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      -D, we need another 500 points to pull this out. You’re the last man standing.-

      Diane glanced at the message in the chat bar and grinned, her fingers flying over the keyboard as she responded.

      -I know. Patience.-

      The drums and guitar of the game’s background music played through her headphones, properly dramatic for the situation in front of her. In Diane’s opinion, Forged in Flame was the best competitive multi-player game ever, and it had an amazing soundtrack.

      -They’re closing in on your position. You’ve got to move, or you’re gonna get ganked. You can go up the trail behind the dam.-

      -No. I don’t. And no, I won’t. I’ve got this. Just hang on for the ride.-

      Diane’s attention moved to the approaching enemies on the game map and the smaller identical map on the tablet next to her monitor. She’d spent two weeks figuring out how to bring the dam down and estimating how far the water would reach.

      -D…what are you doing?-

      The enemy clan, the Flying Juggernauts, stormed up the hill, finally appearing on Diane’s main screen as more than distant blips. “Just a little closer.” She needed all of them in the valley, and their final few folks were lagging.

      The Flying Juggernauts zeroed in on her position and came running, trying to get a good shot, but the angles were bad, sending their shots off. The noises still made her jump and lean back in her chair. It was ridiculous, because she couldn’t possibly be hit by the imaginary ammo, but she hadn’t met a gamer yet who didn’t duck in real life when their avatar was in trouble.

      Her life bar shortened as a few off shots caught her, but she still had plenty of life and her enemies were finally all in range. She entered the detonate command and crouched her avatar, trying to get as far back into her hidey hole as possible. Wrapped in the quiet semi-darkness of her office, she almost felt like she was hiding in the nook with her game avatar.

      The sound of explosions filled her headphones, one after another until that was all she could hear. She watched the screen fill with puffs of smoke, but her focus was on the immense concrete dam. “Come on, baby…”

      It started slowly, with a crack running across the face of the giant dam and a single piece falling out. Water glinted and rushed through the crack. The leading edge of the enemy assault came to a screeching halt. Before they could do anything else, the dam burst, sending wave after wave of beautifully animated water and chunks of stone down into the valley.

      One by one she watched the enemy life bars drop as they were washed away.

      -Hoooooly Shiiiiit!-

      The points total at the top of her screen spun with each virtual death, quickly eclipsing the needed 500. The chat exploded into chaos.

      -You got them! You got all of them!-

      -How did you do that?-

      -I want to be Big D when I grow up.-

      Diane grinned and leaned back in her chair, stretching widely and shaking the knots out of her shoulders. She was sure the voice chat was even louder, but she never listened to that. It was mostly whining and distracted her.

      Her screen cleared, returning her to the arena with the rest of her team. Now, she turned on the main chat, listening as the tournament referees spoke.

      “With a total of 10,000 points and 346 kills in 5 matches, Hell’s Aces are the winners of the Forged in Fire Seek and Destroy Tournament, brought to you by Radiator Games. The winners will receive…”

      “THEY CHEATED!” Austin Lewis, Captain of the Flying Juggernauts, screamed over the chat, making Diane pull the headset away from her ears. Diane tried not to take pleasure in his anger, but as far as she was concerned, he deserved everything she’d done to his team. Austin was hot-headed, crude, sexist, racist, and a bunch of other -ists: the worst kind of gamer. Diane had tried to give him the benefit of the doubt at the beginning of the six-week tournament, but he’d shown his colors in the game, on the boards, and in the chat—which was when she decided that not only was she going to win the tournament for her team, she was going to do it in style.

      “The dam is a known environmental hazard.” The ref sounded like she’d had this argument a million times and was so over it.

      “There is no explosive in the game strong enough to blow up that dam!” Austin snarled. “We tried!”

      Diane grinned, reaching for her soda mug. He was right. There wasn’t any one explosive in the game strong enough to blow up the dam, but when you chained twenty-four lockhead bombs and put them at the base of the dam—they did the job nicely.

      “Staff was watching through the entire tournament.” The ref broke in as Austin continued to alternate between pleading his case and demanding he was right. “Nothing was done unfairly. The Aces take the game. Congratulations, Aces.”

      That was all Diane needed to hear. Austin would grouse about the results for another ten to fifteen minutes, but the gold rank stars were already next to her gamerID. This was the third tournament this year where the Aces had topped the leaderboard, and this one was the first one worth serious cash. Not that she was ever going to count on gaming for the bulk of her income, but she certainly didn’t mind the extra. It was fun to win, and the money could go into her “fix up the house” savings account.

      An alarm went off on her tablet, and Diane silenced it before reopening the clan chat channel. -Gotta jet. Good game, guys.-

      -Damn straight, good game. You’re gonna have to tell us how you did that.-

      Diane laughed, the sound echoing back to her. -Trade secret and a lot of bombs. I have a spreadsheet to share later, and we can go through the salient points. See ya.-

      She logged off before anyone could ask anything else. Getting out of a game without getting talked into another round was undoubtedly the hardest part of playing Forged in Fire, but she had an appointment this morning and didn’t want to be late.
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      “Mrs. Gloria?” Diane backed through the open kitchen door, her hands full with the two small toolkits that held her nail supplies. It was Saturday morning, and she had a standing appointment with her elderly across-the-street neighbor for nail beautification and gossip. And today she even had gossip of her own to share. The last of the paperwork was in, and Grandma’s house officially belonged to Diane.

      Not that the situation hadn’t come with its own pile of issues, Diane mused as she set her things down on the kitchen table. She still needed to email her Dad and apologize for pissing him off and hanging up on him. He’d wanted to sell Grandma’s house, and it boggled him that she wanted to stay there instead of coming home to Oregon, but Oregon hadn’t felt like home for years. Diane liked her independence, and remodeling Grandma’s house to suit her own personality sounded like a fun challenge and a way to pay tribute to the amazing woman she’d lived with the past three years.

      Diane looked around Mrs. Gloria’s kitchen, with its large windows and bright farmhouse décor. With summer on the way, cheery spring flower linens and arrangements had been replaced with glass vases full of plastic lemons and oranges and hand towels embroidered with bright fruits and vegetables. It wasn’t what she wanted at her own home, but it was a familiar, comforting place and she liked visiting.

      “Mrs. Gloria?”

      Diane frowned when no one answered. Mrs. Gloria didn’t always meet her at the door, but she usually appeared within a minute or two of Diane’s arrival. Diane often heard her shuffling across her shag carpet with the help of a purple walker stenciled with flowers, but not this morning. Diane walked through the house, checking each room, including standing outside of the bathroom for several minutes, listening hard, before deciding no one was in there. Panic rose through her chest as she reached Mrs. Gloria’s bedroom door. She paused, then knocked, praying that the older woman was all right. There was still no answer, and she nudged the door open.

      “Mrs. Gloria? Are you in here?”

      The room was as quiet as the rest of the house and looked undisturbed. Diane wasn’t sure whether to be relieved at the sight of the freshly made, fluffy blue bed or upset that Mrs. Gloria wasn’t here either. She supposed it was possible Mrs. Gloria had forgotten their appointment, but that didn’t seem likely. Maybe one of her family members had come by to get her, and she hadn’t had time to call. That seemed more possible given the number of children and grandchildren Mrs. Gloria had scattered throughout Colorado, a number of them living here in Eddlemont. But then why had the kitchen door been unlocked?

      The unknowns chased through Diane’s head, and she pulled her cell phone out of her back pocket as she returned to the kitchen. Did you call 911 to report a missing elderly neighbor, or was that totally overreacting?

      Before she could punch in the number, she heard a distant echo of Mrs. Gloria’s voice and ran to the back door. Mrs. Gloria’s yard was a picture-perfect English garden that someone managed to keep blooming despite Colorado temperature swings and the lack of the humidity that a typical English countryside enjoyed. The kitchen opened up onto an enclosed patio with decorative mosaic worked into smooth cement and a beautiful set of matching patio furniture that was probably nicer than anything Diane owned except for her computer. Most of her grandmother’s furniture had been left to various relatives. What was left in her house was either formal and uncomfortable, or so battered it was unusable.

      Beyond the patio, an open strip of lawn led to raised garden boxes, and tucked into one corner, draped with some wide leafed vines, was a beautiful gazebo. It wasn’t white, which Diane’s brain insisted it should be, but a dark red-brown with white trim. Mrs. Gloria’s voice rose from the gazebo, and Diane sighed in relief.

      Diane couldn’t see who Mrs. Gloria was talking to except for a pair of legs she spotted through the opening into the gazebo. She stepped onto the patio and pushed the kitchen door closed behind her. No one looked her way, and she crossed the grass almost silently. Not that she took any credit for her stealthy approach. The grass was amazingly thick and soft and had the rich scent of having been recently mowed, though no grass clippings stuck to her shoes. Someone had cleaned everything up as they went.

      As she drew near to the gazebo, she got a better look at the second occupant, and she stopped moving, staring. The man sprawled across one of the seats in the gazebo couldn’t have been much older than Diane, with shining golden hair that was a little overgrown and flipped down over his forehead in a way that looked charming rather than messy. His khaki shorts and white athletic shoes were both grass-stained, but it was the firm muscles and golden skin of his shirtless chest she couldn’t look away from. She suddenly understood exactly how Peggy Carter felt when faced with the muscles of a newly reborn Captain America. Fortunately, Diane was far enough away that she couldn’t touch him even if she wanted to. She looked higher and found that he was looking back at her. There were laughing crinkles around his eyes that looked just like…Mrs. Gloria’s.

      Diane’s face grew warmer than she could attribute to the summer morning, and she forced herself to start moving again, clearing her throat as she approached.

      Mrs. Gloria turned in her seat and smiled, her eyes twinkling with mischief. “Oh, there you are. I was so hoping you’d find us out here. I know we usually meet inside, but it’s such a lovely day.”

      Diane found a smile, but didn’t offer her hand, instead tucking her fingers in her pockets where they couldn’t do any harm. “A note might have been a good idea, Mrs. Gloria. You scared me. I was trying to decide if I should call all the numbers next to the fridge or start with 911.”

      Mrs. Gloria laughed and gestured for Diane to join them inside the gazebo. The sun was warm enough on the black fabric of her T-shirt that Diane didn’t protest moving into the shade at all. “I am sorry, my dear. I didn’t intend to cause concern. The new furniture for this place was delivered this morning, and I thought I should give it a test drive.” She waved at her companion “Diane, this is my grandson, Connor. Connor, this is my neighbor, Diane. She’s Lindy’s granddaughter. Heaven rest her soul.”

      Connor smiled, and the expression turned his face from handsome to devastating. Diane had met one of Mrs. Gloria’s grandsons before and she saw the family resemblance, but Daniel was less striking and always seemed to carry his own raincloud with him. He’d certainly never caught Diane’s eye like this.

      “Nice to meet you. Gran says you’re the girl who does her nails. Wicked nail art last week.”

      Diane found herself smiling in return. “Thanks. Mrs. Gloria said she wanted something to wow the crowd at the Silver Seniors dance. I like where we ended up.”

      Mrs. Gloria snorted, shaking her head, the light catching on the little purple lowlights under her white curls. “Samantha Stephenson didn’t. She called them whore nails.” She sounded proud of the title. “And they didn’t stop ‘that man’ from asking me to dance again.”

      Connor laughed, getting to his feet and pushing his hair back from his eyes. “That sounds like a story, Gran, and as much as I’d like to hear it, I need to finish putting the gravel down in front, then Auntie Bev wants her petunias put in today, which means a drive up to Boulder.” He leaned down and kissed her cheek. “Love you. Don’t stay out too long. It’s going to be hot today.”

      Mrs. Gloria patted his arm, avoiding his gloved hands where more dirt clung. “You’re a good boy, Connor. I always tell people so.” Her gaze swiveled to Diane. “And I still think you two should talk about music some time. I’ve so wanted to introduce you, and now Connor has to hurry off.”

      Music. Connor. The pieces quickly fell in place. This was the grandson who was in a band. Diane had almost forgotten the connection in the hormone haze of sun-bronzed skin and perfect abs. He wrote music, and Mrs. Gloria had been insistent he could help Diane find the right music for the lyrics she wrote in her spare time. She was curious, but not enough so to keep him from finishing the work he needed to do. “Maybe another time. We have to get your nails done so you can give everyone something to talk about at bingo night.”

      “Well, yes.” Mrs. Gloria gripped her walker and pulled herself to her feet. She leaned on the handles, seeming thoughtful before her smile returned. “Aren’t you doing a performance tomorrow night, Connor? At that one place…the one that’s named after jewelry.”

      “We are indeed, Gran.” He stepped out of the gazebo, brushing past Diane as he went. He smelled nice, like a musky cologne and fresh soil. He met Diane’s gaze, holding her attention. “Lapis Lazuli. It’s a bar over on 1st Street. We play at seven tomorrow. If you wanted to stop by, it’d be cool.”

      A million questions ran through Diane’s mind, starting with ‘who was we?’, but she squashed them all, not wanting to keep him too much longer when he had things to do. She knew she got impatient when work was pressing and people kept talking to her. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Sounds tight.” He blew another kiss to Mrs. Gloria and then jogged off across the yard, disappearing around the corner of the house.

      Diane let out a whuff of air, and Mrs. Gloria burst into laughter. “Come along, then. Your cheeks are rosy, and I think we both need a large glass of lemonade.”

      Responsibility overshadowed hormones, and Diane did her best to banish Connor from her mind as she made sure Mrs. Gloria made it back to the house safely. “Lemonade sounds good. Do you still have some of those ginger cookies from last week?”

      “Indeed, I do, and I have so much to tell you.”

      Mrs. Gloria launched into a story, talking while maneuvering herself into the kitchen. Diane took an extra second at the doorway and glanced toward where Connor had gone. She took a deep breath and shook her head. “I have got to get out more.”

      “What was that, dear?”

      “Nothing, Mrs. Gloria.” She stepped inside and let the door shut.
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      Connor knelt on the back of the raised stage, gathering the wires that ran from various speakers and instruments into a bundle and sliding them into a long flat cover that would keep them out from underfoot. The band owned six of the covers and used every one of them for every show. They hadn’t always been so careful, but after Todd had tripped and taken a header last year, safety had moved up the priority list. They’d used duct tape at first, but several of the bars where they played didn’t like the residue it left behind, so they’d upgraded. This was less time consuming, anyway.

      He wandered back over to his setup, checking that lights came up on both of his keyboards and the percussion board. They had a proper drummer, but Connor was in charge of the fun stuff like the electric cowbell. As he worked, he hummed an absent counter-melody to the song playing through his earbuds. It was destined for a client, as the background music for a birthday party, but Connor wished he could use it for the band. If only he had lyrics. But he wasn’t a lyrics man. That was Todd’s gig, and Todd’s creative well had run dry about six months ago with no sign that they were ever going to finish the original album they were trying to create.

      Not that they had any plans for what they’d do with an album. It just seemed like the next natural step, if they ever actually got around to it. The thought frustrated him, so he pushed it aside. He hated going into a gig with unhappy things on his mind. It colored the performance.

      He adjusted his stool, making sure he could reach everything, and thought through his checklist: keyboards, mic, amplifier, feedback speaker. He was nearly done. He just needed to grab water bottles from the bar. The temperature right now wasn’t bad, especially with the back door open, but the crowd was just starting to build, and when you combined a packed room with stage lights and dancing, it got hot in a hurry.

      He made his way to the long bar toward the back of the room, waiting patiently until Kate — the bartender and part owner of Lapis — had time to look his way. She flashed him a smile, and he pantomimed pouring a bottle of water into his mouth. Her smile turned to a laugh. She held up one finger, disappearing into the back. While he waited, Connor looked around the room, checking out the patrons. Lapis wasn’t a huge establishment as bars went, which was what the owners wanted. They served a rotating menu of food and drink all made by small or local businesses and kept their stage open for local artists. It was a place built on passion more than making money, and he liked it here.

      He waved to a couple of regulars who caught his eye, tapping his fingers against the bar. He wouldn’t call the energy playing under his skin nervous energy, more like anticipatory energy. Mowing a lawn relaxed him and took him to a creative well of calm. Performing was exactly the opposite, pouring all of that creativity into the moment and the connection to the music. He loved both states, even if he was the only one who understood either.

      Kate clunked a wooden box full of water bottles down on the bar next to him. Even the water came from a local source with a label promoting the benefits of water right from Colorado mountain springs. Connor suspected it might be from Colorado kitchen sinks, but he wasn’t invested enough to argue the point.

      “Thanks. This should hold us over.”

      “Good.” Kate paused and glanced at the stage where the other band members were coming and going. Her gaze followed Todd with a hunger even Connor could see. He’d tried flirting with Kate at one time, but Kate wanted Todd. Not that she did anything about it besides look, and Connor had decided, after suggesting she talk to Todd, that it wasn’t his issue to get in the middle of.

      Kate added a couple of bottles of root beer to his box. These were also local product, but a brew Connor was totally behind. He wasn’t much of a soda guy, but he loved Frank’s Root Beer. It was everything root beer should be, with vanilla underscoring the bitter notes, and, in his opinion, it was better than the Wasatch Beer his cousin was nuts over.

      “What’s the occasion?”

      She nodded at one of the corner tables that was off to the side of the stage. The table was partially shadowed and not a great place to be once the band started unless you had ear protection, but someone was sitting there now. Connor had the impression that it was a woman, but her details were lost to the dim light and the distance. “One is for her. I’m bribing you with the other into dropping it off. Vanessa isn’t here yet, so it’ll save me a trip.”

      “Oh, I love bribery.” Connor winked and lifted the box up onto his shoulder. “I’ll take care of your order, but I’m not wearing an apron.”

      Kate snorted, eyeing him before picking up her cleaning rag. “Too bad. You’ve got the butt for it.” She waved the rag at him and went back to serving customers.

      Connor laughed and wandered back across the room. It was harder this time as people kept filling in the spaces. He dodged around a couple who had come to a stop, trying to figure out where they were going to sit. A few more steps brought him to the corner table, and he lowered the box, finally getting a good look at the woman sitting there.

      He blinked when he saw a familiar face, at least a newly familiar one. Grandma’s nail stylist, Darlene, Debbie…no…Diane, sat at the table. She’d mentioned she might show up, but he hadn’t expected her to follow through. In his experience, most people were really good at making vague promises they had no intention to keep, especially when it came to something like listening to your band play. It was a pleasant surprise.

      She didn’t seem to be paying any attention to the rest of the room, all of her attention for the notebook on the table. Connor set the box down on the edge of her table, and only then did she look up, pulling a wireless earbud out of one ear. She cocked her head to the side, purple streaked blonde hair brushing her shoulders. Her gaze met his, and he was struck by the intense blue of her eyes. “Hi there.”

      “Hi to you too. I’m glad you made it.”

      She grinned, leaning back in her chair and stretching, the motion drawing his attention to her curves. She looked comfortable, dressed in jeans and a black T-shirt with an unfamiliar logo splashed across the chest. He was pretty sure he couldn’t tell his Gran that her nail girl was hot, but she was definitely raising his temperature. “It’s a little people-y for my taste, but I hear tonight’s band is really good.”

      There was a teasing note in her voice, and he grinned and fished the bottle of root beer out of the box, offering it to her. “I can’t do anything about the number of people, but I can guarantee the band is going to have a better night for having you here.”

      She took the bottle, her fingers brushing his where he held the neck of the brown bottle and the various rings on her fingers clinking musically on the glass. “You guarantee it, huh?”

      “Well…okay. Maybe not the whole band. But I’m going to have a stellar night. I can’t have you going back and telling Grandma Miller that we’re not that good.”

      “But are you that good?”

      Connor wiggled his eyebrows at the question and picked the box back up. “You’ll just have to wait and see.” He spun away, aware of her watching him all the way to the stage. He’d already been in a good mood, but knowing she was here to listen to his music made it even better.

      He settled the drinks where everyone could get at them, a melody whispering through his mind. A melody made of tinkling metal on glass and the sparkle of amusement in blue eyes.
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      Diane ran her fingers along the bottle of root beer, wiping away the condensation that had gathered along the glass. She hadn’t been joking about it being too people-y for her. She preferred smaller groups, and the rising noise and crush of strangers reminded her why she didn’t usually go to bars. Her gaze flicked to the stage where Connor was talking with another band member. She really hoped they were as good as Mrs. Gloria insisted they were, and it wasn’t just grandmotherly pride talking.

      She flipped the top off the root beer and was pleased by the rich scent of vanilla that drifted from the open bottle. It smelled a little sharp, and when she tasted it, she found that was true. It was the best kind of root beer, rich and full without being too sweet. She turned the bottle and looked at the label, making a mental note to pick some up and take it home.

      The squeal of a microphone and growing mutter of the crowd turned Diane’s attention back to the stage. The lead singer was up front, going through introductions and giving thanks to the establishment for hosting them. Diane flicked the music on her phone, which was still playing in one earbud, off so she could pay attention.

      They launched into their first number, a cover of an early ’90s rock song that featured a lot of guitar and vocal range. It was immediately obvious that the lead singer was talented, but Diane had spent most of her high school and college years working behind the scenes at concerts and musicals, and it was even more obvious that he wasn’t the most talented member of the band. Connor’s work on keyboard filled in the richness the song needed to make it soar, his shifts in tempo working to keep the band together when someone got slightly off. It was an impressive show of what Diane had always thought of as leading from behind.

      The realization was interesting, and despite herself and the volume of the speakers, Diane shifted her chair so she could lean closer to the band. They really were well balanced, with solid harmonies and a great energy that had Diane tapping her toes as the first number led into a second. Around her a few people were dancing in the spaces between the tables, and the crowd pushed closer to the stage as though that would make the music even better.

