all. I live in a little apartment over a business on Main Street.”

			Hopefully, the embarrassment didn’t show too clearly on her cheeks with the chill of night descending, but she didn’t need to worry. Bianca wouldn’t think less of her for not having the finest house in town the way her parents did.

			Bianca groaned. “Why do teachers get paid so little when our job is so important?”

			Karen shrugged. “That’s one I’ll never figure out.”

			Bianca caught her eye and Karen couldn’t look away. “It’s worth it though, right?”

			“Absolutely.” Karen’s voice was barely above a whisper.

			Bianca didn’t look away even as the moment stretched and solidified into something Karen chose not to name. She couldn’t name it. Bianca might be intriguing and stunning and share all the ferocious dedication to their work that Karen had, but she was married and that was an impenetrable barrier.

			“Which is your neighborhood?” Karen pushed herself off the barrier fence and turned back toward the parking lot. She was only slightly surprised when Bianca followed without protest.

			“Ashcroft Court. In the decidedly modest home section.”

			They didn’t say much as they drove the ten minutes to Bianca’s neighborhood, but it was a comfortable silence. Karen pulled to a stop at the curb next to a mailbox painted with vivid flowers and a driveway with a hundred radiating, poorly-patched cracks.

			“Thank you for the ride and the tour. I had a lovely time,” Bianca said.

			“I had a great time, too.”

			Before Karen could decide whether it would be more chivalrous than wise to walk her to the front door, Bianca pushed her car door open and popped out. “See you tomorrow.”

			Karen scrambled for something to say that would be witty or memorable, but was distracted by the wash of headlights flooding over them and then whipping into the driveway. The passenger side door closed and Bianca skipped up the driveway just as the pickup truck’s engine died. A lanky woman with dark hair and a jaw chiseled by the gods hopped out. Her boots had barely hit the pavement when Bianca threw her arms around her, pulling her into a tight hug. The woman, who must have been Alex, laughed and hugged Bianca tight, then kissed her on the top of the head. 

			They walked arm-in-arm to the door, chatting and laughing, without once turning to acknowledge Karen. She dimly registered the pang of disappointment before she turned the key and navigated her ancient sedan out of the neighborhood in the tracks of Alex’s brand-new truck. 

			So, Bianca was queer. Alex wasn’t a husband, but a wife. Not just any wife, though, the type-specimen of butch lesbian with the pickup truck and the muscular arms and the gorgeous wife. Just like Carter. 

			At least they’d gone inside the house quickly. Karen escaped before having to witness them share a real kiss.

	




			
			
    
            Chapter Twelve





			Roger’s house was a twenty-minute drive from Bucks Mill in a swankier but far less charming neighboring town. The subdivision was built a decade after any home in Bucks Mill and had the fresh, young feel to match. All the front yards were vivid green, and all the fences were immaculately stained the same red-pink cedar. 

			Karen hated everything about it. The whole neighborhood reminded her of the ostentatious vanity of her childhood home in Northern Virginia. As much as she loved Roger and Keith, being here reminded her of weekends with her family where all they could discuss was the project they had planned with their upcoming bonus or their next lavish European vacation. She was an outsider here. Why did no one else feel the same way?

			“Better get it over with,” Karen mumbled to herself as she climbed from her car. 

			As she gathered the gift bag from the back seat, Jessica roared into the cul-de-sac in her shiny new SUV. She rolled the window down and shouted excited greetings at Karen before she’d even put the vehicle in park.

			“Try not to ding my bumper, would you?” Karen faked a scowl.

			“How would you even tell if I did?” Jessica pulled her into a tight hug. “Did you bring a gift? Were we supposed to? I never bring them anything.”

			Karen shrugged but a bubble of embarrassment stirred in her. “I have to bring a gift when I come to someone’s house. My mom would never let me live it down if I didn’t.”

			“Oh yeah, I keep forgetting you’re the quintessential Southern lady,” Jessica said.

			As they neared the front door, Sheila joined them from the opposite sidewalk. “You’re such a better guest than I am, Karen. I should bring them a gift.”

			Jessica said, “We can be shamed together by Karen’s kindness.”

			The bubble of embarrassment burst into a flood of self-doubt. Now she was making her friends feel bad. She contemplated turning to toss the bag back in her car when the front door swung open and Keith threw his arms up in welcome. While Roger exuded middle-aged dad vibes, Keith was the prototypical boyish, skinny, hyper-feminine gay man. Karen could even detect a hint of blush and eyeliner.

			“Karen, darling, it’s been far too long. When Roger told me you were coming today I cried. I really did. I’ve never been so happy,” Keith said.

			“Oh. Thanks. You’re so kind.”

			Sheila and Jessica shared a look, but Keith waved away their protests and pulled Karen in for air kisses on both cheeks. The sudden burst of energy made her head spin. She panicked and shoved the gift bag at him with such force a piece of tissue paper flitted out and plunked onto the entryway rug.

			Keith squealed with joy and tore into the bag. “You shouldn’t have.”

			Karen agreed, but it was too late. “Just a little something. Nothing special
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