      They shifted into a third number, this one an original piece. It was a ballad that brought an abrupt change in tone and tempo, and the crowd ate it up. Diane liked it too, though the last line of the verse didn’t sound right to her. It was rushed.

      Half way through the song her phone went off, sending a merry rift from the Forged in Fire opening music into the earbud she still wore. Diane jerked and scrambled to tug the phone out of her pocket, glancing over her Firelight messages.

      -D. We’ve got goblins spawning on the Dawnfire peaks run. I’m headed for the caverns. K is here too. Can you get on?-

      Diane blinked, cursing the timing. She’d been the one to figure out the chain of monster spawns that brought out an onyx dragon in Dawnfire, and goblins were the first. If the Aces could kill goblins, mobbies, and get a dragon, they’d earn a huge chunk of points towards the next tourney buy in, and Diane was hoping for an armor upgrade that only came from the dragon. She’d already missed it twice in the last six weeks. She didn’t want to miss it again.

      Her thumbs flew across the message keyboard. -Contact everyone and hold the caverns. I’ll be there in 10-15 minutes.-

      She flipped her notebook to a clean page and jotted a note.

      Your Grandma was right. The music is amazing, though there’s something wrong with the last line of the ballad’s chorus. It doesn’t scan right. I’d love to talk about it sometime. Drop me a text.

      She finished with her number and Firelight handle and ripped the page from her notebook, folding it and writing Connor’s name on the outside. As the song ended, she angled around the edge of the stage, trying to get close enough to do something with the note, but it quickly became obvious that wasn’t going to work. Not unless she was willing to push her way through the people who were much closer than she was, and she didn’t want to do that, not to mention it would take too much time and she was in a hurry.

      Connor looked up, shaking his hair out of his face. The light fell on him just right and for a moment Diane stared. The lead singer was arguably the most classically handsome of the group, but Connor held her attention, though she admitted that might be because she knew what he looked like without his shirt on, too. She wasn’t immune to the attraction of muscles, and muscles with music? Who could resist that?

      In the moment, his gaze met hers, and she shot him a smile and a thumbs up. She waved the paper and then pointed at the bar before ducking away, and weaving her way back through the crowd. When she got to the bar, she tucked a tip between the fold of the note and waved the barkeeper down. The woman, Kate by the tag on her shirt, eventually made it to where Diane stood. She took the note when Diane offered it and arched narrow eyebrows.

      “I’m not a message delivery service.” She glanced at the cash. “But at least you’re smart enough not to expect me to do it for free.”

      Diane’s stomach had tightened at the first words, but she relaxed as Kate continued. “Thanks.” A long explanation formed in her brain, but Diane cut it off because it would sound ridiculous and take too long. She hurried out of the bar, nearly running by the time she got to her car. As she buckled in, she realized she could have just left the note at Mrs. Gloria’s house and saved herself ten bucks, but she hadn’t wanted Connor to think she didn’t like his music, so an immediate note was better. The realization made her laugh at herself. It’d been a long time since someone had caught her attention like this. Good men were, in her experience, as rare as an Onyx Dragon.
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      Connor leaned his head back, letting hot water sluice through his hair, carrying away soap and sweat. One of the best parts about renting from Daniel was having access to just about all the hot water he wanted. Daniel’s wife had insisted that they install two 50-gallon water heaters when they moved in because she liked having guests. The shock of her death had eased over the last couple of years, but the reminders remained strong. Connor wasn’t certain, if it had been him, that he could have stayed in the family home after losing someone like that, but Daniel insisted it was better for the kids, and no one was about to argue with him.

      As he dried and dressed, Connor found himself singing one of the pieces the band had played last night. He hit the end of the chorus and paused, backing up and singing the last two lines again. Damn. Diane was right, there was something off. The musical rhythm scanned, but some of the syllables were rushed. It was a minor thing, most people wouldn’t even notice, but Diane had…even if she’d ditched the gig before it was over.

      He wondered if it was any of his business where she’d gone. He’d been hoping to talk to her after the last number, but he had been left with an empty bottle of root beer and a much folded paper instead. Connor glanced at the note where she’d left her cell number and the phrase @BigD-FiF#1. He had no idea what that last part meant. She might have given him the code to a nuclear bomb for all the sense it made to him. At least the phone number part was straightforward enough. He pulled out his phone and created a contact in his list, adding the few details he knew. He hesitated over the text button, trying to decide what to send.

      It was only 7 a.m. Was that too early to text her back?

      The question was answered by a pounding at the door that connected to the rest of the house. It wasn’t a loud pounding, because Trenton had been scolded several times about pounding on his uncle’s door. He still forgot sometimes, but he was only five so Connor didn’t mind.

      Connor stuck his phone in his pocket and pulled the door open, scooping Trenton up in the same motion. He mock growled, much to Trenton’s delight, and dangled the boy over his shoulder. “Who’s that knocking at my door!?!”

      Trenton burst into giggles and squirmed. “It’s me, Uncle Connor! Daddy says he needs to talk to you. We’re having Fruities for breakfast!”

      “Fruities, huh?” Connor kept a good grip on the kid, careful not to either hurt him or drop him while dangling him mostly upside down. “I love me some Fruities.” It was true, he loved the frosted cereal, but the fact they were having cereal again meant Daniel had had another bad night. When he first moved in, he’d tried to talk to Daniel about the bad nights and the associated hangovers, but Daniel had made it clear that the topic was off limits. He was happy to have Connor as a renter and help for the boys, but that didn’t give his much younger cousin the right to comment on Daniel’s personal life. Connor understood, but wondered who had that right, because even though Daniel was a high functioning drinker, he was still hurting himself.

      Connor realized that Trenton was babbling on about Legos and forced himself to pay attention to the kid, offering oohs and ahhs even if he only really understood about half of what Trenton was talking about. He remembered being a kid and just wanting someone to pay attention to him. He didn’t want his nephews to feel unheard. He knew from his own childhood how important that was.

      They reached the kitchen, and he zoomed Trenton to his chair where dry cereal waited for him. Connor stole a half handful of cereal, just to make Trenton protest, and then splashed milk over the rest and handed him a spoon. Joey was dressed and sitting in his booster chair, shoving cereal into his mouth one piece at a time. While some kids his age were messy eaters, Joey was all about order, selecting one thing at a time and eating it until it was done before moving on. Connor rubbed Joey’s head affectionately and looked around for their father.

      As though summoned by his arrival, Daniel returned to the kitchen from the hallway beyond. He was knotting his tie in place as he entered the room, the colored shirt and slacks ensemble more business than almost all of Connor’s wardrobe.

      “Good morning, Connor.”

      Connor grabbed another handful of cereal, this time from the box. “Hey. Big meeting today?”

      Daniel usually worked from home, trading time with a neighbor who came over to watch the kids when he couldn’t. “Yes. I have to go in. Mrs. Knighting will be coming over shortly to take care of the kids.”

      Connor nodded, munching the cereal. He tried not to look Daniel straight in the face, knowing he’d see the dark circles and red rimmed eyes. “Sounds good. Trenton said you needed help from me too?”

      “I do. Today is Grandma Miller’s shopping day. I am usually able to block out my schedule to take her, but this meeting is with foreign investors and won’t wait. If your schedule will allow, I’d appreciate it if you could take her.”

      Connor pulled his phone out, opening his calendar, though he’d already checked his schedule once today. “I’ve got a job this morning over at the library, but I’ll be done by 9:30.”

      “Grandma likes to shop from 10 to 12. That timing should be acceptable.”

      “Okay. I’ll plan on it.” Connor took a deep breath. “Dude, are you sure you should be going anywhere, today? You look rough.”

      Daniel, who’d been adding cereal to Joey’s bowl, jerked and turned his head to look at Connor. For a moment he seemed angry, but the emotion didn’t last, turning into a sigh. “Yesterday was Karen’s birthday,” he offered softly, stroking his youngest son’s hair. “I hadn’t planned on going in this morning, but it can’t be helped.” He cleared his throat. “Thanks for taking care of Grandma Miller. Don’t let her forget that she needs toilet paper and that the doctor says she shouldn’t be making chocolate chip cookies. That won’t stop her from buying more chocolate chips, but she enjoys railing against the system that would deprive her of chocolate.”

      “Yeah, I got it. Get sensible groceries, let Grandma spoil herself. Easy enough.”

      “Thanks.”
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      Diane shimmied around the kitchen, dancing to the music that played through her earbuds. She popped a bite of yogurt into her mouth, swallowing before joining in on the song’s chorus. Hamilton was her favorite music for cleaning, and cleaning was a good way to distract herself from the fact Connor hadn’t contacted her yet. It hadn’t really been that long, just last night, but she couldn’t help wondering if leaving her number had come across as desperate. What kind of girl left a note behind?

      Not that it hadn’t been worth leaving the bar when she had. The dragon had popped, and the Aces had been right there when it happened. It’d taken three hours to wear the dragon down, but in the end, they were victorious. Diane got the materials she needed to complete her armor and dropped it all off at the armory. By the start of the next tournament it’d be ready. The question was if she would be? The Aces were a strong mid-level team, and they’d been climbing the ranks steadily. But there was more they could do, a whole upper tier they could break into, but that required even more dedication, and it meant letting go of the last of the barriers she kept between herself and the team. If they were going to go for top ratings, they had to trust each other implicitly, and she had to not just eavesdrop on the voice chat, but use it.

      It was tempting, but she wasn’t sure a commitment to professional gaming was what she wanted. Her days were already busy as she split her attention between the three lawyers she worked for, remotely keeping track of their schedules and bookkeeping. Gaming had started as a hobby during the long nights when Gran needed someone watching over her had become a passion. But if it took even more time, would there any space for the music she loved? Which one did she want more? Could either of them make enough money she could quit her other gigs? She continually asked herself the questions, but thus far she didn’t have a good answer.

      Her phone buzzed, breaking into the music, and Diane set the yogurt aside. She scrolled through the notifications, disappointed that it was just a request for a batch of casefile numbers—at least that wasn’t difficult. She took her yogurt with her and climbed the stairs to her office.

      The office had once been the master bedroom of the house. It had surprised her family when she told them she didn’t plan on using the room as her bedroom, but it made sense to her. She was comfortable in the guest room and that’s where most of her stuff was. Even with the big four poster bed gone this room with its pastel peach walls and white trim was full of memories of Grandma. Sleeping in here gave Diane nightmares.

      The process of setting up her gaming desk and monitors had helped chase away ghosts of Grandma’s final illness and eventual death. Posters of her favorite anime characters competing for space with her favorite musicals added color and personality to the pale walls, and the treadmill she’d installed in the corner kept her from having excuses not to get up and move. She was going to hate it if she ever had to move the treadmill now that it was assembled, but that was a problem for later. The room had become hers, even if she still sometimes thought she smelled the dusty floral scent of Grandma’s face powder.

      She licked the last of the raspberry yogurt off the spoon and tossed the carton into the corner garbage before settling in. It only took a moment to log into Mr. Braburn’s account and pull together the information he needed. She dropped the file into his cloud box and texted his phone with the link.

      Outside she heard the rumbling of a large truck, the sound just loud enough to catch her attention. The office had two windows, one which was covered in ivy and had never been opened as far as Diane knew, and a smaller window that looked out over the street and let in just enough sunlight that she rarely had to turn on the overhead lights. Curiosity drove her to the small window in time to see the truck pull into Mrs. Gloria’s driveway.

      Diane knew it was Mrs. Gloria’s shopping day, but that wasn’t Daniel’s sensible Chevy Impala. In fact, nothing about the truck said sensible. It was painted black with blue swirls that glistened in the spring sunlight, competing with the chrome on the hubcaps to be the brightest. It was lifted high enough Diane wondered how Mrs. Gloria could ever have gotten in.

      The curiosity was answered soon enough as the driver climbed out of the truck, a stair extending from under the door to make the step easy. The glimpse of blond hair made her think it might be Connor, but she couldn’t tell for certain. Whoever he was, he opened the passenger door and lifted Mrs. Gloria’s walker down before lifting the woman herself and gently setting her on the ground, making sure she had a good grip on the walking device before letting her go.

      Diane jogged down the hallway and the stairs, deciding she had time to be neighborly and help with Mrs. Gloria’s groceries. She could admit to herself that she wanted to see if it was Connor, but being neighborly sounded a lot less stalkery.

      By the time she walked across the street, neither of the truck’s occupants were still outside, but she saw a couple more grocery bags sitting in the extended cab back seat through the open door. There was a second door to open the back of the cab, but she couldn’t find the handle to open it. Diane concluded, she’d just have to get in the front and lift the groceries over the seat. She looked in dismay at just how high the truck was. She saw the stair mechanism under the edge of the door, but couldn’t see an easy way to activate it.

      She grabbed a hold of the seat and jumped, scrambling awkwardly to get into the truck and managing to scrape her shin in the process, regretting choosing capris. “Dammit!”

      “Serves you right for getting into a strange truck.”

      Diane yelped in surprise and lost her grip on the leather upholstery, tumbling backwards. She braced for impact, but it never happened as strong hands caught her before she hit the ground. She turned her head, caught half in and half out of the truck, and saw Connor grinning down at her.

      “Careful. That’s a big drop.”

      Diane felt the color rush to her cheeks. She was sure there was a way this could be more embarrassing, but she wasn’t certain how. “It’s grocery day. Daniel is almost always in a rush by the time they get back, so I came to help.”

      He chuckled, a sound she felt against her back as much as heard. “Uh huh. But this isn’t Daniel’s truck.”

      “It’s still full of Mrs. Gloria’s groceries. It was possible Daniel drove it.”

      Connor pushed her up gently, until she was fully in the cab of the truck. When his hands dropped away, she missed their warmth. He reached past her to tap a button on the dash, the scent of a light, spicy cologne tickling her nose. The step extended, and Connor stepped up onto it.

      “You really didn’t think Daniel drove this truck, right?”

      “Well…not really. It’s not his style. But I didn’t picture it for you either.”

      “No?”

      Diane shook her head. “No. You totally seem like a truck guy, but I think you’d go for more power and less flash. Less lead singer and more creative talent.” She wasn’t entirely sure she was making her point.

      “Huh. I like that.” He pulled the second, smaller door open by working a latch on the inside so he could reach into the extended cab and grab the groceries. “It’s not actually my truck either.”

      Diane accepted a cantaloupe he offered to her, and arched her brows. “Tell me you didn’t take your grandma shopping in a stolen truck.”

      Connor busted up laughing and jumped backward off the step, offering his hand to help her get down. “No, though that would be hilarious. My truck needed an oil change. My cousin has an auto shop and loaned me this beast for the shopping trip. He thought Gran would get a kick out of it.”

      “Did she?”

      “Yep.” He made sure she was clear of the door and closed the truck up, the stair retracting against the undercarriage. “She says she wants leather seats in her car now.”

      “Mrs. Gloria has a car?”

      “Yeah. It’s a classic thing that lives in the shed in the back. Richard’s always trying to get Gran to let him restore it and take it to car shows, but she won’t agree.”

      They began toward the kitchen door, the conversation carrying them around the side of the house. “Why not?”

      “It was Grandpa’s car. She doesn’t want anyone messing with it. Too much like changing a memory, or something. Richard would never let anything bad happen to that car, but he’s smart enough not to push.”

      “I guess I can understand that.” More words piled up behind the comment as her thoughts turned to her house and the memories that were worth keeping, but Diane held back, not wanting to bore him with the issues of trying to decide how to redesign the kitchen or figuring out how to get the ivy off the house. Then again, he did yardwork for Mrs. Gloria, so he might be exactly the right person to talk to about the ivy.

      She started to bring it up, but stopped when Mrs. Gloria’s voice came from the kitchen.

      “Connor? Sweetie, did you get my purse? I can’t seem to find it.”

      Connor’s expression softened as he pushed the kitchen door open and set the bags on the table. “I didn’t, but I’ll go look for it.”

      Mrs. Gloria looked up from where she was sitting at the breakfast nook, her smile brightening when she saw Diane. “Why, hello there. I didn’t know you’d come over.”

      Diane held up the cantaloupe, then added it to the pile on the table. “I thought you might need a hand getting everything put away.”

      Connor dropped a kiss on Mrs. Gloria’s cheek and headed back for the truck, whistling as he went. Diane couldn’t help but follow him with her gaze, only turning back to Mrs. Gloria when he’d left her sight. When she looked back Mrs. Gloria was watching, her expression like a cat with cream.

      “It seems you’re getting on well enough with my grandson.”

      Diane busied herself with unpacking the groceries, stacking everything together based on where they went in the house or the kitchen. She’d helped unload just frequently enough that it was simple to keep track and minimize the number of trips it took to put everything away where Mrs. Gloria could find it. “He’s a nice guy.”

      “Did you go see his performance over the weekend?”

      The question was casual, but Diane was certain the answer mattered to Mrs. Gloria. “I did.”

      “And what did you think?”

      Diane carried the dish soap and other cleaners to the sink, refilling the decorative silver cleaning containers and putting the extra under the sink. “I think they’re very talented. Their covers were good, but the original music was better.”

      “Mmhm.” Mrs. Gloria reached for a package of lemon wafer cookies. She didn’t bother trying to pull them open, but used a tiny pair of scissors she wore on a chain around her neck to open the plastic. She’d told Diane that she used to wear the scissors for crafts, but they were so useful she kept doing it even after her eyesight wouldn’t let her embroider anymore. “Did you talk to him about your music?”

      “Not…exactly.”

      Mrs. Gloria laughed softly. She bit into the cookie and didn’t say anything, just letting the silence stretch out. Diane put away the bread and the vegetables, finally sighing and giving in.

      “We’re going to. But his band needed him, and I wanted to…” She closed her mouth over the phrase ‘see if he was any good’ because she knew it would hurt Mrs. Gloria’s feelings. “Listen to their style. And they are good. I’m just not sure if he’ll see what I want to do with my lyrics.”

      “Mm.” Mrs. Gloria took a moment to clear her mouth of cookie crumbs. Diane knew Mrs. Gloria liked the wafer cookies because they were soft enough not to hurt her teeth. “The only way you’ll find out is to ask him.”

      “I know. I know.”

      The door, which had fallen partially closed, swung open again, allowing Connor to enter. He had Mrs. Gloria’s purse, a large purple handbag decorated with black and white zig-zags, over one shoulder, and his hands were full of two bouquets of colorful flowers. He disentangled himself from the purse, setting it in front of Mrs. Gloria. “Found it.”

      “Thank you, dear.” Mrs. Gloria’s sharp-eyed gaze went between the pair, and she stretched, pushing slowly up out of her chair and putting her weight onto the handle bars of her walker. “All the excitement of the morning is catching up with this old girl. If the two of you don’t mind finishing up, I think I’m going to go take a little nap.” She waved at the cookies. “Eat up. I can open another bag. Lock the door on your way out, please.”

      She bustled through the instructions and was half-way across the kitchen before Diane could pull together an argument. She didn’t begin to believe that Mrs. Gloria really needed a nap, but it seemed mean to call Mrs. Gloria out on her meddling. The old woman meant well.

      Connor blinked at the quick exit, calling after her. “Don’t forget your meds, Gran, or Daniel will kill me.”

      He set the flowers on the counter next to the sink, before fetching a wide mouthed vase from a cupboard over the fridge. “Who set her walker on fire? No way she’s that tired out from a little shopping.”

      Diane shook her head, taking Mrs. Gloria’s seat and poking at the crumbly cookies. “No idea. Maybe the trip in the big truck over-excited her or something.”

      Connor snorted. “Or something.” He plucked a pair of kitchen shears from the butcher block and slit the plastic wrappings around the plants. Diane expected him to just toss the flowers into the vase, maybe with a little water. That’s what any of her three brothers or sister would have done. But he surprised her as he checked the water’s temperature and added plant food before systematically trimming the bottoms and any dead leaves from the flowers, checking them one at a time before arranging them in the vase. It was almost hypnotically soothing to watch him as he tended to the plants.

      He cleaned as he went, tossing clippings into the small under sink garbage can. Once he was satisfied with the arrangement, he wiped down the counter, glancing at her then the flowers. “What?”

      Diane flushed, aware she’d been staring. “I was just wondering what kind of flowers those were.” She paused and shrugged, deciding it didn’t hurt her to be honest. “Also, I’m kind of impressed you didn’t just toss them in the vase. I’ve never seen anyone but my mom take that much care with store-bought flowers.”

      Connor snorted, carrying the vase to the table and setting it in the middle of a large white and yellow crocheted doily that decorated the surface. “That’s because most people don’t realize that a good trim before you start will double the life of the flowers. If I’m going to pay the highway robbery that is store flower pricing, they’re going to last.”

      “Huh.” Diane touched one of the large trumpet shaped blossoms that climbed the thick stems. “Makes sense, I guess. So back to the question, what are these? My knowledge of flowers that don’t grow in Forged in Fire is pretty much limited to roses and daisies.”

      “Gladioli.” Connor answered promptly, sitting on the other side of the table so Diane had to look past the flowers to see him. “They’re Gran’s fave. My Granddad used to buy her a bouquet every month. We tried planting some outside, but they hate Colorado weather and won’t winter over. So, I’m working on a new plan.” He ran his fingers through his hair, pulling it out of his face. “Forged in Fire. I think I’ve heard of that. Some multiplayer game, right?”

      Diane snorted, reaching for Mrs. Gloria’s cookies. “Not just some multiplayer game, the best competitive multiplayer in the last three years. Just ask the ads.”

      Connor laughed, his laughter rich without any mockery. “I believe you. I just don’t have much time for games besides the solitaire game on my phone.” He paused, then asked, all too casually. “So, you think Todd’s lyrics suck?”

      The sudden shift in subject startled Diane who had just put a cookie in her mouth. She mumbled through the crumbs then held up a ‘wait just a minute’ finger while she desperately tried to clear her mouth of the dry citrus cookie.

      Connor grinned, his eyes sparkling with mischief. “Take your time. I’m just over here judging the cookie crumbs on your lips.”

      The thought that he was looking at her lips sent a rush of butterflies through her stomach, a sense of delight warring with utter embarrassment. Diane covered her mouth with her hand, swallowing and licking her lips until she thought they were clean. Connor watched her the entire time, that Cheshire grin on his face. He was enjoying himself. Jerk.

      Diane cleared her throat, dropping her hand. “I didn’t say they sucked. I said the last two lines on the chorus didn’t work right. The timing is off, though the musical bridge is right.”

      “Do you have a better idea?”

      There was challenge in his words, and Diane leaned forward, so she could see him around the pretty flowers. “Yes. Kill the slant rhyme and commit to the rhyme. ‘Come on girl, I’m stuck on you.’ It’s fewer beats and makes a better refrain for the rest of the lyrics.”

      Connor tapped his fingers on the table, and it only took Diane a second to figure out he was tapping out the beat of the song’s chorus, not upset or bored. “Huh…I guess there’s something to be said for simplicity. It makes the song a little on the nose, but I prefer that.” He smiled, a deeper, more real happiness than his cocky grin, and Diane felt warm in the light of his approval. “I’ll talk to Todd and see what he thinks. If he’s cool with it, we can make the change before we record the official version.”

      “You’re recording? You should, because the original stuff is better than your covers. Not that those are bad, but the other is better.”

      “Eh…sooner or later. We don’t have enough songs yet. What we have is sweet, but you can’t release half an album. And doing it one single at a time will suck. And who knows what we’d do with an album anyway. It’s not like we have aspirations for the big stage.” He shook his head. “But that’s band business.”

      “Do you write all the original songs?” Diane wasn’t sure what Mrs. Gloria had or hadn’t told Connor about her own musical aspirations, and decided to ease into it. “Mrs. Gloria says you’re a composer.”

      “Composer.” He snorted a laugh. “There’s a fancy Gran word for you. Guess it’s technically true. Todd writes the lyrics. I write the music. The rest of the guys help adjust the harmonies to their instruments after I write the main lines. In the end all the songs are a mash-up of work.”

      Diane nodded. It made sense as a way to build a song. Lyrics. Melody. Harmonies. She glanced at her nails where the glittery polish was beginning to fade. She was glad she hadn’t used that one on Mrs. Gloria. “So, can you write music for any lyrics, or is this a you and Todd thing?” She tried to keep the question casual, but the butterflies returned to her stomach. She’d dabbled at lyrics since high school, but getting the right music for her songs always seemed impossible. She could hear the rhythms in her head, but putting it into notes evaded her.

      Connor shrugged, a motion that stretched the dark blue T-shirt across broad shoulders. “I get other jobs doing it too sometimes. I have a webpage and people will send in requests, birthday things, sometimes jingles. Some of them are really good, and others…” He rolled his eyes. “Some people should not be allowed to write lyrics, ya know?”

      “That bad?”

      He chuckled. “Last week I got one that was straight up lyrical porn. He said it was for his wife’s 50th birthday. It was creative, but, Dude, no way I was associating myself with that. ’Cause you know someone would put it on the internet.”

      Diane cringed at the images his words conjured. There were some things that just shouldn’t be done. But her lyrics were better than that. “What if…I mean…” She stopped and took a deep breath, forcing the thoughts in her head to slow down and come out as something that made sense. “What would I do if I had some lyrics I wanted you to put to music?”

      He stared at her, his attention becoming sharper, more searching. “Seriously? Huh.” He reached into his back pocket, pulling out a battered leather wallet. When he flicked it open, she caught a glance of a grainy family picture that looked like it’d been taken when he was about seven or eight, a driver’s license, and some worn dollar bills. He pulled a cream-colored business card out of one of the pockets that held a half dozen of the things and passed it across the table before tucking the wallet away.

      “There’s a form on the website. Fill it out, and I can take a look at your sample. If they’re good, then we’d work out a contract to get you something to do with it.”

      “What’s the pricing like, or is that on your website?”

      Connor shrugged again. “I kinda play that by ear, song to song.”

      Diane straightened, the admission a surprise. “But then how do your clients know if your prices are reasonable?”

      “We just kind of work it out until they’re happy.”

      “Then how do you know you’re not being taken advantage of?”

      She met his gaze, horrified at the business sense that didn’t even have a general pricing list. He held her gaze, only breaking away when his phone buzzed several times in a row.

      “It’s not that big of a deal. It’s a hobby.” He glanced at the phone, scrolling quickly, his expression turning to a scowl. “Hey, sorry, but I’ve got to go. This is work. Some moron ran over a rock with his lawnmower and broke the blade, and they need help getting things sorted.”

      Diane frowned. She’d been enjoying the conversation, but she could admit she had a few things she needed to get back to as well. It still bothered her that he didn’t seem to care whether his music was as valued as it should be. “Yeah. I should get home anyway.”

      He rose and then paused, waving at the card. “I’m curious now. Send me the lyrics. I’m busy tonight, but maybe we could get a pizza and discuss what you’ve got in mind tomorrow?”

      Diane picked up the card which was slightly curved from riding around in his back pocket, the edges stained with a darker brown from the wallet. She hesitated a beat and then nodded. “I’d like that. Got a place in mind?”

      Connor pulled the truck keys out of his pocket. “I’ll text you.”

      He rushed out the door, leaving Diane to clean up the last bits and pieces. She checked on Mrs. Gloria, who had actually fallen asleep, and tucked an afghan up over the old woman’s feet before locking up.

      Once home, Diane kicked the CAT5 wire she still needed to secure out of her way and settled at her computer. She brought up Connor’s webpage and frowned. It was a cheap white template, simple, poorly branded, and badly organized. She tapped her fingers gently on her laptop keyboard, too softly to punch in letters. There were sample song files, and she clicked on them one after another, absorbing his style. He was gifted at merging musical forms. The samples were every bit as good as the music she’d heard at Lapis Lazuli, but it deserved better than a freebie website with an unsecured upload form. Why didn’t he care more about it?

      The question chased around her thoughts as she copied all of the form fields into a secure email and sent that directly to his account. It was worth seeing what he thought, at least. She contented herself with that thought and logged into her Forged in Fire account, settling in for an afternoon of monster hunting.
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      Connor kicked his boots off on the landing in front of his door. Having an outside entrance into his part of the house was something he always appreciated, but never more than when he was back from a job and covered in sweat, plant clippings, and who knew what else. He added his socks and his shirt to the pile and shook the dirt off of his pants as much as he could. The stairs could be seen from the street, or he might risk stripping the pants too, but the neighbors didn’t need to see his boxers, so this was as good as he was going to get.

      He pushed the door open, stepped inside, and tossed the dirty laundry into a plastic hamper set a few feet in front of the door for just this purpose. He headed straight for a shower, pausing only long enough to empty his pockets.

      It was only after he was clean and dressed that Connor saw the pop-up message on his phone indicating he had a new email from Diane Evans with a subject of ‘lyrics’. He wondered why the email came straight from her instead of the website form and decided it was probably broken, again. He sat on his bed, absently rubbing a towel over his hair with one hand while thumbing the message open. She was beautiful, and witty, and was nice to his Grandma, and he hoped her lyrics were at least passable. He didn’t want to have to figure out how to tell her if they weren’t.

      Connor scanned the sample lyrics she’d sent. He blinked, then started at the top and reread them. On the third time, the music started taking shape in his head, and he lunged for his desk and the keyboard attached to the computer.

      Fifteen minutes later, someone knocked on his bedroom door. He ignored it, even though he knew he’d volunteered to babysit tonight so Daniel could go to a meeting downtown. When the knock came a second time with a plaintive “Uncle,Connor, are you in there?” he reluctantly stood up. He opened the door and grinned at his nephew. “Okay, bud, I hear you. I’m coming.”

      Trenton grinned back. “I’ll tell Daddy!”  He raced off with the energy only young children had, and Connor followed more slowly, texting as he walked down the stairs.

      *Took a look at the lyrics. Lots to talk about. Can you send me the rest of the song? Meet at Pizzario on 5th Street tomorrow? 6 good?*

      He missed a stair, but caught himself on the railing and lowered the phone, taking the rest of the stairs at an easy trot. He didn’t want to break his neck because he was distracted. As he reached the bottom step his phone buzzed.

      *Sounds good.*

      Connor grinned and headed for the kitchen, humming the new melody as he went.
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      Diane toed her shoes off, letting them drop to the floor next to her bed. It’d been a long day, but very productive on all fronts. She’d finished a handful of business projects, leveled her latest non-main avatar up twice, and started sketching out a new song. All of that added to the time spent texting Connor left her in a marvelous mood, but tired enough she was seeking her bed before midnight.

      Her phone burst into light in the dark room, playing a line from Bruno Mars, Just the Way You Are. It was the ringtone she’d assigned to William’s number, and Diane scooped the phone up, thumbing the screen to answer and turn on the speaker phone all at once. She hadn’t heard from her friend in two weeks and didn’t want to miss him again.

      “Hey you.”

      “Hello, Beautiful Girl.”

      Diane snorted, setting the phone on the pillow next to her where she could talk without holding it. “Flattery will get you nowhere. You were supposed to call a week ago. A text message saying ‘not dead, will call later’ doesn’t count.”

      “Oy, so that’s how it’s going to be. Tough crowd tonight.”

      “Always.”

      William gave a little sigh. “Not even if I bat my eyelashes?”

      Diane laughed. William had great eyelashes, which had long been the subject of discussion and envy. “Maybe.” She snuggled deeper into the pillow. “So, what is keeping you so busy? It’s after midnight there.”

      “Is it?” She heard him shifting around, before he spoke again. “Huh, I guess it is. It feels earlier.” William yawned into the phone. “And now that you’ve pointed it out, I’m tired. But not too tired to talk. I moved apartments last week. Yes. Again. I couldn’t stand another week living next to the enthusiastic newlyweds.” He shifted into a squeaky falsetto. “Maxwell, oh Maxwell! Just like that! Oh, come on. Do me, cowboy!”

      “She did not say that!”

      “Oh yes, she did. Repeatedly! And while I can’t fault her for enjoying herself, or for catching a cowboy, I do not need to hear about it all night. Some of us need our beauty sleep. So I moved around the corner, which has the benefit of putting me closer to work anyway.”

      Diane covered her giggles, trying to remember where he was working. The name of an Italian restaurant popped into mind. “Are you still working at Vinnie’s?”

      “Yep. The new place means I needed to pick up a second shift to cover the rent, but Vinnie’s brother went into the army last month so it wasn’t hard to get the hours. I also got a chorus part over at Taggelli Theater. They’re putting on a production called Ragallea and it’s amazing. I could talk about the costumes for hours. Even given the small theater cost restrictions their wardrobe department is phenomenal. Then again, the plot is all about a young designer’s coming of age, so you really couldn’t do it without the wardrobe, though I intend to point out that the silk lining on the jacket should be red in order to go with the theme of a young man looking to rise above his station. The white is far too virginal and the pop of color would work better on several levels.”

      Diane couldn’t help but smile at William’s enthusiasm, falling into the easy rhythm of his voice as he rattled on about fabrics and fit. He’d been her best friend since they’d met in kindergarten, and she was the first person he’d come out to when he was a teenager. Graduating from high school had meant attending a local college and time taking care of Grandma for Diane, but for him it’d led to an arts scholarship and eventually to New York to engage in the dream of Broadway and everything surrounding it.

      “Oh Diiiaaane. You’re not listening to me.”

      “Huh?” Diane blinked, realizing she’d drifted off as she listened. She tried to rewind the conversation in her mind. It was obvious he’d said something she was supposed to respond to, but she had no idea what it was.

      “I asked, Beautiful Girl, if you’d given any more thought to when you were going to join me?  Your musical portfolio isn’t doing you any good out there. You need to be in the right place with the right people to get the right music for your songs. They’re going to be something amazing; I just know it. And… well, darling, I am in dire need of a roommate. It would simplify everything if you moved. And it would be ever so fun to have someone to ogle with.”

      Diane rolled onto her side, staring at the phone. It wasn’t the first time William had suggested that she come to New York. At one time it had been the ultimate dream for both of them. His to be in front of the spotlight, and hers to be behind it, but now…now she wasn’t so sure. “I don’t know, Will. I’m happy here.”

      “You’re settled there, darling. Do you really want a life built on online gigs and video games, trapped in your Grandmother’s powder puff house? What happened to taking risks and putting your message out into the world?”

      “I can do that from Colorado. The internet means the world is a smaller place than it used to be. People get discovered outside of the big city all the time.”

      William hmphed into the phone. “That is a technicality, and not a good argument. I worry about you. You need direction. You’re way too young to spend your life worrying over boring things like home maintenance and watering your petunias. I bet you’re not even dating anyone.”

      “Well…I…” Diane’s thoughts flashed on Connor’s smile, but she couldn’t even begin to argue that they were dating. “Not really.”

      “See? You’re going to wilt out there, and I refuse to allow you to wilt, especially since I need you out here.” A second voice rumbled in the background, and William chuckled in response to something Diane couldn’t hear. “Eduardo says he wants to meet you, too. But he also says that it’s bedtime. There are early rehearsals tomorrow.”

      Diane frowned, looking at the time on the phone. They’d only been talking for ten minutes. There had been a time they’d talked for hours almost every night, but living in different states across time zones and busy lives made things much harder. She missed her friend. “All right. Next week I want a longer call.”

      William laughed. “I agree. Though, not to be too pushy or repetitive, if you moved out here, we could talk every day. Think about it. I promise to call earlier next week. All the love.”

      “Right back at you.” She dropped the phone back on her nightstand and rolled over, staring up at the ceiling through the darkness.
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      The dining room at Pizzario’s was quiet tonight, which was perfect as far as Connor was concerned. It was a family business that had been in the area for as long as Connor could remember. They’d come here weekly when he was really little, before his father had walked out, and for a while he’d avoided it, but his Grandpa Miller had loved pizza and had dragged Connor back as part of his quest for the perfect New York crust. Now, the pleasant memories here far outweighed the negative ones, and the food had only gotten better over the years. Even if the deep dish was still the best pizza.

      The waitress arrived with Connor’s soda and a couple of menus, and Connor glanced at his watch. Diane was late. But she wasn’t that late, not really. He’d arrived early, which made it feel like he’d been sitting here a lot longer than he had. He gave the waitress a grin and ordered a basket of onion rings to get started with. If Diane didn’t show up, he at least intended to have a good meal, and the onion rings were amazing.

      The waitress left, and Connor dug in his backpack, pulling out a notebook and a small speaker that he attached to his phone. He scrolled through his phone’s files, looking for the melody demo he’d uploaded for their discussion. Just as he opened the file, the sound of quick footsteps approaching turned his attention. Relief filled him as he caught sight of Diane rushing across the room. She looked flustered and a little sheepish, coming to a stop next to the booth.

      “I’m so, so sorry. I completely lost track of time.”

      Connor waved toward the other side of the booth, holding back a silly grin. It wasn’t like he’d never been stood up before, things happened, but he was glad she’d shown up. “No big. I only got as far as ordering onion rings.”

      She slid into the booth and snagged one of the menus. “Onion rings are good.”

      “Theirs in particular. They double batter them, so they’re way crunchy, and use some kind of spice that’s kind of sour-sweet.”

      “Nice.”

      He watched as she glanced over the menu, her attention focused on the list of food. The highlights in her hair seemed brighter tonight, with more blue to them than yesterday. He wondered how she kept changing the color without leaving dye everywhere she went. He didn’t want her to change it, though; her eclectic style intrigued and amused him. This was the third time he’d seen her and the third Forged in Fire—he’d finally looked up the game and now recognized the logo—T-shirt she’d worn. They looked good on her, but he found himself wondering if all of her clothes were versions of the same shirt.

      She met his gaze and arched an eyebrow. “Are the calzones decent?”

      “The pepperoni ones are killer.”

      “That’ll work, then.”

      Connor saw the waitress lingering a few tables away and flashed her a smile as he waved her over. They placed their orders, and Diane dug a notebook out of her messenger bag, setting it on the table. “So where do you want to start?”

      It was a simple enough question, but Connor found himself hesitating. There was no reason he should be worried. It wasn’t like she was his first client, but he wanted to make a good impression. It mattered more that Diane like his music than some dude wanting a jingle for cat litter.

      He took a drink of his soda and then flipped the speakers on and tapped his phone. “This is a rough. I didn’t have time to get all the harmonies in, but I think the basics are right for the lyrics.”

      She nodded, and he let the file play.

      The sound of the keyboard filled the little booth, but didn’t go much farther. He’d had time to lay down a basic beat track and the keyboard with the lyrical melody. He tapped his fingers on the table in time with the introduction, anticipating the opening bars and the break into lyrics, but he kept his eyes on Diane. Connor had wanted a smile or a nod of the head, something to give him a sign that she approved of the music. None of that happened. She just sat there listening, her face smooth and impassive.

      Connor tapped the phone again as the song reached the second chorus refrain, the booth falling to stillness and silence. He stared at her, silently begging her to say something. He started to speak, but stopped as the waitress swept back, carrying a large tray with their onion rings and drinks on it. He’d never been so grateful for fast service. The arrival broke the awkwardness as they both made space on the table.

      He grabbed an onion ring, popping it into his mouth before realizing just how hot the oil still was. His tongue protested, and he sucked air through his teeth, trying to cool his mouth as he scrambled for his drink.

      “Are you all right?” Diane raised both eyebrows, adding with a hint of a smile. “Those are hot.”

      Connor coughed and made a face, trying to determine how burned his mouth was. He decided the damage was minor and cleared his throat. “So I’ve heard.” He reached for a second ring, but took the time to dip this one into the house dipping sauce. “Okay. Um…so the music. You didn’t look happy. What did you think?”

      It was Diane’s turn to take too quick of a bite, forcing Connor to wait impatiently for her response until she’d swallowed.

      “It was nice.”

      Connor sighed, feeling like she’d stabbed him. “Nice? Well, there’s a punch in the face for you. I know it’s just a demo, but I’m pretty sure it’s better than just nice.”

      Diane sighed, tapping her rings against her glass. “I didn’t mean it like that. It wasn’t bad music; it just wasn’t what I expected.” She took a deep breath. “I want something bigger. Something that could be made orchestral maybe. I sent you comps; did you look at those?”

      Connor leaned forward, reminding himself that she was his client as well as a cute girl, and she obviously knew something about music. She was just wrong about what the lyrics needed. “Yeah. I saw them, and I listened to what you had in mind.” He shrugged. “But it wasn’t right for those lyrics.”

      Her eyes narrowed, and Connor wondered if she was going to yell at him, but that never happened. Instead she went for another onion ring.

      “Okay. Why don’t you think those lyrics work for what I want?”

      There was an edge to her voice. She wasn’t yelling, but he heard the warning all the same. He had to tread carefully here if he didn’t want to get stung. If he hadn’t liked the lyrics so much, it’d be easier to just do whatever she wanted, but the problem was they were good and needed the right music to be great.

      “I guess I should ask a question first.”

      She crunched down on the onion ring, gesturing with the remaining piece for him to continue.

      “Is this the only song, or do you have a bunch of stuff written to go with it?”

      “It’s planned to be the central piece of a collection. Maybe a musical.”

      Connor nodded, holding her gaze. She licked her lips, and he was momentarily distracted by the motion and wondered what she’d taste like if he kissed her. He shook off the thought. “See, the problem with that is you’ve created a closed arc here. It doesn’t need anything else to support the message or story. It stands alone, which is more ideal for a single release. When you look at something like a musical, you build all the songs around each other and build on repeating themes and musical phrases. This doesn’t have an around.”

      “Huh.” She stayed silent for a long moment, finishing the onion and thinking. “I can see where that might be an issue, but I could adjust the lyrics.”

      “Why?” Connor knew the question was blunt, but he didn’t want her thinking it was a good idea. “You’d be ruining a perfectly good song, trying to shove it into a genre it doesn’t need.”

      Diane sighed, waving her hand at the speakers. “But I don’t want to sound like a baby Taylor Swift. I’m serious about my music.”

      “So is she. Just because music is pop or rock doesn’t mean it’s not serious. You’re too smart not to know that.” She started to protest and he continued, knowing he was talking over her, but driven to get his point across. “There are exceptions like the whole Hamilton thing, but even the best of those shows don’t hit and certainly don’t linger the way a new T Swift song does. You’ll get more audience this way and it suits the lyrics better.”

      “Says you.” She snapped the words, her eyes flashing with ire and her cheeks flushed.

      “Says me. And five minutes online comparing the release numbers would tell you that I’m right.”

      “But it’s my song!”

      Her voice rose as she leaned forward, the food forgotten. Connor pressed his hands against the table, matching his volume to hers. “And this is the right music for it. If you’d just stop being so stubborn and listen with an open mind, you’d see that!”

      “I don’t want it. I want something else.”

      “Well this is all I’m writing for it.”

      “But I’m the client!”

      Connor was aware they were drawing attention and sucked in a deep breath, clamping down on his temper. “No, you’re not. This was just a sample of my work, remember?” One that might have gotten a little out of control, but he hadn’t signed a contract, and neither had she. He hated the idea of rewriting the music. She had to see how good the lyrics and music were together.

      “I…You…” She made a snarling sound he would have expected from a cat and surged to her feet, grabbing her bag and stomping across the room.

      He stared after her, adrenaline easing as the argument ended. He blew out a breath and pushed his hair out of his eyes. “Okay…That maybe could have gone better.” It was just a song. He shouldn’t have gotten so insistent about it. Who cared if she wanted a perfectly good song to have a style that didn’t suit it? Well, he did, but she wasn’t paying for his opinion, just his abilities. And now she wasn’t paying for his anything. Now she was just pissed.

      The waitress approached, bringing her laden tray. She paused and looked at him with sympathy. “Want me to bag this up for you, hon? Maybe if you give your girlfriend some time she’ll come around. I hate seeing a young couple fighting.”

      “She’s not my girlfriend.” Connor sighed, realizing something like this probably meant she never would be either, a thought he’d briefly entertained. He looked up at the waitress. “Go ahead and pack it up though. Thanks.”

      She carried the tray away, and Connor pushed his speakers into his bag. He reached for his notebook and realized the notebook Diane had brought was still sitting on the table, under the corner of the onion ring basket. He pulled it free and flipped through the pages. Diane had the neatest handwriting he’d ever seen.

      He wasn’t really reading the content, but a little drawing in one corner caught his eye. It was scribbled in pink pen and showed a chibi style character with floppy hair and a muscular chest pushing a lawnmower. Once he started looking for it, he found the little figure showed up on several of the pages. Always shirtless and always doing some kind of landscape work. His temper crumbled in the face of the tiny cartoon gardener. He needed to text Diane and tell her he had the notebook. Even better would be if he could make her see how good her music could be.

      He munched on the last of the onion rings as he pondered and then reached for his phone, pressing a few buttons and tucking it to his ear. “Hey, Dude.”

      Todd’s voice echoed back through the phone in a way that meant he had the phone on his car speaker. “What’s up?”

      “I’ve got a new song for Friday. Can we practice at your place tomorrow?”

      “New?” Todd sounded interested, but distracted.

      “Yeah. I’ll explain tomorrow.”

      “Okay. Here is fine, but it’s your turn to bring the beer.”

      Connor nodded as the waitress returned with the boxed-up pizza. “Got it.” He hung up and paid for the meal, thinking out what he’d have to get done tonight to make it possible to practice the song tomorrow. He made his way to his truck and opened his text messages. Diane was the last person he’d texted so her number was at the top of the list.

      *You left your notebook.*

      The screen blinked and a series of three dots showed her typing a response.

      *Just leave it at Mrs. Gloria’s house. I can get it from there.*

      The suggestion was reasonable, but wouldn’t get her where Connor wanted her. He tapped his fingers on the phone case.

      *I’m busy for the next day or so. How about I give it back to you at Lapis Lazuli on Friday?*

      *I don’t want to talk to you.*

      *Okay. I’ll leave it at the bar with Kate. You don’t have to talk to me.*

      *Fine.*

      Connor tossed the phone into the drink holder and fired up his truck. He had forty-eight hours to finish writing the parts and teach the band Diane’s song so they could play it on Friday. He hoped the result would be worth the challenge.
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      “Go in. Get the notebook. Don’t look at Connor. Go home.” Diane stood a few feet away from the door to Lapis Lazuli, repeating the mantra under her breath. It was just like attacking a goblin nest. You just had to go balls-to-the-wall and do it, or you’d end up overwhelmed. She rolled her shoulders, the weight of the light leather jacket keeping the wind off of her and giving her confidence. It was kind of like wearing armor, and she felt the need for a little extra protection tonight. She wasn’t even mad at Connor anymore, more embarrassed for storming out and turning what should have been a discussion about musical styles into a public argument. She wasn’t even sure why she’d gotten so mad, except maybe that Connor was the first person to ever tell her she was wrong about her own lyrics.

      The door opened to let an older man out, and Diane took the opportunity to duck inside the building. She’d planned her notebook raid for after the band’s set started so there wouldn’t be any chance of having to talk to Connor. She was going to apologize to him eventually, but she hadn’t figured out exactly what to say despite two days of stewing on it. What kind of wimp did that make her?

      The music from the stage hit her the moment she entered. It was the original song they’d played the first time she was here and as they came to the chorus; she heard the change in the lyrics, fixing the off-beat syllables she’d noticed. She was surprised, given how things had gone the other night, that they’d made the change. Then again, a good idea was a good idea.

      Diane kept herself from looking at the stage, hurrying over to the bar. She scanned up and down the long wooden counter until she found Kate working the far side. That was just typical. She didn’t want to go down to that side of the room, so that was where she had to go.

      She stepped around people, doing her best not to bump into them, but it was hard in the crush. There was one unoccupied barstool, and she slid onto it, just to be out of the way until she could catch Kate’s attention.

      It took to the end of the song before Kate came to a stop in front of Diane, and she already had the notebook and a root beer in hand.

      Diane blinked in surprise as Kate offered both items. “But…I didn’t order that.”

      Kate nodded toward the stage. “Mr. Attractive Nuisance himself said if you showed up to hand these over.”

      “Attractive Nuisance?”

      “Uh huh.” Kate raised both eyebrows, a thin piercing in one catching Diane’s attention. “It’s the band’s name, girl. And makes for a totally wasted joke if you didn’t know that already.”

      “It never really came up. He was just in ‘the band’.” Diane took her notebook, considering the name. “It’s a good name for a band, though.”

      “Isn’t it just? I claim credit for it. They sucked so bad the first time they played for us. So I let them know they weren’t a band, just an attractive nuisance. I think Connor took it personally. Six months later they came back and then…” Kate cracked a grin. “Then they were a band, and an Attractive Nuisance.”

      “It seems to work for them.”

      “And for me. They pack the bar, and I’m grateful. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got things to do.”

      The brisk woman gathered up several dark bottles from under the bar, setting them on a tray and bustling off. Diane was grateful Connor had done what he promised, and the root beer was a nice touch. She turned away from the bar, half rising as Attractive Nuisance launched into their next number. Within two measures she knew what song they were playing, and she half sat, half fell back onto the barstool, swiveling around to stare at the stage she’d been trying so hard to avoid.

      Connor caught her eye the moment she looked up, as though he’d been staring at her back just waiting for her to turn around. And maybe he had. She wanted to protest, but she didn’t know what to say, and screaming at him in a crowded bar wasn’t going to go well even if he could hear her. The bridge to the lyrics came up, and he looked away, giving his attention fully over to the song as Todd stepped up to the mic.

      Looking at you now, I know that it's over 

      And I know that I should be sad. 

      Isn't everybody sad, when something falls apart? 

      But the only thing on my mind is… 

       

      I, I, I'm free! 

      I don't have to push you 

      Or wonder where you are 

      Or if you just forgot about me 

      And the only thing on my mind is… 

      I'm free. 

      

      Diane sighed. This version of the song was more polished than what he’d played for her at the pizza shop. He’d got the cadence down perfectly, and the tempo change into the chorus was just right too. She caught her breath as the next verse started with a blend of the original down-tempo and the counter harmony in the chorus.

      

      You're looking again like I owe you 

      And you’re thinking that I am so bad. 

      Your friends all said how I tore your heart out, 

      But the only thing on my mind is …

      

      I, I, I'm free! 

      I don't have to push you 

      Or wonder where you are 

      Or if you just forgot about me 

      And the only thing on my mind is… 

      I'm free.

      Diane stared as the music flowed over the room. The crowd still murmured, but there was a hush to the sound as they listened to the new offering. Diane felt like she couldn’t breathe. At the pizzeria the speaker music had been interesting, but simple. Now it was given full voice in Todd’s deep baritone and harmony in the guitars, drum, and keyboard surrounding him. She was pulled into the rhythm and her own lyrics played through her ears as though she’d never heard them before.

      When the music ended there was an instant of silence, a collective inhale. Then the crowd burst into applause. Shouts and whistles topped the clapping, bringing smiles to each of the band members as they basked in the appreciation. Diane basked too. Her words had done that, and warmth ran through her from head to toe. It was better than her years as a stage manager in high school and college, and easily as uplifting as topping the Forged in Fire tournament board.

      Connor sat back behind his keyboard, blotting sweat from his face with a bar rag. He caught her eye again and grinned like a loon, utterly sexy and frustrating and wonderful all at once. He crooked a finger at her, gesturing her to join him, and she shook her head and held up her root beer. She’d planned to grab her notebook and run, but now the plan had changed. She intended to tell Connor exactly what she thought of his music. This time, she had more to say than ‘nice’.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      Connor put his shoulder behind the last of the stacked speakers, pushing the pile smoothly into place in the back of Jared’s van. There were no seats in the van except for the front two bucket seats; everything else had been stripped out to make space for hauling gear. Jared, the band’s bass guitarist, loved the old van with an unholy passion and kept it in prime condition, or at least as close to prime condition as a ten-year-old thirteen-passenger van could be kept. It would never be a sexy car, but Connor wasn’t going to be the one to tell Jared that. He liked not having to haul most of the equipment, and he was the only other band member with a big enough vehicle.

      The guys drove away, and Connor went back inside, gratified to see that Diane was still sitting at the bar. He’d wondered if she was going to storm off again after hearing them perform her song, but he’d hoped she’d stick around, and she looked bemused over pissed off.

      He perched on a stool next to her and counted the root beer bottles in front of her, positioned around the notebook which was covered with fresh scribbles, and another little chibi drawing in one corner. Connor grinned and met her gaze, nodding at the bottles. “Four bottles, huh? I guess I drove you to drink. You gonna need a designated driver?”

      Diane chuckled, taking a gulp from the bottle in her hands. “Tasty drinking, but no driver needed. Just a pit stop so I don’t float home and about a year on the treadmill to work off all the sugar.” She toyed with the label on the bottle, glancing away from him. “So…you played my song.”

      “Yeah.”

      “In front of everyone.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Without asking me first.”

      “Yeah.”

      He listened as she spoke, trying to tell what she thought of the whole thing, not sure if she was pleased, or if she was thinking about hitting him with the bottle. He was still getting to know her, and sometimes she was damn hard to read. Finally, she set the bottle with its fellows and looked at him again.

      “I loved it.”

      Connor grinned, the nagging tiredness from a full day of work and performing disappearing in the light of her smile. “Well, that’s a lot better than ‘nice’.”

      Diane scrunched up her nose and then broke into soft laughter. “Yes. It was better than nice. Though performed like that, I could hear something slightly off in the chorus. It’s better sung by a man, but I need to change one of the lines for that too.”

      Kate came down the bar, gathering the bottles into a bucket. “Okay, you two. You’re cute and stuff, but get going.” She softened the words with a smile. “I want to go home and need to finish cleaning where you’re leaning. Go flirt in the parking lot or something.”

      Diane blushed, fumbling her wallet out of her bag and tossing a few bills down on the bar. The cash surprised Connor, who would have pegged her as a ‘pay with the app’ girl, but he didn’t comment. He stood and waved at the neon restroom sign. “I’ll help Kate while you make your pit stop.” He wiggled his eyebrows at her. “Or I could look for more pink gardener sketches in your notebook.”

      Diane gave him a withering look and snorted. She scooped up her notebook, stuffing it into her bag. “I’m going to take this with me, Mister Nosy. Go be useful or something.”

      He managed to hold back his laughter until she’d rounded the corner, but only just. He liked the way she responded to teasing. Unlike his sister, she never swatted him, but the look on her face was priceless.

      Kate shook her head, tucking the last of the bottles into the glass recycling bin. “So, what’s the deal with you two?”

      “Huh?” Connor shook his hair back from his face, drawing his attention back to Kate. “No deal. She’s my grandma’s nail girl.”

      “Uh huh.” Kate pulled out one of the numerous white bar towels she kept behind the bar. “Elbows up.” As he complied, she sprayed the section of bar and started wiping it down. “Nothing about what’s going on between you is no deal. She’s only come in here when you’re on, and drinks root beer, listens to the band, and scribbles in her notebook. She’s obviously not here as a bar fly because she’s not drinking or socializing. So, there’s more than nail girl there.”

      Connor listened, keeping his hands away from the bar. If he smudged the finish now, Kate would have his hide. He thought about what she said and shrugged. “She’s a lyrics girl too. That new song tonight was hers.”

      “Which explains why it looked like she might assault you there for a minute. I don’t have a bouncer to drag her away if you piss her off.”

      “She didn’t exactly know we were going to play it. I was making a point.”

      Kate shook her head, using the spray on her side of the bar and wiping down the various hoses and counters. “Now, that sounds like you.” She stepped back, looking over the bar with a critical eye. “Just be careful, okay. She seems like a sweet woman, and she doesn’t deserve heartbreak.”

      Connor held up both hands. “Woah…who’s talking heartbreak? We’re not even dating or anything. It’s all business.”

      A sound came from the direction of the bathrooms, and Kate tossed the rag into the hamper. “Yeah, whatever you want to believe, just keep that in mind.”

      Connor turned away, trying not to scowl. What did Kate know about anything? Yeah, there was some flirting with Diane, but certainly not a relationship or anything. He wasn’t ready for a relationship with anyone, yet. He knew what good relationships looked like, and he knew he wanted one someday. But his life needed more direction first. His uncle called it working on The Life Plan. Thus far the only item on Connor’s Life Plan was to get a life plan.

      Diane slowed, coming to a stop in front of him. She raised an eyebrow. “Everything okay? That’s a seriously solemn expression.”

      He snorted and gestured toward the door, waiting for her to start walking before he fell in beside her. “Yeah, everything’s good. Just thoughts.”

      “Bad ones?”

      “Eh, not really.” He opened the door, taking in a deep breath and soaking in the cool air. The stars twinkled above, and he was reminded of going on a star watching trip with his cousin in the dead of winter. It seemed like this would be a much better time for that kind of thing.

      “So… do you have time to get together sometime?”

      Connor blinked, looking down at her and trying to process the question. “Get together?”

      “Yeah, to work on the music.” She rubbed her fingers along the shoulder strap of her bag. “I mean…if you’re going to take the job anyway. There are some fixes to make. It seems like it’d be easier to just work on it together versus sending files back and forth.”

      “Oh, sure. That makes sense.”

      Puzzlement crossed her features, her face half shadowed by the light from the nearby streetlamp. “What else were you thinking?”

      Connor shook his head. “Nothing. My brain was just drifting.” He fell into a cocky grin, the expression his sister called his “Connor armor.” “How about tomorrow? I have to mow Grandma’s lawn, but after that I don’t have anything going on.”

      “I’ll be there to do her nails, so why don’t you just let me know when you’re ready?” The wind caught her hair, blowing a lock across her cheek. Connor fought the urge to brush it back. Kate’s comments were messing with his head.

      “Sounds good.”

      She grinned and turned away, making her way to her car. After a moment, the headlights came on and she backed out of the parking space. Connor watched the car until the tail lights disappeared into the distance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      “Diane?” Mrs. Gloria’s voice was gentle and it took a repeat of her name to pull Diane’s attention back from the kitchen window.

      “Huh? Oh, yes?”

      “I may be wrong, mind you, but I think the nail polish belongs on my nails, dear.”

      Diane blinked, looking down at Mrs. Gloria’s hand and flushing with embarrassment. A long bright pink streak went across the nail and the skin next to it. It wasn’t like she’d covered the whole finger or anything, but it definitely wasn’t representative of the usual care she took. She gave herself a shake and capped the nail polish, then reached for the cotton balls and the nail polish remover.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      Mrs. Gloria laughed, her laughter light and her eyes sparkling with amusement. “Certainly, no reason to apologize. Nail polish isn’t the worst thing that I’ve ever had on my fingers. But you do seem to be very distracted today.” She looked toward the kitchen window as the sound of the lawnmower and a shadow went past. “If it’s too noisy out here, we could always move to the back room.”

      “No!” Diane bit her lip the moment the word escaped, then took a deep breath. “That’s not necessary. I’m paying attention.” She started working on removing the polish from Mrs. Gloria’s fingers, aware that the elderly woman’s smile hadn’t faded a bit. “Okay, so maybe I’m a little distracted.”

      “I take that to mean that things between yourself and my grandson are going well.”

      “They are. He’s a brilliant musician.” Diane turned Mrs. Gloria’s fingers, rubbing the polish off briskly. “Stubborn and irritating, sometimes, but brilliant. We’re going to try to put the finishing touches on some stuff this afternoon.”

      “Stubborn, irritating, and brilliant, so much like his grandfather, that boy. Much like his mother as well.”

      Diane exchanged the cotton balls for a soft cloth, drying Mrs. Gloria’s hand. She reached for the nail polish again. “We haven’t really talked much about things like family. A little about food, and a lot about music. His band is really good too. I don’t know why they aren’t playing a bigger circuit.”

      “Hm.” Mrs. Gloria watched the windows as the lawnmower came by again, this time closer to the house. “If I had to make a guess, and this is only an old woman’s guess, I would say because they lack someone to focus them. Connor is a good boy, bless him, and he’s always quick to help anyone who asks, but he still doesn’t have much focus on the future. I think he’s waiting for…”

      She drifted off, and Diane looked up quickly, making sure Mrs. Gloria was all right. “For what?”

      “Inspiration maybe. A reason to push to greater things.” Mrs. Gloria’s gaze dropped down to her fingernails and her expression took on a pleased tone. “Oh, now just look at that. Pretty in Pink, indeed. Just the right shade to go with my new dress.”

      The expression brought a warmth to Diane’s chest. She liked Mrs. Gloria very much and her pleasant moments with her own Grandma had decreased in the last months of the woman’s life. Helping Mrs. Gloria always felt like the best days with Grandma. Both older women had always loved being beautiful, even in their aging beauty.

      “It will, and I have a good sealant we can put on it that will really make them shine.”

      Mrs. Gloria’s gaze rose from her nails to Diane’s face. There was a beat where it was too quiet in the kitchen, and Diane realized the lawnmower had stopped. “Only if it won’t take too long. I would hate to keep you from your appointment.”

      The teasing in Mrs. Gloria’s voice was obvious, and Diane ducked her head, but she managed to laugh at herself. “I’m sure he can find something to keep himself occupied. I promised you beautiful nails before I offered to talk music with him.”

      Mrs. Gloria sipped at her lemonade before offering her hands again. “Well then, by all means, shine them up.”

      Diane adjusted her chair so the light fell at a better angle and went to work. The sealant had to be more carefully applied than the polish itself in order not to leave any brush strokes. The kitchen door opened, letting in the smell of sunshine and cut grass. She glanced up and froze as she caught sight of Connor standing there with a duffle bag slung over one shoulder. The perfect sun-bronzed muscles which had tempted her dreams were on full display, touched with sweat and a few blades of grass. She swallowed and forced her attention back to Mrs. Gloria’s pinky finger.

      Connor pushed the door quietly behind him and crossed the room, dropping a kiss on Mrs. Gloria’s cheek. “All done, Gran. Would you mind if I use your guest shower? I have an appointment this afternoon.”

      Diane straightened, stretching the tight muscles in the middle of her back. “You wouldn’t want to be sweaty for that.” She looked up and saw Connor grinning at her.

      “Definitely not. Though I was thinking we could hold our meeting in the gazebo. It’s nice out there.”

      Mrs. Gloria nodded, “That’s certainly a good idea, and, yes, you may go clean up. We’re nearly done here, and I want to watch my cooking show.”

      “Sounds good.” Connor wandered out of the room before Diane could protest, not that she wanted to.

      As he disappeared around the corner, she heard him start humming the chorus line from her song. The door to the guest bathroom closed, and Dianne shook her head, firmly not thinking about Connor in the shower. If he was just like his grandfather, Mrs. Gloria was a lucky woman.
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      Connor arranged his portable keyboard on the little glass-topped table he’d carried into the gazebo. The wood stand matched the gazebo, the two meant to go together, but they’d been built separately, giving options for how the gazebo was arranged. The afternoon air smelled of roses and soil brought out by the heat of the sun. It was a lovely smell as far as Connor was concerned. The smell of green and growing things.

      His phone buzzed, and he fished it out of his back pocket, glancing at the incoming message. It was an unknown number, and he almost deleted it before reading the partial text that showed on the lock screen.

      *Connor. Your sister gave me this number…*

      Connor snorted. Since the beginning of the year, his sister, Kara, had gotten it in her mind that he needed to be married, and it was her sisterly duty to help him out by giving women his phone number to set up blind dates. Of the five numbers he’d received, two had turned into nice evenings, two had been way too young, and one had been some old guy looking for a mechanic shop who was sure his name was Carlos and that he was going to fix the old guy’s missing headlight. After that one, he’d told Kara to stop sharing his number. He’d even considered changing it, but that was too much of a pain.

      He thumbed open the message, already composing a gentle let down.

      *Connor. Your sister gave me this number. Don’t be angry at her. I have something important to tell you. BT.*

      BT. The initials slapped Connor upside his brain. He only knew one person with those initials who would be trying to talk to him and would warn him off being mad at his sister. Bucky Thorne. His father. Dammit.

      He set the phone down on the table and rubbed his hands through his hair, still damp from the shower. He’d successfully avoided talking to his father since he was ten and had forever given up on having the happy two-parent family that everyone else seemed to have. He knew now that ideal was mostly an illusion, every family had their issues, but that didn’t mean he wanted to kiss and make up with the father who had played so little of a role in his life and had caused his mother so much pain.

      The sound of a door opening pulled Connor out of the whirl of emotions that always came from thinking about his father. He took a deep breath and shoved his issues to the back of his mind. He’d deal with the text later. Much later. Maybe never.

      By the time Diane ducked into the gazebo, her hands full of a tray of refreshments that Connor was sure Grandma had insisted on, he had a smile for her. He took the tray out of her hands and made space next to the keyboard before waving toward the bench seats that ringed the gazebo. “Yum. Cookies.”

      “Mrs. Gloria insisted.” Diane settled on the bench, tucking one foot under her. Today’s Forged in Fire T-shirt was hot pink with a black logo.

      “I’m sure she did. She’s sure her children and grandchildren will starve without her personally making sure they don’t.”

      Diane shook her head, chuckling. “Maybe a little. Mostly she’s just got a sweet tooth and likes to share. Be nice.”

      Connor bit into a cookie and grinned. “Always.” He finished off the cookie in a couple of bites and wiped the crumbs off his fingers before sitting down at the open laptop. “So you said there was something wrong with the song. Lyrics wrong or music wrong?”

      “A little of both.” She shifted closer, looking over his shoulder at the music in front of him. “The problem is the repeated line ‘the only thing on my mind’.  When Todd was singing, the count was off. It’s trying to fit a two-syllable word ‘only’ where a one syllable word would be better. I think it needs to be ‘the one thing on my mind’ instead.”

      He peered at the lyrics and the surrounding musical strain as she tapped her fingers on the table and talked the words to the rhythm. She did it twice, changing the word the second time. Connor immediately heard the difference and nodded, adjusting the words and then making a slight shift in the musical timing around them. He hit the playback on the computer program and they both listened closely as the song repeated. The slightly tinny voice of the computer lacked the power and emotion that Todd had put into the words, but it was good enough for what they were doing.

      They listened through the whole song twice more, and finally Diane nodded, her shoulders relaxing. “That does it. I still…I’m still boggled that it works so well, but I’m glad it does, if that makes any sense at all.”

      “Yeah, it’s cool.” Connor leaned back against the wall of the gazebo. The echoes of the music still chased around the small building, and he made some mental notes for changes that would have to go out to the band. That was, if they played the song again. His gaze rose to Diane. “So, we really never formally signed a contract for the music. We should do that. What are you going to do with it next?”

      “Mm.” She picked up one of the cookies, peering at it as though it would answer his question. Finally, Diane shrugged. “I guess the big question I have to answer is if it’s still going to be part of something bigger, or if I should see if someone is interested in it as a single. So, I need to make a demo of some kind and see about connecting with a music publisher or someone who might have connections.” She paused and shook her head, her expression rueful. “I’ve read through the steps for moving a song along. I just need to organize it and get it on a spreadsheet. But getting you paid needs to be the first priority.”

      “I can see that. I like being paid.” He shook his drying hair back from his face. “Or we could pay you instead.”

      Diane’s eyebrows rose at the suggestion. “What we? And for what?”

      “Attractive Nuisance, we, and for using and recording the song for our album. I don’t know that we can pay much up front, but we could contract some profit-sharing thing from the gigs and if it ever went bigger than that. I haven’t talked this over with the guys, I’m spitballing here, and they might hate the idea, but we’ve been trying to put together an album of original work for almost a year. Todd usually does lyrics, but he’s hit a wall in the last few months. So, having a song he didn’t have to write would give him some breathing space and keep us moving forward. Worst case, we wrap together the cost of the music and a demo tape for you and you can pitch it yourself, but our audience liked your song. There’s a possibility for a good collaboration here.” He shrugged, trying not to sound too excited at the prospect. He’d been so focused on just proving to Diane that the song was good that the idea of really using it for the band hadn’t occurred to him until just now, but he was intrigued by the possibilities.

      They had half of an album all but finished. If Diane could create two more songs that were even half this good, they’d have something they could at least record and toss on the internet. He didn’t need his music to go big, but he might be able to make enough from the music to get a better lawnmower, maybe even go completely freelance instead of working for the landscaping company. It would be the best of both worlds.

      “Huh.” Diane’s lips pressed together as she thought over the suggestion. “I like the idea, but I’m not going to commit to it without looking into it more and having a contract. I know a lawyer who would probably be willing to create something for us.”

      The word lawyer jerked Connor out of his thoughts, and he blinked. “A lawyer? I’m not sure we need to get that formal. I mean, I get wanting a contract, but I have an online one which seems to be working just fine. I used it just last week to put together a birthday song for someone’s grandma.”

      Diane set the cookie back down, never having bitten into it. “But this isn’t a one-time birthday song for a Grandmother you’re talking about. This is a potential long-term business relationship, and if it goes well could lead to a substantial recurring income, maybe even more songs. Why would you want to trust that to an online boilerplate contract?”

      “Um…I’m pretty sure there’s nothing I can say to that that doesn’t make me look like an idiot.”

      She chuckled, resting her elbows on the table and lacing her fingers. The wind shifted, mingling the scent of her perfume with the other smells of the afternoon. “I wouldn’t go as far as idiot. But if you want music, or anything else, to be more than a hobby, you need to take it seriously, which starts with respecting the job and respecting yourself.”

      “And you don’t think I respect the job?”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “So, you don’t think I respect myself?”

      “I didn’t say that either.”

      Connor blew out a deep breath, stopping himself before he kept snipping at her responses. He’d never met a woman who got under his skin so easily, and he didn’t understand why he wanted to impress her so badly. He craved her approval. Seeing her smile when she finally heard and accepted her song had been the highlight of his week, but she could be so…frustrating.

      “Look. I’m not trying to offend you, but this music is really important to me, and whatever I do with it, I don’t want to be a halfway effort.” Diane’s tones were low and intense. “I like the band. I think the performance the other night was wonderful, and the song obviously suits your style. So, I like the idea of a collaboration. Maybe even multiple collaborations. I just want to start the way we intend to continue, and that means taking it more seriously. I can do some research and talk to my lawyer friend and create a proposal. If you don’t like it, then I can just pay you for the music and I’ll figure out the demo on my own.”

      Connor considered her offer and slowly nodded. “Okay. Let’s give it a try.” Worst case scenario, the contract would be awful and he didn’t have to sign it. Best case… Maybe this was the way a life plan came together.
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      Diane closed the document in front of her, ending her official work for the day. She leaned back in her office chair, enjoying the vibration of the built-in back massager. With as much time as she spent at the computer, it was critical that she have the right chair. She half-closed her eyes, thinking through the tasks meant for the rest of her day. There was a new tournament announcement that was going to drop, but for a while yet, and she had a meeting with Connor tomorrow at 7 to go over the song they’d been working on. She thought they were close to a version they could show the band, and she was looking forward to seeing what the boys thought.

      It’d been two weeks since they’d both signed the contract her lawyer had prepared, and put “I’m Free” into the band’s rotation for performances. The band had recorded the demo just a couple days ago at Lapis, and Diane loved the finished product. There was still some limbo about what they were going to do next, which frustrated Diane. It still seemed to her that the music could be more than a hobby.

      Her phone chirped, interrupting Diane’s musing, and she scooped it up, glancing at the display. A message from William, written in all caps, showed at the top of the screen.

      *I’M ONLINE. TOSS ME A HANGTIME ASAP.*

      Diane raised a brow and fetched her headphones from their hanger next to the computer. William, unlike anyone else she knew, preferred talking on the phone to texting or Hangtime. It was odd that he’d demand to use either. She pulled up the Hangtime app and logged in. The moment she was connected a video chat window opened, demanding her attention. She popped it open and William’s face filled her screen. His hair was slicked back, shiny with the product that held it in place and his eyes looked huge, outlined with black eyeliner and mascara. Even his cheeks were rosy. The theater makeup told her he’d been at a performance or a practice, either way he hadn’t bothered to wash up before calling her. What was going on that he’d be so rushed? He hated wearing theater makeup any longer than he had to. It made his skin break out.

      “There you are!”

      Diane winced and dialed down the volume on her headphones. “Yeah, here I am. It’s only been like two minutes since I got your message. What the hell is going on?”

      William waved his phone at her through the connection. “What is this thing that you sent me?”

      “Huh?” Diane blinked, trying to figure out what he was going on about. “What thing? I’m confused.”

      William took a deep breath and flicked open an app on his phone, adjusting his headphones so she could hear what he was listening to. The opening strains of “I’m Free” filled the connection, slightly fuzzy from the second-hand speaker. “This thing!”

      The music played for a full thirty seconds before he turned it off.

      “I know those lyrics. You were writing them years ago, girl. But what is this wretched thing you’ve turned them into?”

      Wretched. The word was like a kick to the gut.

      “I…”

      He kept talking over her half-formed protest. “My darling, you can’t be serious about this. Your lyrics are good, truly, but this is hardly something we could put on stage. Upbeat is popular, but this is… just no.”

      Diane sighed and leaned back again. The buzzing chair wasn’t comfortable any more, and she flipped the massager setting off. She’d sent the musical track out to several friends yesterday. William was the first to respond, and his reaction was exactly what she’d feared most.

      “What if… what if it isn’t for the stage?”

      “What?” William shook his head, his hair still staying put with James Bond stiffness. “You cannot mean that. We’ve talked about this, Di. You’re coming out here to write for productions and New York studios. Real studios. You’ve always wanted to.”

      “Have I?” Diane chewed on the inside of her lip. “I know we had all these plans once, and you keep telling me those plans are still my plans, but without asking me if that’s what I still want.”

      “What else would you want?” He shook the phone, as angry as Diane has ever seen him. “This? This…drivel? You have talent, Diane, and you’re wasting it out there with the cowboys and the tumbleweeds.”

      “There are neither of those things here.”

      “Technicalities! I need your support out here. You promised and you keep putting it off. I wonder if you even care anymore.”

      Diane’s stomach turned with guilt and building anger. “That was years ago! I haven’t even seen you since I came to Colorado!”

      “Are you my best friend, or aren’t you?”

      Diane opened her mouth to say ‘of course’, but the words never came. She hadn’t seen William in the flesh in three years, and every time they talked it was about what he needed from her. He needed her support. He needed her to come to New York. He needed her to send money. He needed…

      William’s brows furrowed. “Never mind. Don’t answer that. And don’t contact me again.”

      He disconnected, leaving the reflection of her face staring back at her from the screen. Diane pulled the headphones off and pushed away from the computer. Her throat was tight and she felt the heat of tears gathering around her eyes, but she shook them away.

      Diane opened her phone, pulling up the demo and letting the music fill the room.

      Looking at you now, I know that it's over 

      And I know that I should be sad. 

      Isn't everybody sad, when something falls apart? 

      But the one thing on my mind is… 

       

      I, I, I'm free! 

      I don't have to push you 

      Or wonder where you are 

      Or if you just forgot about me 

      And the one thing on my mind is… 

      

      I’m free.

      ***

      Connor read through the lyrics on his screen. They’d come with the note, “Something that needs music later…” He’d been impressed with Diane’s two pieces, but this was…this was something else. He was sure something had happened— something that had driven her to paint the page with her emotions. Something that had hurt her. The desire to find out what that something was and beat it to a pulp rose in his gut, but he pushed the feelings away. As tempting as it was, he’d never seen violence fix an emotionally painful situation. At best it just pushed a real reckoning off, and at worst it just made everything more awful.

      He fiddled with his phone, tempted to send her a message, but not sure what it should say. It wasn’t like she was his girlfriend or anything, even though he found the more time they spent together, the more he wanted to change that. Unable to let go of the urge, he tapped out a message.

      *Hey. Got your lyrics. Powerful stuff here, but kinda sad. You okay?*

      *Sure. I’m fine.*

      Connor eyed the phone. He knew that “fine” was almost never a good word coming from an upset woman. At least it wasn’t a “fine” directed at him, but it still had all the weight of a “fine” that was in no way fine.

      *Uh huh. Really fine or f’ed up, insecure, neurotic, and emotional fine?*

      The phone lay still in his hand for a long moment, and Connor wondered if he’d gone too far by pushing her. Too bad he couldn’t erase the message she’d obviously seen.

      Finally, the dancing dots that indicated typing started bouncing across the screen. *Mostly the later, but getting more toward the former. I’m going to kill monsters in the arena for a while and that’ll help. We still on for tomorrow?*

      Connor wasn’t sure what killing monsters in the arena entailed, but some fantasy violence might do her good. *Yeah. We’re good.*

      *Okay.*

      Again, the phone went still, though this time he knew it would stay that way. He glanced at the lyrics again, but his brain wasn’t ready to settle just yet. He still wanted to do something to help. He considered what he knew from the women in his life and grinned, pulling up the app for Just In Time Cookie Delivery.

      Within minutes four large, warm assorted cookies were on their way to Diane’s doorstep.
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      Diane lay back on the thick hand-stitched quilt, looking up at the sunlight playing on the cherry tree above her. Last night there had been rain, the thunderstorm fitting her mood entirely as she had pounded through opponents. She’d made an obscene number of personal kill points, and the message boards this morning were full of theories and condolences for those she’d knocked out of the running for the next individual tournament. She felt a little bad about that.

      She hadn’t been thinking about the requirements when she went into the arena. She was just pissed off and clobbered whatever and whoever got in her way. There was probably some commentary on her emotional coping skills there, but she didn’t think about it too hard. Forged in Fire wasn’t for the casual gamer, and everyone knew the risks in the arena.

      “Hey down there.” A pair of grass-stained trainers came to a stop near her head, and Diane squinted up and up until she saw Connor’s face above her, haloed by the distant sunlight. He looked huge and out of proportion, and she leaned up on her elbows to lessen the effect.

      “Hi.”

      Connor smiled and dropped down next to her, setting aside the large duffle bag he’d brought with him. “I’m surprised you’re out here. Don’t gamers wilt in the sun?”

      Diane half-closed her eyes again, rather enjoying the warmth, both from the sun and Connor’s presence. “Some of them. I put on SPF 90 before coming out, so I’m safe.” She stretched and rolled onto her stomach so she wasn’t looking directly at the light. “Thanks for the cookies last night. They came at a good time.”

      “Good.” He hesitated, then shrugged. “Do you want to talk about what pissed you off?”

      Diane considered the offer. It was sweet of him, but did she really want to unload her issues on him? Would it actually help, or just make her look pathetic? She sighed and rubbed her hands together, the rings on her thumbs clinking as she did. “Not really. It’s over now, and I don’t really want to delve back into it.”

      Connor nodded, unzipping the bag. “Totally your call. Sometimes talking helps.” He grinned, and she traced the line of his lips with her eyes. He really was a good-looking man. It boggled her that he wasn’t dating anyone…or at least not anyone she was aware of. Surely Mrs. Gloria would have warned her off if Connor was dating someone else, right?

      “Yeah, but sometimes talking about it just makes you angry all over again. It’s too nice of an evening to be mad.”

      “Good point.” He pulled the familiar small laptop and speakers out of the bag, setting them on the quilt and booting the machine up. “I know we were going to talk about ‘Whispers’ tonight, but I came up with a starting point for ‘First Time Again’ this morning. You don’t have to call it that, but it fits what you sent me yesterday.”

      “You already came up with something?”

      Connor shrugged and waved one hand absently. “Sometimes the muse does that, ya know? I was pulling crab grass and thinking and there it was. I’m not sure about all of the repetition, and it needs a female singer, but, again, starting point.”

      He shifted the screen so they could both look at it at the same time, which brought him closer to her, something she didn’t mind. The emotions that had generated the lyrics were still fresh and she wasn’t sure if hearing the music would be cathartic, or if it would just hurt all over again. She’d tried calling William this morning and his number had been disconnected. He’d meant it when he said not to contact him.

      The music started playing through the little speakers, keyboard only, though she saw he’d started the notations for the other parts. She wanted to close her eyes and just focus on the music, but she needed to see how the lyrics fit in first.

      

      His voice drones on 

      And I realize when it ends 

      It'll be our last goodbyes 

      The rain falls as he drives my heart away. 

       

      We had so many plans 

      Whispered promises that we made 

      Who knew they'd all be lies? 

      My eyes close and I watch him melt away 

       

      This feels like my first time...again. 

      My first cry...again. 

      The first broken heart I ever knew. 

       

      This feels like my first fall...again. 

      My first crawl...again. 

      I'm broken, there's nothing I can do. 

      

      Diane pushed up from where she’d been lying, tucking her feet under her so she sat cross legged. She leaned toward the speaker as the music bridged back to the verse line. Next to her Connor began to sing, his soft baritone racing down her spine and giving her chills.

       

      Your call shakes me 

      And I whisper that all things end 

      Your laugh breaks my heartache 

      The rain falls as you build me up again 

       

      And I don't know 

      How you can make me laugh right now 

      When everything is dark 

      You drive in and you light my world within. 

      

      “Sing with me.” Connor urged as the key changed, shifting to a brighter note. Diane shot him a look. She could sing, but she hadn’t sung in front of other people in a long time. The first few words moved past her before she joined in, on pitch, but soft. 

      

      You feel like my first time...again. 

      My first love...again. 

      Whole inside, a soul that holds me true. 

      

      Gaining confidence, Diane sang louder, but she found she couldn’t look at Connor while she did or she’d lose her place. He dropped back to take a harmony line, and the combination of the musical lines raised goosebumps on Diane’s arms.

      

      Your touch is my first touch...again. 

      My first kiss...again. 

      I found my way back home to you. 

      

      Connor punched a button and the music skipped to the top of the song. “Don’t stop. I need to record the harmony,” he whispered. Diane was aware of his gaze on her face, intensity in his eyes. She sat up straighter, aware of how much posture affected singing. They sang together, serenading the trees and the rosebushes, and she heard Connor making adjustments in each verse’s harmony.

      The song came to an end, and Diane wanted to start it again, to hold the magic of the moment. Somewhere during the singing, Connor had moved closer, a warm presence where his shoulder pressed against hers.

      “We should play this one at the bar on Saturday. You should sing.”

      She turned her head to tell him “no,” and found herself staring at his lips. He was so warm, and he smelled so good and being with him made her feel better about everything. She wanted him to kiss her. The sudden realization sent warmth to her cheeks, and she forced herself to meet his gaze. “I don’t know about that.”

      He brushed his fingertips along her cheek, then lifted her chin, leaning into her until she could feel the heat of his breath, which smelled of peppermint. Had he planned this? His lips touched hers, sending a little explosion of sensation through them, but before she could commit to the kiss the kitchen door banged open.

      “Connor?” Mrs. Gloria’s voice carried easily into the backyard, and Diane heard Connor mutter a four-letter word as she drew back. He took a deep breath and shifted away from Diane.

      “We’re over here, Gran!”

      Mrs. Gloria made her way slowly around the edge of the gazebo, peering at the two of them where they sat on the blanket. “Oh, I’ve gone and interrupted, and I am sorry, my dears, but Daniel called in a panic. He said you weren’t answering your phone.”

      Connor blinked and fished his phone out of his pocket. “Huh… it got bumped off.”

      Diane glanced at the offending technology, wondering if that had been accidental or if he’d planned the silence too.

      “Well, he says he needs you back at the house if you can. Something is wrong with Trenton.” Mrs. Gloria’s pleasant face was wrinkled in alarm. “Would you please call him and make sure everything is okay?”

      Connor nodded and turned his phone on. It immediately began to beep with incoming information. His brow creased as he read the messages. He quickly pushed the computer and speakers into his bag. “I’m so sorry. I’ve got to go. Trent fell and Daniel needs to take him to the hospital. He needs a babysitter for Joey right now.” He jumped to his feet, dropping a kiss on Mrs. Gloria’s cheek. “I’ll call you once I know anything, Gran. I promise. Diane, you really should think about singing the song. I’ll text you, okay?”

      Everything came out in a rush, and by the time Diane got to her feet Connor was half way across the yard, her response lost in his rush. She turned to Mrs. Gloria and took the elderly woman’s arm, noticing how she was trembling. “Come on, Mrs. Gloria. Let me help you inside. I’m sure everything is going to be okay.”

      “I… Yes, of course. I…I should call Beverly. She’s Daniel’s mother. I’m sure she’ll know more.” Mrs. Gloria patted Diane’s hand as they moved across the yard. “Would you mind staying for a bit, dear? I would appreciate some company until this is all worked out.”

      Diane nodded immediately. She hoped whatever had happened was less dire than her imagination was making it out to be. She knew Daniel had two sons, but she wasn’t sure whether Trenton was the older or the younger. “I can do that.” Her imagination flashed back on the touch of Connor’s lips, and the panic in his eyes when he’d left. She hoped everything really was going to be okay.
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      Connor grunted as he lifted the triangular feedback speakers out of Jared’s van, one in each hand. It was a task he usually accomplished with ease, but tonight everything was harder than it should be. The last two days had been non-stop with helping Daniel. Trenton’s ankle was broken, and while the doctors were confident that he’d heal just fine, it was still going to take a while and was causing any number of complications at the house.

      They’d shuffled the furniture around so Trenton wouldn’t have to go up or down the stairs, but that’d been a challenge since someone had to be available for the children too. Daniel had called the next-door neighbor, who often watched the kids during the week, but she was sick and couldn’t help. Connor had finally decided to call Aunt Bev for help, and what had been a chaotic scene had been put to rights in minutes. There was some kind of weirdness between Daniel and his mother, but Connor didn’t care. He was just grateful to have someone point to things and tell him what to do, while keeping Joey off his leg and Trenton supplied with toast and toys.

      Despite the help, it’d been a long two days at home on top of arguing with his boss at the landscaping company, and he was exhausted. He’d made it through practice this morning, surprised but pleased at how fast “First Time Again” came together, but about an hour ago he’d run out of both caffeine and adrenaline. Privately, he could also admit he was irritated he hadn’t heard much from Diane. She’d answered his texts. It wasn’t like she had disappeared or anything, but when he’d suggested she come by she’d declined. She had some Forged in Fire thing and wasn’t even sure she’d make it to see the debut of “First Time Again.” It bothered Connor she wouldn’t be there, even more than the fact they really needed a female singer to fit the song’s narrative. Todd promised he had an idea, but as of this morning he hadn’t produced anyone or anything.

      The problem chased around Connor’s brain while he set up the speakers and bundled the electronic wires. He couldn’t help but think of Diane’s singing. She wasn’t a trained professional, but it was her song, and the heart she’d put into it was stronger than any little issues with tone or breathing. Thoughts of the singing drew him to the moment when they’d almost kissed. Her eyes had been bright and her lips so soft. He was sure she wanted to be kissed as much as he wanted to kiss her. He couldn’t blame Gran or Daniel for needing him, but couldn’t they have needed him just five minutes later?

      He pushed the thoughts away, trying to concentrate on what he was doing. The bar was already doing a strong business, and he didn’t want the set to start late, though he kept looking for a familiar face in the crowd, disappointed when she never appeared.

      Connor didn’t need the looks Rhys kept shooting him to know he was half-assing it through the cover songs. He just wasn’t feeling the music tonight, and as much as he scolded himself, it wasn’t getting any better. By the halfway point of the set, he was just hoping to get through it without any major embarrassment.

      He glanced at the song list and frowned. “First Time Again” was up next. Connor mopped his brow and glanced at Todd, trying to catch his eye and insist they skip to the next song. It wasn’t going to work to have a guy sing this. Connor usually reviewed the set list before they started, but today he’d missed it. This was going to be a disaster.

      Todd counted off the intro, and Connor frantically tried to signal a skip, but Todd plowed on. The guitars picked up the lead in, the drum driving the rhythm. It all sounded perfect together. Connor clenched his teeth, waiting for Todd to start the melody, but it never happened.

      Instead a soft voice picked up the lyrics from one side of the stage. Connor’s attention followed the rest of the crowd as a handheld spotlight flicked on from the bar where Kate was standing on a barstool. Connor couldn’t see over or through the crowd, but the voice struck him like a bell clapper sending a shiver from head to heels.

      Diane stepped out from backstage as the verse continued, and Connor’s hands slipped over the keyboard, hitting all of the wrong notes. She was wrapped in a red dress the color of the eternity roses he’d planted in Gran’s garden, her shoulders left bare, the fabric clinging to her curves. Her hair had a soft curl to it, the gold locks a contrast to the dress, the colored streaks changed to a vibrant purple. It was the first time he’d ever seen her dressed in anything but jeans and a Forged in Fire T-shirt, and she looked amazing.

      He jerked his fingers off the keyboards, and Rhys shot him another look, this one smug. Music. He couldn’t stare at Diane. He had to play the music. She’d kill him if he messed this up for her, though he was full of questions as to how exactly this had happened.

      The chorus came up, and Connor found his place, leaning into the mic as the men harmonized around Diane’s melody. Connor forced himself to glance at the crowd, but they were into it, leaning toward the stage. For all that her singing wasn’t perfect, Diane’s lyrics and the combined performance had the crowd right where they wanted them.

      

      You feel like my first time...again. 

      My first love...again. 

      Whole inside, a soul that holds me true. 

      

      The music died away and the crowd erupted in cheers and whistles. Todd grabbed Diane by the hand, presenting her to the crowded bar.

      “Our special guest singer and lyricist, Diane Evans.”

      She was closer now, and Connor could see her trembling, though he wasn’t sure if it was from fear or from excitement. Her skin glistened with sweat and after taking a bow she slipped back behind the stage. It was all Connor could do not to rush after her, but they had two more songs to finish the set.

      The applause following the last song had barely dimmed before Connor was out of his seat and ducking behind the shallow stage. He scanned the narrow corridor that served as a backstage and lead to a second exit the bands used to carry their supplies back and forth from the parking lot. He saw Diane standing near the door, talking to someone who was outside. He saw a hand extend a card which she took. The door closed and she turned back toward the stage, finally seeing him.

      Connor approached, aware that he was grinning like an idiot, and he didn’t care. “So, too busy to come to the show tonight, huh?”

      Diane shrugged, her cheeks pink in the shallow light. “You’ve had a rough few days. Todd and I talked and thought it would be a fun surprise.”

      “I was certainly surprised, but in a good way, ya know?” He brushed a lock of hair back from her face. “So, are you gonna become a regular singer?”

      She shook her head, making a face that was at odds with the dress and the soft makeup that glittered on her eyelids. “Hell no. I wanted to try, and it was worth doing once, but…” She shook her head. “That was terrifying. I don’t know how you do it performance after performance. You always look so happy and energized, and it’s all I can do not to fall over or throw up.”

      “Eh, that’s just a matter of practice and a little bravery.” He could hear the bustle of people just beyond the hall, but he could almost pretend it was just them.

      Diane wrinkled her nose. “Yeah, well, I’m done practicing in front of people.” She waved the card at him. “I should give this to you, in fact. I think you guys would get more use out of a talent manager than I would.”

      Connor chuckled, taking the card, and capturing her hand all at once. She was trembling. He got a high from being on stage, but he knew that didn’t apply to everyone. “I’ll take a look, but seriously, you did great. Even if you didn’t perform on the stage, you could definitely sing for the test album.”

      Her expression brightened at the suggestion and her fingers tightened over his. Her touch was cool and pleasant against his skin. “Huh, that’s not a bad thought.” She took a deep breath. “So…what does a girl have to do to get a drink around here? I could use a root beer after all of that.”

      Connor laughed and raised her hand to his lips, kissing the back of her hand and wishing it was her mouth. “You’ve more than earned it.” He led her out of the corridor and into the bar where the band members rushed to join them in both celebrating and getting something to drink. As they made their way to the bar, Connor glanced at the card and nearly stumbled.

      Bucky Thorne, Talent Management

      Damn it all to hell.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

      

    

    
      Diane slipped the dress back onto its hanger before putting it in her closet and pulling on a pair of shorts and a nightshirt. It had been an amazing evening on every level, but she was also glad to finally be home. She ducked into her office, noticing the CAT5 cable hanging across the top of the door again. She’d at least got it off the floor, but the hooks she used to wire it across the wall to the router weren’t working. She hooked it up again, then flopped in her office chair and booted up her gaming system. As the electronics whirred and beeped, Diane reflected on singing on the stage. She’d been shaking so hard she thought she was going to drop the mic or fall off the stage, but it’d all come together in the end and the look on Connor’s face had been worth every shaky moment. Though she still wasn’t in a rush to do it again. She liked being the power behind the prose.

      She glanced at the clock in the corner of the computer screen. It was late, but not too late to log in and check her stats. She’d crashed the tournament requirements this morning, driving her team numbers as high as she could without having the full team in place. She hadn’t been lying when she told Connor that she was busy with the tournament, but she’d run the math and if the team played decently without her tonight after she bolstered the numbers during the day, they could still reach the cut off levels.

      The moment she logged on her chat screen filled with chatter.

      -Have you seen the ranks? We’re in!-

      -Hey, D! We’re in the top five.-

      -Ranks! We’re in the invitation level!-

      Diane laughed as they went on and brought up the tournament screen. As promised, there they were, sitting in fourth place. Anything above fifth meant they qualified for the tournament outright and didn’t have to play through the elimination rounds for the other five spots in the top ten.

      -I see us. Really well done, everyone.-

      -Yeah, well, that early head start didn’t hurt. But look, I’ve heard this tourney is different. It’s going to be a feeder to an even bigger project. We HAVE to win.-

      Diane considered the message, opening another window and starting to look up the information even as the chat kept coming.

      -I’m thinking we need a little more structure to our practice, ya know. And D, yer gonna hate it, but we need you to go voice. It’s just not effective to have to type during a battle. We’ve managed and stuff, but if we’re serious about keeping on with this…Well…I just want to take it seriously, and that means practice and hearing each other.-

      Diane didn’t answer immediately, reading the details of the secondary project. The top teams would go head to head against a hand-selected Forged in Fire team on a livestream that would be on television as well as online outlets. There weren’t details about the compensation yet, but rumors abounded from cash prizes to marketing opportunities. Forged in Fire was trying to break into the e-gaming markets and putting a lot of risk into this whole thing. So, did she want to be part of that risk?

      She opened her desk drawer, pulling out a handful of jellybeans and crunching them. One was root beer flavored, which reminded her of the evening at the bar and sitting with Connor. Tonight had been about doing something for him, sure, but it’d also been about taking risks. She still wasn’t sure gaming was ever going to be lucrative, but maybe it didn’t have to be. Maybe she could just play with her friends and love it anyway.

      -D? D, are you there?-

      -Crap. You killed, D, Stupid.-

      Diane laughed and picked up her headphones, sliding them on. She clicked the button to create the voice chat and sent invites to the other four members of the team. One by one they logged on, three guys and one other woman.

      “Woo freaking hoo!”

      Diane took a deep breath, scanning the open areas of the map. “Okay then. We have three days to practice before they announce our first challenge. Let’s go take on the mobbies in the south quarter to loosen up. Form up on Kaverak. K, you’ve got point.”
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      Connor played with the salt shaker, turning the glass container around and around between his fingers. He hadn’t been to Harvey’s Family Diner since he was a kid and, in his opinion, it’d definitely not aged well. The flooring was faded and stuck underfoot, and the booths sported ripped leather and duct tape patch jobs.

      It had seemed like a good idea to meet his father here, some callback to a time in the past when they weren’t at odds, but the place looked as bad as their relationship.

      He closed his eyes, though he didn’t dare lean back against the booth, not sure what might end up stuck in his hair. He didn’t want to talk to his dad, but he didn’t have a choice. He had no idea what his dad was doing here. He didn’t want Bucky talking to Diane, and he double didn’t want him trying to sign her on as talent. Connor had tried to believe if Diane didn’t have the card, then that was that, but he’d been bothered all day about the idea of Bucky trying to reach her again. Not that she wasn’t smart enough to do her research and realize Bucky Thorne was a small-time manager with more failures than successes anyway, but it was the idea of his dad messing with someone that Connor cared about that bothered him. Bothered him enough that he was going to make things explicit.

      The sound of footsteps approaching caught Connor’s attention, and he opened his eyes. The first thing he saw were the tips of snakeskin boots sticking out from under a pair of blue jeans. The boots were dark turquoise and polished to a ridiculous shine. He knew those boots. His mother had a picture of Connor wearing those boots, but he’d only been two and they’d covered his legs from toes to his diapered butt. He wondered, absently, if his father had worn the boots to try to pull on that past connection, or if fashion in Nashville was just that tacky.

      Connor looked up, seeing his father in person for the first time in fourteen years. Bucky Thorne still stood as tall as Connor remembered, even if his stomach was heavier and the grey in his hair and moustache thicker. He didn’t wear a cowboy hat, which surprised Connor. The hat would have gone with the boots and the plaid button-down shirt.

      Bucky waved a hand at the other side of the booth. “Mind if I sit down?”

      Connor straightened his shoulders, meeting Bucky’s gaze straight on. “Yeah, but it’d be strange to have this conversation with you standing up, so…” He shrugged. “Go ahead.”

      Bucky sat, the booth protesting his weight. Then again it protested any weight. “I’m glad you sent me a message, son. I’ve been hoping to talk to you.”

      “What are you doing here?” Connor didn’t want to make small talk. He just wanted to say what needed saying and get out.

      “No need to be rude. I came to see your sister graduate from her cosmetology program. You would know that if you’d been there.”

      The dig hit home, and Connor’s hand tightened around the salt shaker, the beveled edges hard against his skin. “I was working and couldn’t get away. I visited Kara before the ceremony. She was cool with it.”

      “She still would have liked you to be there.”

      “Maybe, but I don’t run out on my obligations.”

      “I…” Bucky’s eyes were bright with indignation, but he stopped himself from answering. That was unexpected. “Look. I know that I didn’t do things right back when you were a kid. I’m not going to explain or make excuses. What happened between your mom and me is and was between us. But I maybe didn’t do things so well with you kids. I’ve been emailing with Kara and Kyle for the last few months, which you’d know if you answered your email, and we’re in a good place. I like having a spot in their lives. I can’t make up for lost time, that’s just a stupid saying, but I can try to have a relationship with my own flesh and blood.”

      “Okay, fine. So, you made up with the twins and you’re here for Kara’s graduation.” Connor heard the entreaty in his dad’s voice, but he wasn’t going to give into it. His dad was a manipulator to the core. His mother had warned him about getting caught up in his dad’s gentle lies. “Why were you at Lapis Lazuli? I’m sure Kara wasn’t having a graduation party there.”

      “Because I was looking for you.”

      Connor snorted, pausing as the waitress came down the aisle. He really didn’t want anything to eat from this place. Bucky didn’t look at the menu either, though he ordered a Diet Coke. Connor asked for a bottle of beer, figuring it would be sealed and therefore probably the safest option. He waited until the girl walked away, using the time to rein himself in. His sister kept telling him that he had a lot of unprocessed rage, and he had to admit that she might be right. He didn’t have to pick a fight. Even if he wanted to.

      “Well, you found me. Was there something you wanted?”

      “A couple of things, yeah.” He opened the slim folder he’d carried in with him, pulling out an ivory colored envelope and pushing it across the table to sit in front of Connor. It was addressed to Connor in fancy black lettering. He didn’t reach for it, but waited for the explanation.

      “I’m…getting married in August. I’d like you and your siblings to be there. I don’t expect you to be part of the wedding party or anything. Just attend.”

      Married.

      How was it fair that Bucky got to be married again when Connor’s mom was still alone?

      Before he could speak up, Bucky kept going. “And I wanted to hear your band. Your sister told me you were good, but I thought that was just sisterly pride. However, I was wrong. Your group is good, Connor. Really good. In my opinion, you’re far too good to be playing the bar scene. You could make the jump to much bigger venues.”

      “In your opinion, huh? Good to know.”

      “I’m serious. With the right representation and introductions, you could really do something with the music. You’ve got two strong singers, though the girl could use some polishing up, and the original music is catchy and modern. I know people who could help you be more.”

      Connor slammed his hands down on the table, lunging to his feet. “No! No, Dad! I don’t care about who you know or what you think I should do. My music has nothing to do with you, and I don’t want your interference. Stop sending me your business cards, and stop giving them to my bandmates. You may have Kara and Kyle convinced that you want back into our lives, but they were barely out of diapers when you left. They don’t remember standing in the driveway and waiting for you to come home. They don’t remember mom sobbing in her room when she thought no one else could hear her. They thought it was normal that Grandpa Joe and Uncle Steve came to all the events where you should have been.”

      “I know, and I’m sorry, Connor.”

      “Sorry was for when I was ten.” He leaned hard on the unsteady table, looming over his father. Some part of him said he should relent, but that small voice was drowned out by the hurt and anger that bubbled in his chest.

      “I wasn’t ready then. And maybe I’m not a good father, maybe that relationship has sailed, but I could be a good manager. Maybe we could learn to get along that way.”

      “I don’t want to get along, Bucky. I just want to be left alone.”

      Connor dropped the wrinkled business card on the table to rest on top of the unopened wedding invitation. “Good luck on your new life, I mean that, but don’t try to make me a part of it.”

      He spun on his heel and left the restaurant without even bothering to wait for his beer. His father could have it, or send it back, Connor didn’t care which. He drove out of the parking lot without looking back, taking the corner faster than he should have. He flicked the music app on his phone open, and it synched up with the truck stereo system, picking up in the middle of his playlist.

      

      You're looking again, like I owe you 

      And you’re thinking that I am so bad. 

      Your friends all said, how I tore your heart out, 

      But the only thing on my mind is …

      

      I, I, I'm free! 

      I don't have to push you 

      Or wonder where you are 

      Or if you just forgot about me 

      And the only thing on my mind is… 

      I'm free.
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      “Boom goes the cannon!” Kevin’s shout echoed through Diane’s headset loudly enough she had to pull it away from her ears. The screen in front of her faded, taking them back to the respawn inside the arena.

      Kevin’s avatar Kaverak, a large, blue-skinned troll in power armor, danced a jig as he reappeared. “That was awesome. We should do it again!”

      Diane snorted, stretching widely. “Not on your life. We’ve been at this all morning, K. My eyes have had enough, and I have an appointment to be at in a few minutes.”

      “Oh, come on! Just one more. It’ll be fast.”

      “It’s NEVER fast.” Diane heard Marie’s voice echoing her own. Everyone knew that “just one more” was never fast and was often catastrophic. It was gaming karma.

      Kaverak stopped dancing. “Fine, fine, be that way. Go be responsible and stuff. First bout that counts is tomorrow night.”

      “Yeah. Plan to be here twenty minutes before to review any changes in the specs. See ya.” Diane logged off quickly, before anyone else could say anything. She could admit to herself that using voice hadn’t been as bad or invasive as she thought it would be, but it did make it much harder to leave when she intended to.

      She scooped up her phone and wandered down the stairs, scrolling through her text messages as she pondered breakfast. She and Connor had talked about getting together today to finalize any changes to “First Time Again,” and she had some new lyrics she’d started working on yesterday that she wanted to show him. They weren’t entirely done, but she liked where they were going as they were very different from the first songs she and Connor had worked on. If it worked out, it might be enough to finish the list for the album demo Attractive Nuisance needed, so it would be good if they could start work soon.

      Privately, Diane admitted she really wanted to see him again. It wasn’t a big deal to have a day or two apart, but the days she spent with Connor were somehow better.

      The text messages from this morning were only from her family and a couple business reminders, which she moved into the pile for tomorrow morning. Some people felt like working a gig economy meant you had to work seven days a week, but Diane had decided early on that she wasn’t willing to work that way. With few exceptions, the weekends were hers and the work could happen during business hours Monday through Friday.

      She jotted off another text message to Connor to join the three she’d already sent, then hesitated. At what point was she going to come across as an obsessive idiot? She tossed the message and set the phone to the side so she could make toast. While the bread browned, Diane found she couldn’t help glancing at the phone. It was so weird that Connor hadn’t answered her. Even when he was working, he almost always answered within a couple of hours, and two of her texts were from yesterday.

      What if something was wrong? What if he’d been in an accident or something? It wasn’t like she was his girlfriend or anything. No one would know that she wanted to be contacted. She slathered butter and jam on the toast, which didn’t smell as good as it had when she first started making it, but she knew skipping breakfast would give her a headache, so she ate it anyway. Connor was fine. Connor was always fine. He just had something come up. Or maybe he’d dropped his phone into the toilet or something.

      The thoughts chased each other through Diane’s mind, distracting her from everything else. Finally, she wiped the toast crumbs off her hands and mouth and headed for the front door. It was early enough Mrs. Gloria wouldn’t be at church yet. Maybe she knew what was going on with Connor, and even if she didn’t, Diane had promised to come by and see how Mrs. Gloria’s glow-in-the-dark nails looked after they’d completely set.

      It proved to be a gloomy Sunday, light grey clouds covering the sun and a soft breeze promising rain later. Fortunately, it was a summer storm, and Diane didn’t need a jacket as she jogged across the street. She knocked on the front door, waiting patiently for Mrs. Gloria to answer it.

      The door swung open, revealing Mrs. Gloria behind her walker, dressed in her going-to-church sundress, a light-weight yellow dress with eyelet lace at the neck and hem matching a white hat she pinned onto her hair. She blinked, surprise touching her expression behind her bright lipstick and the spots of blush high on her cheeks.

      “Good morning, my dear.”

      “Hi, Mrs. Gloria. Looks like I caught you just before church.”

      Mrs. Gloria laughed and nodded, stepping back slightly so she wasn’t blocking the doorway. “Oh yes. I was expecting my daughter, Nancy. She offered to come with me to church today.”

      Diane nodded. Nancy. Wasn’t that Connor’s mother’s name? She wasn’t sure. “That’s nice that you have company. Is that…umm…Connor’s mom?”

      “Yes, indeed it is. She lives down in Denver, but she comes by to visit every now and again.” Mrs. Gloria’s gaze sharpened, and she leaned a little harder on her walker. “Not that I don’t appreciate a visit any time, but is something wrong? You look upset.”

      “Oh…I…no. I’m not upset, but I’m a little concerned.” Diane realized how odd this must look, and she felt her cheeks warm with embarrassment. “I haven’t heard from Connor in a few days is all, which is kind of odd. So I thought I’d come see your nail job and try to subtly find out if you knew where he was. Not like he has to answer when I text or anything, but I wanted to know that he was okay.”

      Mrs. Gloria’s heavily penciled brows rose, her eyes taking on the familiar sparkle. “That’s very sweet of you to be concerned for him. I do know where he is, and he’s fine. Just spending a couple days up at the Lodge.”

      Diane paused, trying to remember if Connor had mentioned anyplace called the Lodge. It might be another bar, but why would Mrs. Gloria know about that? And why would he spend days at a bar? She shook her head. “I give up. What’s the Lodge?”

      “Come on in, and I’ll show you. Seems we’ve got a few minutes before Nancy gets here.” She shuffled across the room, and Diane followed, curiosity stronger than embarrassment. They left the living room for a small parlor Diane had never been in. The parlor was barely big enough to hold the love seat and old wooden rocking chair, but she could see instantly that sitting wasn’t really the purpose of the room. Every possible surface was covered with pictures. Most were framed, but some smaller pictures perched in the corners of others. All of the pictures featured the same people, just at various ages and places and everything revolved around one very large picture of a family gathered on the steps of a huge camping lodge in the middle of a scrub wood.

      It was this large picture Mrs. Gloria drew Diane to look at. She pointed at the couple in the center, recognizably a slightly younger Mrs. Gloria with her arm around the waist of a man about the same age. They stared out at the camera with a sense of pride and contentment Diane found remarkable.

      Mrs. Gloria tapped her finger on the glass. “We took this…five years ago? Maybe six. I forget. This is my Joseph. Wasn’t he a looker?” She didn’t wait for Diane to respond, but continued. “The Lodge is up by Boulder on ground that’s been in the family for decades. It used to be just a few single-room cabins, mostly for running cattle, but my sweet Joseph wanted a place to bring the family. Something that would outlive us both. He did most of the design work, and we did most of the building ourselves, though some of the complex wiring and such was hired out. The kids and grandkids take care of it these days.”

      Diane stared at the picture. There was definitely a resemblance between the family members, especially the men. She found Connor, standing near a pair of younger children that had to be his siblings. Even as a teenager he was striking, giving the camera the lazy, half-smile that Diane liked so much.

      “So this is where Connor is?”

      “Oh yes. He helps with a lot of the landscaping, and this year we had some shifting in the ground around the foundation so there’s been so much to do. His cousins went up to help yesterday, but Daniel said Connor was staying over to finish a few things.” Mrs. Gloria didn’t look at Diane, her gaze focused on the family portrait. “I expect he wouldn’t mind a little company, in particular company bearing food.”

      Diane blinked, her gaze going from the picture to Mrs. Gloria. “Are you suggesting I should go up there?”

      Mrs. Gloria chuckled and shrugged, the white hat bobbling on her head with the movement. “Only if you want to, of course.”

      “I…” Diane heard a car pull into the drive. It had to be Mrs. Gloria’s daughter. If Diane wanted to know how to get to the lodge, she had to ask now. She did want to see him. Many of the things she’d tried since meeting Connor had required bravery and, thus far, she hadn’t regretted any of it. Maybe fortune really did favor the brave. “How would I get there?”

      Mrs. Gloria picked up a little paper from a side table under the portrait. There was a small printed map and some written instructions on the paper. It amused Diane that Mrs. Gloria had instructions on hand, though she also guessed that meant her GPS would be useless. “It takes about an hour from here. Make sure you have plenty of gas.” A knock sounded at the front door, and Mrs. Gloria pressed the paper into Diane’s hand before shuffling away. She paused at the doorway between the parlor and the front room. “If he hasn’t told you, Connor is fond of Burnie’s fried chicken. Extra crispy.”
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      Connor pushed a large wheelbarrow to the end of the truck’s tailgate, setting it down and rubbing the sweat from his brow. The weather was muggy, and he wished fervently that the rain would just fall already. It would cool things off and he’d feel less like he was breathing soup. Yesterday had been a very effective day, and he’d enjoyed working with his cousins to cut back the dry foliage around the house, remove mud, and replant the large oak barrel flower beds. Losing himself in the work pushed away his frustration at seeing his father and the double frustration of the pay cut he was facing at his job. Things had been going so well in the last month. It felt like the last few days had kicked his feet out from under him, and he didn’t like it.

      He tightened his gloves and jumped up into the bed of the truck, where the remains of the last load of gravel were piled. A large, flat-bladed shovel was shoved half-way into the pile, sticking up like a flagpole. Connor picked it up and began pushing the gravel into the wheelbarrow. The shoveling was rhythmic and soothing, and Connor allowed his thoughts to drift. He pushed away any thoughts of his troubles, losing himself in hard work and the memory of Diane’s voice singing his music.

      He was brought up short as the sound of a car coming down the lane from the road caught his attention. From his vantage point in the back of the truck he watched the familiar blue Honda wind its way through the trees, coming to a stop across the parking lot. He had no idea how she knew to come here. Connor stopped himself on that thought, leaning on the shovel. That wasn’t true, there was only one way she could know to come here. Gran had told her where he was. The question was, had Diane asked Gran, or was Gran meddling? He wanted it to be the former. He wanted her to be here because she wanted to be, not because Gran had talked her into it.

      Diane got out of the car, bringing with her a bag with a familiar logo on the side. Burnie’s Chicken. It was Connor’s favorite chicken place, and as she approached the wind smacked him in the face with the scent of extra-crispy fried chicken making his stomach growl. It had been hours since he’d eaten a breakfast of Pop Tarts and bananas.

      She came to a stop next to the truck, her gaze darting over his shirtless self. Connor grinned when her eyes paused, though he managed to resist the urge to flex just to see what she would do. She looked up at him and grinned.

      “Hey there, stranger. I hear you found a place with no cell service or fast-food fried chicken.”

      “You’d be right on both points.” Connor eyed the wheelbarrow and decided it was full enough for this load. He pushed the head of the shovel into the gravel and jumped off the truck.

      Diane held up the bag. “I can’t do much about the cell service, but I brought food. Can you take a break while it’s still mostly warm?”

      “Definitely.” He gripped the rubber-covered handles of the wheelbarrow, lifting it and checking the balance. There was too much gravel at the top, so he shook it until the load evened out.

      There was a moment’s silence before Diane snorted, a charming sound as far as Connor was concerned. “Show off.”

      Connor looked up from the load and cocked an eyebrow. “What?”

      “You and the muscles, Mr. Shirtless. I think you like taking every opportunity to take your shirt off. You’re definitely showing off.”

      “I am not!” Connor grinned and brought the wheelbarrow around so it pointed down the path to the lodge. It was a good piece of equipment and rolled easily, even over the uneven surface that was the parking area. He lifted the handles a little higher, and this time he flexed. “This is showing off.”

      Diane broke into laughter. “That is definitely showing off. Very nice showing off.” She turned her back on him, fetching a medium-sized cooler from the trunk of her car before locking it. “Which way are we going?”

      “Just follow the path.” Connor grinned at the approval in her words and her eyes, and gave the load a shove, starting down the narrow path. It wasn’t wide enough for him, the load, and Diane, so she trailed a few steps behind him.

      “Your Grandma said you were up here doing landscaping work. I didn’t realize so much gravel was required.”

      He didn’t buy that she didn’t know more about landscaping than that, but he enjoyed talking about his work. “It is up here. Between the weather and people coming and going the paths get worn down, and we have to refill them or the mess is tremendous.”

      “Why not use concrete or asphalt? Just the weather, or is there more to it?”

      Connor heard the curiosity in Diane’s voice, but he didn’t dare look over his shoulder to see her. If he hit a bump wrong, the load of gravel would go everywhere, and he didn’t want to shovel it off of the path. He also didn’t want to look like an idiot. Not that Diane would see it as idiocy, but he was still enjoying the admiring look she’d given him. “Mostly the weather. We swing from hot to cold and get snow and rain. The most flexible thing is the gravel, which can be built up or mashed down as needed. It looks good, too, and doesn’t require trying to get the tools and machinery for the others up here. I’ve done some concrete work around the foundation and when we need to sink poles and stuff, but I don’t want to do more than I can haul in a couple of loads.”

      “Huh. It sounds like they keep you busy. How’d you learn to do all of this?”

      The pathway opened up to the front of the lodge, and Connor turned to his right, bringing the wheelbarrow to a stop next to a muddy depression and dumping the load onto the ground. Diane stopped near him, looking up at the lodge and whistling softly.

      “This is beautiful. Your Grandma showed me a picture, but it doesn’t do it justice.” She walked over to one of the large oak barrels and touched the petals of the blooming bleeding hearts that poured over the edges. “These are beautiful.” She took a deep sniff. “And they smell amazing.”

      Connor chuckled, rubbing the sweat from his forehead before pushing the empty wheelbarrow out of the way and picking up the shovel leaning against the lodge. He had brought several shovels, knowing he would be hauling gravel, and left them at appropriate spots. “Those are bleeding hearts, and they’re a pain in the ass to keep alive. But they are very pretty and Gran loves them.”

      “Huh.” Diane walked to the porch and settled there, pulling paperware out of a second bag. Without asking she prepared plates for both of them loaded with fried chicken, potato salad, and coleslaw. “So…” She licked the coleslaw spoon before setting it on her plate. “Go back to the question. How’d you learn all of this stuff?”

      While she served up the food, Connor scooped up the top of the gravel pile and started distributing it along the path. “Grandpa Joe and Uncle Steve got me started. Then I took some classes at the community center and got a lot of on the job training.”

      Diane crooked a finger at him, and Connor abandoned the shovel to join her on the porch. He’d mostly been waiting for her to be ready anyway. He sat down, and she put a plate in his hands, gesturing for him to keep talking. He leaned against one of the big posts that supported the lodge over the veranda.

      “My dad left my mom a long time ago, and I didn’t take it very well. I was an angry kid and a worse teenager. My mom tried to deal with it by moving the whole family to California, which was great for my siblings, but…” Connor shrugged and stabbed his fork into his potato salad. This wasn’t a story he’d told anyone very often, and he wasn’t good at telling it. “I never fit in there, and I hated it. I ran away from home a couple times. Then I got hauled in for underaged drinking a couple times. I wasn’t going to graduate from high school, and I didn’t care. Things like that. Eventually my mom and Gran cooked up a plan for me to spend the summer before my sophomore year with Grandpa Joe.”

      Diane nodded as she listened, breaking out bottles of root beer from Lapis Lazuli. She handed them both to him, and he cracked the lids without waiting for her to ask. “How old were you?”

      “Fourteen. I was an utter shit, but Grandpa took everything I tried in stride and refused to send me back home. I stayed at their house for a week before he loaded me into the truck, and the rest of the summer was spent up here.” Connor fell silent for a moment, consumed with eating. He hadn’t realized how hungry he was until he’d started eating, and now he was ravenous. He cleaned a chicken leg down to the bone, setting it on the side of his plate.

      “Anyway…there was a lot of work to be done back then. The dock and boathouse were being rebuilt and the back half of the lodge expanded, and that’s when we put in a lot of the landscaping too. I tried not doing anything, but Grandpa didn’t put up with that either.” He saw her eyebrows raise and waved off her concern. “He didn’t beat me or not feed me or anything, but he made me get up and come along with him. He was always talking in this old, comfortable drawl of his. He’d ask my opinion on things and then, to my shock, actually listen. One day he was raking gravel and leveling, and I just felt like trying it, so I picked up a rake. He didn’t comment on my helping, but explained what he was doing and why and how to do it right.

      “I can’t blame my mom for those years. She was stuck in a situation she’d never asked for, and just taking care of all three of us was a challenge without me being more challenging. But I’d never really known what it was like to work with a father figure who was really invested in me, and I ate it up. Once I figured out how rewarding it was, I put my heart into learning everything he wanted to teach me, but the landscaping was the best. Uncle Steve brought his kids up in August, and Grandpa assigned me to teach them everything he’d been teaching me. It was both empowering and terrifying.”

      “Hah. Sounds like your Grandpa was a smart man.” Diane licked chicken grease off of her fingers, not bothering with the wad of napkins she’d tucked under her leg. Connor appreciated a girl who didn’t mind eating with her fingers, and the spice mix on the chicken was worth savoring instead of wasting on a napkin.

      “He was the best.”

      “So what happened after that summer?”

      Connor shrugged with a little smile. “I stayed with Gran and Grandpa Joe. I finished high school here and worked my ass off.” He wiggled his eyebrows, teasing as he continued. “That part is pretty literal. I’d gotten a bit chunky in California, and by the time my mom saw me after graduation a few years later I’d dropped 30 pounds in flab, gained 40 in muscle, and was almost six inches taller. She walked right past me at the airport.”

      Diane snickered, steadily clearing her plate as she listened. “Sounds like it all turned out all right. So where is your family now? Do they still live in California?”

      “They moved back out here after Grandpa Joe died a couple of years ago. Mom wanted to be closer to Gran and, the last time I checked, Kyle is still in school in Boulder. Kara just finished a cosmetology program down in Denver.” Talking about Kara’s graduation reminded him of the meeting with Bucky, and he swallowed a bite of coleslaw around the lump of anger that rose every time he thought of the man.

      Diane set her plate on the porch next to her, leaning forward. Her expression had gone from curious to concerned. “You don’t get along with your siblings?”

      “Huh? No. They’re fine. We’re not majorly close, but there’s nothing wrong with them. Why’d you think that?”

      She shrugged and waved at his face. “Because your face shut down when you started talking about them. Like, I don’t know, they bug you. I can totally understand that. My sister is six years younger than I am and we couldn’t be more different, and my brothers are adorable, but pests.”

      “No. It’s not the twins. We get along okay.” Connor adjusted his stance, rubbing some of the chicken grease on his pants. Did he want to tell her about Bucky? Maybe. His mom was always telling him that he needed to talk to someone about his feelings. Why not Diane? “It’s the graduation, I guess. My dad…Bucky… He came out to see Kara’s graduation from the program. He stopped by Lapis too.”

      Diane’s brow wrinkled and she leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. “Bucky. That was the name of the guy who talked to me after the song. That’s your dad?”

      “None other.” Connor set his plate aside, his fingers twitching with the need to do something. He returned to the gravel pile, picking up the shovel.

      “He’s a talent manager. Wouldn’t that be helpful for your music career?”

      Connor jabbed the shovel into the pile, maybe a little harder than was absolutely necessary. “Yeah, he’d like that, but no, he wouldn’t be.”

      Diane watched him shovel for a minute then pulled out another bag, putting the used dishes into it. “Okay, I admit you’ve lost me there.”

      “He’s a jackass. He left my mom to go play at being a talent manager in Nashville. He was so bad at it that there was never money for child support and never time to even send us birthday cards, much less visit. He sends me stacks of his business cards every Christmas with a reminder to tell all my friends because he’s barely keeping his business afloat. He desperately wants to represent Attractive Nuisance, but it’ll be a cold day in hell before I let that happen.” The shovel pushed through the gravel, hitting the ground beneath with a clunk, and Connor realized he was snarling. He took a deep breath, forcing his shoulders to relax, and shot a glance at Diane who was sitting very still.

      “Sorry. Talking about him…it always pisses me off.”

      “You don’t say?”

      Diane pushed to her feet and picked up a second shovel, approaching the other side of the pile. “At least you have a good hobby for burning off the anger, right? I’m sure shoveling gravel is good for your mood and your muscles.”

      Hobby. He jerked as though she’d slapped him in the face. It was true, they mostly talked about music, but he’d told her how much he loved his work. Didn’t she understand that landscaping was more than just a hobby? The rhythm of the work, listening to his own heartbeat and bringing order to chaos soothed his soul and fed his muse. It was so much more, and he was so tired of everyone acting like it was a hobby, or something he did because he didn’t have a college degree that qualified him for something else.

      Maybe he didn’t have a big Life Plan, but he had things that were important to him.

      Diane pushed the gravel around, filling in muddy spots with half full shovels, oblivious to his turmoil. Connor shook his head, trying to push his disappointment away. Why had he expected her to be any different from anyone else? A small voice whispered that he wasn’t being fair to her, but he squished it ruthlessly.

      “So, you said there was a boat house? Does that mean there’s a lake? I’d love the grand tour.” Her questions were soft, but persistent, poking at his stretched nerves like a guitar pick on an overtight string. He appreciated she was trying, but he just couldn’t do light and flirty. Not right now.

      “Hey, Diane. I appreciate you coming up here, and the food and all, but I’m just not good company today. Maybe…maybe another time we can come up together, and I’ll show you around and…and stuff.”

      Diane stopped what she was doing, her gaze settling on him. She licked her lips and started to talk, then stopped herself. She returned the shovel to where she’d found it and scooped up the garbage bag. He could tell he had hurt her feelings, but he couldn’t think of any way to walk back what he’d said that wouldn’t just make it all worse. He’d told her once that he couldn’t say anything that wouldn’t make him sound like an idiot. Connor hadn’t realized how true that could be.

      She approached him, and he stood there with his shovel in hand as she went up on her toes to kiss his cheek. “Okay. I can go. I get that you’re upset. I’m pretty sure it’s not my fault, but I can’t make you talk it out. So when you’re ready…” She stepped back, giving him a sad, soft smile. “I’ll be there.”

      Connor started to reach for her, but she had turned away before he could catch her arm. She walked down the trail, and he stood there watching her go. Because he’d told her to. The storm clouds rumbled and fat raindrops splattered around him, quickly soaking him to the skin. In the back of his mind he heard Diane singing, the words pinging against his heart.

      

      This feels like my first fall...again. 

      My first crawl...again. 

      I'm broken, there's nothing I can do.
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      The rain pelted Diane’s car, and she slowed her speed even more until she was crawling down the canyon. She couldn’t help thinking about the conversation with Connor and pulling it apart. It wasn’t like she had much more to think about besides getting home safe. She couldn’t even call anyone since her phone signal was wretched up here.

      She couldn’t imagine how it must feel to be so angry at your own family. Diane didn’t always agree with hers, but it was never something they couldn’t work through eventually. She wasn’t close with her sister, but she didn’t dislike her either. That thought made her pause. Maybe she should work to be closer with her sister. They were older now, and living in different states and in different places in life. All of that would probably erase a lot of the little things that came between them. And her brothers were just a lot younger than she was. She didn’t really know them at all.

      The rain eased as she came around a corner, looking over the city of Boulder below. It was beautiful, with twinkling lights sparkling under the ragged grey clouds. Something else had been bugging Connor. Something she’d said, though she wasn’t sure what it was. Sometimes she felt like she understood him so well, and then there were moments like this where she just wasn’t sure where she’d gone wrong. She’d been tempted to push him, but it’d been obvious to her that would just lead to an argument. She was going to have to wait him out.

      The radio made a noise, the signal finally coming back in as she left the canyons. She decided she’d finish the new lyrics when she got home, and then do her best to be patient. At least until tomorrow.

      She glanced at the time and subtracted an hour for Oregon. Diane flicked on her hands-free and asked it to dial a number.

      The dial tone filled the car, ringing three times before it was picked up.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi, Sis.”
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      The low-pitched buzz of a lawnmower broke into Diane’s dreams, pulling her to confused wakefulness. She squinted through the early morning light, until she made out the display on her bedside clock. 7:30 a.m. She covered a yawn and fumbled her phone into her hand, tapping it to life.

      It was Tuesday. She didn’t have to be up until 9 a.m., which was why she’d stayed up until 3 a.m. gathering upgrades for the team and reviewing every scrap of information they had on the team they’d be facing tomorrow. There wasn’t much, but what she’d found had been useful toward creating a counter to their usual style.

      The buzz increased in volume again, too close to be in Mr. Henders’s yard, and Connor had mowed Mrs. Gloria’s yard on Saturday, so it couldn’t be him. It almost sounded like someone was mowing her yard. Diane rubbed her fingers across her forehead. That was impossible. She only had the lawn mowed twice a month and Monte Smith wasn’t due until next week.

      So, who was in her yard?

      She pushed out of bed, taking her phone with her, and crossed the house to the master bathroom where the window faced the right way. Diane had to step into the bathtub so she could pull the window open, wondering who to call if someone really was mowing her lawn. Did you complain to the police for a mystery mowing?

      Diane stepped up onto the lip of the tub so she could see out of the window. Her mother’s voice echoed from when she was a little girl, warning her that was a good way to fall and break her head. She held on tightly to the window sill and peered down into the yard. There was definitely someone out there, and as the sound grew closer, she got a good look through the screen.

      A familiar blond-haired man came into view, pushing a familiar red Toro lawn mower across her back lawn.

      Why was Connor mowing her lawn on a random Tuesday?

      Her first instinct was to dash out and ask him what he was doing, but her bare feet hitting the bathroom floor reminded her that she probably had bed head, night breath, and was wearing nothing more than a tank-top and underwear. No matter how curious she was, she was not going to gift the neighbors with a panty show. She needed to take a minute to pull herself together.

      She didn’t bother to close the window, racing to her own bathroom and through the most important parts of her morning routine. She shimmied into jeans and found a bra and a mostly clean T-shirt, reminding herself that it was laundry day and she couldn’t put that off any longer.

      By the time she found sandals and made her way to the front door, the sound of the lawnmower had moved around to the back of the house. Connor’s truck was in her driveway, but following the mower was definitely the way to go.

      Diane followed the grass clippings to the back yard, pausing near the back corner of the house. She always felt a little guilty about the condition of the back yard. It had been designed based on an English garden just like Mrs. Gloria’s back yard and had been beautiful back when Grandma had been well. Now it was an overgrown monstrosity. If there was any English garden left to be had, it was the kind from Alice in Wonderland where the plants might be alive and Cheshire cats might be lingering in tree branches. She didn’t even bother having Monte mow it, always intending that one day she’d hire someone and fix everything the right way.

      She watched Connor methodically make his way across the yard, creating the first stages of order in the chaos. The mower was set really high, taking off the first few inches of grass, and as he approached, she could see Connor’s mouth moving though she couldn’t hear anything he was saying.

      He stopped a few yards away and turned the mower off, lifting the grass bag off of the assembly. There was a large grey trash can sitting on the back porch, grass clippings already peeking out of it. When he turned to take the bag to the trash, he finally saw her, a smile crossing his lips. Connor reached up and pulled wireless ear buds from his ears, tucking them into his pocket. “Morning.”

      “Hi there.” Diane raised both eyebrows, leaning against the house. “I’d ask what you’re doing, but that’s kind of obvious. So…umm…why are you mowing my very scary lawn?”

      His grin widened. “Because it needs to be mowed.”

      “Well, duh, but why now?”

      “Maybe I thought it might attack you in your sleep. I might be rescuing you from a killer lawn.” He glanced around before returning his attention to her. “Though the ivy and the overgrowth on the flowering pear might be more dangerous than the lawn. When was the last time it was mowed?”

      “It’s been a couple months.” She blew her hair out of her eyes, trying to glare at him, but finding it hard. He was in a much better mood than he had been a few days ago, and she really wasn’t unhappy to see him, despite the early wake up. “I have a teenager who helps out in front, but neither of us really knew where to start with all…um…this.”

      Connor dumped the load of grass clippings, returning the bag to the mower. He cocked an eyebrow, his smile lazy. “Well, now you have a man to help who does know where to start.”

      Diane’s mouth went dry, a little flutter moving through her stomach. “I do, huh?”

      Connor nodded, closing the distance between them until they were just inches apart. “Yep.”

      “Okay… I admit it’s really early in the morning, and I didn’t get enough sleep, but you’re giving me whiplash. I have no idea how we got from Mr. Bad and Moody from the other day to Mr. Flirty the Landscaper today. Not that I don’t like Mr. Flirty, but I’m confused.”

      Connor chuckled and took a step back, which she both appreciated and didn’t. It wasn’t like she minded having him close. “I can see that. I guess all of this is a way to apologize for all of that. I was in a pissy mood, and none of it was your fault.” He shrugged one shoulder. “Gran apologizes with cookies. I guess I apologize with yardwork and maybe, if you wanted to, lunch?”

      Diane grinned. “I’ve got some work to do, myself, but lunch sounds great.”
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      The midafternoon sun was fuzzy as it filtered into the pizzeria through windows that needed a good washing. But the air conditioning worked and the food was amazing, so Connor didn’t much care about dirty windows. This time Diane sat across from him with none of the awkward distance they’d shared the first time they’d come to Pizzario. Hopefully this visit wouldn’t end up with her storming out either.

      She flipped the menu over, scanning it before looking at him with a soft grin. “So, onion rings and something with a lot of cheese on it? Skip the calzones this time. They might have been bad luck.”

      “Sounds good.” Connor waved the waitress over and placed their orders, adding drinks to the list. She hurried away and he turned his gaze back to Diane. It’d been a good morning working in her yard, but there was at least another month’s worth of work just to get everything beaten back to a point that he could do something new with it. The idea of the English Garden was admirable, but in Colorado’s high desert, it wasn’t easy to take care of, and if she didn’t love it the way Gran loved her yard, it wasn’t worth that effort. He had some ideas to suggest, but he needed to hack back more of the growth and see if there was a sprinkler under all of it before he could see if they’d work.

      It wasn’t like he didn’t have time for it now. If Burke’s Landscape wouldn’t pay him what he was worth, he wasn’t going to take on all the extra hours anymore. That was a depressing thought, and he shoved it away.

      Diane fished around in her bag, pulling out a familiar battered notebook. She flipped it open and set it in front of Connor.

      He glanced at the page, unsurprised to find more lyrics, and laughed. “Woman, you’re a machine. You’ve put together more songs for Attractive Nuisance in two months than Todd has done in the last nine.”

      A flush crossed her cheeks, and he grinned. He loved it when she blushed. “They’re not songs without your talent. Just lots of words.”

      Connor shrugged. “One doesn’t work without the other.”

      “I’ll agree with that.” She picked up the container of pre-grated parmesan cheese, absently playing with it. Her rings clinked against the glass. “This one may not be for the band, though. It’s kind of…umm…” She shrugged, “Girly. I really can’t see Todd singing the lyrics, but I couldn’t get them out of my head without writing them down either, and now that they’re down they demand music, ya know?”

      Connor arched both eyebrows. “Girly, huh?” He couldn’t help but be amused by the description and started reading, only half listening as she kept talking.

      “I know you’re busy with your job and stuff, so they don’t have to be done immediately. And I thought, maybe, we could do some kind of an exchange on these ones. Music in exchange for me doing some work on your website.”

      He couldn’t see why she called the lyrics girly. They were upbeat and empowering. He put his finger down on the chorus, marking his spot. “What’s wrong with my website?”

      Diane snorted and set the parm container aside, making space as the waitress brought out their drinks and appetizer. “What isn’t wrong with your website?” She pulled her phone out and opened a window, bringing up the site.

      Connor glanced down at the lyrics, but didn’t go back to the reading. He’d created his site on a freebie hosting service, mostly on a whim, and hadn’t looked at it after the initial creation. The form was good enough that he picked up the occasional job, scratching the musical itch when working with the band didn’t, and that was really all he needed.

      Diane set her phone on top of the notebook, pointing his attention to it. “It’s barely readable on a mobile device, Connor. The form only half works and it doesn’t resize properly, so you’re chasing it all over. The samples are good, but they’re outdated. It looks like you don’t take yourself or your talent seriously, and if you’re going to bother having a site you should take it seriously. Just like we argued about before.” Though this time he could hear she was teasing. “I bet you could have all the business you wanted if it was easier to contact you.”

      Connor picked up his drink, draining half of the pale beer. He was mostly a soda guy, but the local brew was really good with pizza. He’d managed to work himself out of his weekend funk, but somehow, they were back to talking about things he didn’t know how to explain. It was like what she had said about writing lyrics. His music had to come out, and he loved it, but it always took him back to his father and that stopped him in his tracks.

      “What if, just for kicks, I wanted you to work on a different website for me?”

      “A different website? What kind of different website?” She raised an eyebrow at him.

      He steeled himself for the doubt he expected, no one ever understood why he wanted to spend his time digging in the mud, but plunged forward. “A landscaping website. Burke’s is cutting my pay by almost half. I think he’s on his way out of business. I haven’t signed anything that says I can’t approach the people I work for independently, but that’s a stack of crazy to organize. And, I’d need more clients in order to make the money work out.”

      “If you upped your music prices and chased the marketing you could more than make up the difference, Connor. And you wouldn’t have to work so hard.”

      Connor held onto his patience and set his mug aside before retuning her phone. He wanted her to understand, and he didn’t want to argue. “Maybe, maybe not. But if that’s what I wanted in exchange for the song, would you do it?”

      Diane eyed him over an onion ring, munching until it was gone. Then she responded. “Sure. I could create a website and a basic database on the back end so you could keep track of clients and details. It wouldn’t take long.” She paused, then offered him a little smile. “Actually, I could do the same thing for the music site at the same time. Give you a two for one deal. You know, if the music is good enough.”

      “If it’s good enough?” Connor made a face at her, but felt himself relaxing.

      Diane nodded, trying to look stern, and failing utterly. “You turned the first thing I showed you into a pop song. Who knows what you might do with this?”

      Connor snorted, reaching across the table and catching her hand in his. “You loved the pop song.”

      “True.” She gestured back to the lyrics, though she didn’t remove her hand from his. “So, what do these strike you as?”

      Connor looked at the words again, this time reading them from top to bottom. Twice. He found he did that often with her lyrics.

      

      I cleaned up my act,  

      Tossed out some trash, 

      And everything is looking good. 

      Washed out the bad vibes 

      Put on some good tunes 

      And just like I knew it would- 

      CHORUS 

      The day seems brighter 

      The way seems lighter 

      All of my friends are here

      We're beating the bad guys 

      And telling the great lies 

      And dancing like we just don't care 

       

      Picked up some good food 

      Pulled out some cheap wine 

      And everything is looking good 

      Come in and join us 

      Kick off those old shoes 

      And just like you knew it would- 

      

      A melody teased at the back of his mind, too elusive to capture yet, but with a steady beat. He swallowed, tapping his fingers on the paper. “Umm…I don’t know yet, but I think I have an idea.”

      The words tangled in his mouth, a half-truth. He knew what she’d written. Of all the things that she could have created, she’d written a country song.

      Dammit.
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      Connor stretched out on his back, the thick blanket protecting him from the tickling grass beneath him. His laptop and portable keyboard were off to one side, the LED lights winking at him accusingly. He’d been working on Diane’s new song all morning, and it wasn’t going well. It was a country song. He could hear the melody in his head, and he didn’t want to write it.

      He often told his cousin Beth that country music was the devil’s music. It was connected to all of his worst fears and anger surrounding his dad, and in this case, he couldn’t just switch the station or mock it mercilessly until the feelings went away. And the song refused to be shoved into the mold of a pop song. He’d even tried rap, though that was well outside of what he usually wrote.

      Usually when he got stuck, he knew what to do about it. A little fresh air and hard work always shook the songs free. But he’d trimmed the yard and deadheaded the roses before tossing down his blanket studio, and he was still banging his head against this melody.

      Connor groaned, putting his arm over his eyes. Diane had already shown him the mock ups for both of the new websites, and they looked, not to put too fine a point on it, awesome. He owed her something awesome in return before she made them live.

      “Hi, Unca!” The cry preceded a small body landing squarely in the middle of Connor’s stomach, startling him out of his funk and driving the air out of his body with a whuf. For all that Joey was a spindly little heap of kid, he was solid.

      Connor sucked in a breath and grabbed Joey, swinging him up like a bench press bar to dangle over Connor’s head. His nephew squealed in delight.

      “I see how this goes. A blind attack on a helpless enemy.”

      Joey giggled. “You not a bad! You a unca.”

      Connor tossed the boy in the air, catching him neatly before setting him on the ground and sitting up. “I guess that’s true. Whacha up to, squirt?”

      “We went to the park! The slide was hot. I burned my butt.”

      Connor didn’t even try not to grin at Joey’s emphasis on the word butt. Talking about butts was hysterical when you were three. Hell, talking about butts was hysterical when you were twenty-four. “I hate it when that happens.”

      “Yeah. Kiss my butt?”

      “Hah. No.”

      Joey pouted, but it was a fake pout, his dark eyes mischievous.

      “Joey!” Daniel’s voice echoed across the backyard before he appeared at the corner of the house.

      “I here, Dad!”

      Daniel approached the pair with a smile. His expression was relaxed and for the first time in months he was dressed in jeans and a T-shirt instead of his typical slacks and tie. “Did you forget what you were coming back here to do?”

      Joey’s face screwed up with thought. “Oh, yeah!” He turned to Connor. “Do you want pizza?”

      Connor laughed and shook his head. “I’m out. I had pizza for breakfast.”

      “No pizza breakfast! It’s not…” He thought again, waving his arms around to help him remember. “Nutrti…nutrisisionsish… It not healthy.”

      Connor snorted, his gaze rising to his cousin. “It is so. Carbs, protein, fats. Pizza is like the world’s most perfect food.”

      “Maybe for you, but not for growing children.” Daniel glanced at the laptop and keyboard and raised both eyebrows. “I was surprised to see your truck in the driveway. You’re usually at work this time of day.”

      “Yeah, well, Burke’s is having money issues. My hours are shi…” He glanced at his nephew, who was hanging on every word. “Crap. They’re crap. So, I’m working on a song for a client, but it’s not going so well.”

      “Client? It wouldn’t happen to be that woman who lives across the street from Gran, would it?”

      “Umm…” It was suddenly much warmer, and Connor cleared his throat, leaning back on his hands. “Yeah. It might be her.”

      Daniel snorted. “So, what’s wrong with the song? Or is it the client that’s not going well?”

      “The client is fine.” Connor realized he’d answered too quickly and made himself slow down. “It’s just… I don’t like where the song is going.”

      Daniel held out his hand to his son, who obediently trotted over to join his father without being asked. Connor wondered how Daniel did that? Was it some super power you got when you had a kid? “Well, I don’t know much about music, as you like to remind me when you mock my moldy oldies, but if the song is going in a direction she would like, then…I think I’d go with it. Don’t miss an opportunity to impress a girl you’re interested in because of your own likes and dislikes. Gran calls it chocolate cake theory. When someone loves chocolate cake you don’t give them lemon because lemon is your favorite. You give them chocolate because that’s what they want.” He turned back toward the house. “Come on, Joey. Let’s go eat. Connor, I’ll put the leftovers in the fridge if you change your mind.”

      Connor nodded, but didn’t respond, still thinking about what Daniel had said. He’d told Diane once that a song had to be what it was, and she was expecting his best efforts. If he forced it to be something else, she’d hear it. He wasn’t sure that she loved country music, but he knew she loved the right music. As Daniel and Joey disappeared, Connor took a deep breath and reached for the keyboard. A country song it was.
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      “No, no, no. K, get out of… shit!”

      Diane groaned as the screen in front of her exploded in bright red digital blood spray.

      “What the hell, man?” Marie’s voice sounded like she was either going to cry, or hit someone. “The exit point was right there! What happened?”

      Static answered their questions, and Diane double checked that K was still online. “K? Are you all right?”

      “Yes. I’m okay. The damn dog got in! I’m so sorry!”

      “I thought the dog was going back to your brother’s place.” The dog, a new puppy Kevin was holding so his brother could surprise his family, had been a pain every night of the tournament. Mostly, it had just been loud, and they’d worked around it, but tonight—tonight, it cost them the bout.

      Diane tried to hold onto patience, but it was hard. Marie was right, they’d been so close to the exit point. There was no way they’d be able to respawn and get back fast enough. They were going to have to count on the points they already had to carry them into the semis, and the point count was really, really close.

      Her eyes burned from screen strain, and Diane turned her lamp on, bringing a golden glow to the little room. She rubbed her eyes, wondering where she’d put her computer glasses. They had to be around here somewhere.

      Her phone buzzed. Diane looked at it and groaned at all the messages. She should be able to play a game for two hours without everyone deciding they needed her. She glanced at the computer screen, where they were still in holding mode, and picked up the phone.

      Two of the messages were from her clients, and she forwarded them to her other account to deal with tomorrow. Two more messages came from her family, one asking when they could do an online family meeting and the other a reminder that her dad’s cousin was still interested in buying Grandma’s house. Diane made a face and junked that one. She appreciated that her family wanted to see her more often, but she wasn’t going back to Oregon, and she loved her home. She didn’t think of it as Grandma’s house anymore.

      The last message she looked at was the most recent, and she grinned as she saw who it was from.

      *Hey you. You in there? I’m out front. Got something for you to listen to.*

      The Aces were chatting, and K was still apologizing, but it wasn’t anything Diane needed to hear. They couldn’t change their fates now. It was down to the numbers, and those would take at least another hour to come in.

      “Hey guys, afk a few minutes. I’ve got a delivery at the door.”

      It was true enough, and she hit mute and took the headset off, putting it on the hanger that jutted out from the largest of her screens.

      *On my way down. Just a sec.*

      *Have all the secs you want.* A devilish emoji followed the comment, making Diane snicker. She’d seen the joke before, but it still amused her.

      She patted at her hair as she went down the stairs, sure it was obvious she’d been wearing a headset for hours, but she decided Connor would rather she let him in than make him wait while she dealt with messy hair.

      Diane pulled the door open to find Connor, as promised, standing on the porch. He greeted her with a smile, following her inside when she stepped back. He brought with him the smell of clipped grass and a light cologne, a combination Diane was growing fond of.

      “Hi there.”

      “I come bearing music. Everything finally came together this afternoon.”

      “Sweet.”

      She led the way through the house to the kitchen. It was the most comfortable place she could think of to listen to what he had to share. The front room was closer, but it had the last of Grandma’s old furniture in it, which was prettier than it was comfortable. The kitchen had better acoustics, too, even if it was also a little outdated. Diane had had plans to figure out the costs of upgrading everything, but a better computer monitor had trumped a fridge that made its own ice and wasn’t avocado green.

      Connor laid his duffel bag down on the table and took a look around before settling into the chair. “Nice place.”

      Diane nodded, tucking her hair behind her ears. “Thanks. I haven’t done as much with it as I should, but I like knowing it’s mine.”

      “That would be nice. I’m still king of the over the garage apartment at my cousin’s house. It’s nice digs, but it’s not exactly private.”

      Diane met his gaze and grinned. It felt good to have him sitting there in her kitchen. He looked so comfortable and natural in an environment she almost never brought anyone into. “Yeah, you’ve talked about your nephews and all the noise. Now, enough small talk, Mister Music. Give.”

      Connor pulled his laptop out of the bag, laughing. “Is that how you ask nicely?”

      “Give, now?” Diane tilted her head to the side, trying for a pouty face and then cracking up. She hadn’t ever been good at pouting, or batting her eyelashes for that matter. “I can’t do pouty, Connor. I really can’t. But I really want to hear it.”

      “Really?” He teased, and she leaned over and poked him in the ribs.

      “Please?”

      Connor shook his hair back and nodded, opening the laptop and letting it boot up. “Your wish is my command.” He tapped at the keys and brought up the music program. She caught him taking a deep breath, as though bracing himself for something, and then he hit play.

      Diane expected a basic keyboard melody like he’d given her before on the first pass of a song, but this time two guitars worked together with Connor’s voice adding the lyrics. Connor’s voice suited the music so perfectly that it was almost startling. She’d heard him sing before, but this was something else. Usually he was trying to modulate his voice to work with everyone else in the band, but this was pure Connor, and it was an unbelievably sexy sound.

      The song finished and the kitchen seemed suddenly way too quiet as neither of them said a thing.

      Finally, Connor broke the silence. “You’re making a face, Diane. And I don’t know if it’s, ‘how do I tell him how bad this sucks face’ or ‘I love it more than anything face’. You’ve got to help me out here before the anxiety kills me. I never write country, but the song demanded it, and you deserve the right kind of song, and… and I’m going to stop talking now.”

      Diane giggled, considering drawing out his frustration. It was kind of cute and amusing in its own way, but she didn’t want to torture him…at least not too much. “It’s amazing, Connor. That’s what the face is. I’ve never heard you do music like this.”

      “Well, it’s not really my style, and it’s definitely not something Attractive Nuisance would do. It’s completely off point for us.”

      “What do you mean, not really your style?” She raised both eyebrows, reaching over and tapping his computer so the music would start again. “Have you listened to you? If there is a style that suits you, this is it. It’s really good. Like solo career kick off good.”

      Connor blinked, staring at the computer where the music scrolled by as the program played the playback. “What? No way. This is country music. It’s like…the devil’s own music. I only did it because it really suited the song, and it was for you. I don’t want anyone else to hear it. My cousins would mock me until I died of embarrassment.”

      Diane sat back in her chair, listening to the music chase around the room again. She was so pleased he’d written it for her, but she didn’t understand his reluctance to share this with others. He was willing to consider creating an album with Attractive Nuisance. Why was this different? She knew it all tied in with his dad, they’d talked that over, at least sort of, but how could he let that past dictate how he used his talent?

      She was drawn out of her thoughts as Connor rose, the chair squeaking against the laminate flooring. He started the music again and offered his hand. “Wanna dance?”

      “In the kitchen?”

      “Yep.”

      Diane laughed, but took his hand and let him pull her into his arms, swinging around the kitchen in a madcap dance that went with the music but avoided all of the furniture. She was sure the Aces were waiting for her online, but at this moment, she just didn’t care. The stats would wait until the dancing was done.
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      Connor whistled while digging through his dresser, coming up with the last of his clean T-shirts and a pair of shorts. He was going to have to do laundry this afternoon. The song he’d written for Diane was stuck in his head, and despite his reservations, he had to admit it was one of his best.

      His phone rang, and he scooped it up as he searched for his shoes. The grass-stained shoes he worked in were down in the truck, but he always waited until the last minute to change into them. It was easier than cleaning his truck and the carpet all the time. So where were his other shoes?

      He checked the number and kicked the phone to speaker. “Hey, Alan. I’m leaving in five. You need a ride today?”

      “Not today, Dude. And…well…you don’t need one either.”

      Connor pulled one shoe out from under the bed. “Come again? I have four homes to do mows and touch ups on the schedule.”

      “Yeah, I did too. But Burke, the secretary, the equipment, and our paychecks are in Mexico.”

      Connor stared at the phone and slowly sat down on his bed. “Shit.”

      “Yeah. His wife is in a total tizzy. She says she’ll try to get us something, but… I wouldn’t count on it, man. I think we’re totally screwed.”

      His stomach turned in knots as the information sank in, and Connor ran his hands over his face. It was one thing to deal with a smaller paycheck, but no paycheck and no job was a gut check he hadn’t been planning on. He took a deep breath, trying to figure out what to do. His gaze caught on the schedule. There were four houses that needed work done. Why couldn’t he still do the work? He’d been toying with the idea of doing his own thing anyway. Maybe this was an opportunity. A plan.

      “Hey, Alan. Do you have the list of who you were supposed to work for today?”

      “Course I do. For all the good it’ll do me. I feel bad because two of them are old women, but I can’t work for free, man.”

      “Maybe you don’t have to. Let me call Tina and see if I can work something out.”

      “What kind of something?” If curiosity could really be heard over a speakerphone, Alan sounded curious.

      “Maybe I can have her sign the contracts over to me. I’ve been thinking about starting up my own business anyway. So if we just started with us and these eight, it would be something. Not like a full time living something, but there were at least ten of us working for Burke. That has to represent a lot of contracts, right? And all these people still need the work done. If we took everything over it’d be easy for them. Easy sell, right?”

      “I guess it sounds right. But, listen, I was already thinking of quitting after the last pay cut. Any chance you taking over the contracts would fix that? ’Cause I like the work, man, but I got bills to pay.”

      Connor pushed to his feet, pacing the confines of his room. It was a good question, and he understood exactly where Alan was coming from. Even when you liked the work, it was good to get paid what you were worth.

      “Connor?”

      “I’m not sure. But I think it’s worth trying.” It was a lot of organization and paperwork, which he didn’t like, but wasn’t that what Diane did for a living? Organize lawyers? Maybe she could point him in the right direction. He picked up his phone. “Text me the jobs you have on the list today and go to work. I’ll call Tina, then call you back.”

      “And what if Tina says ‘no’?”

      “Then I’ll pay you for the day.” The offer was out of his mouth before he’d completely thought it through. He had some money in savings, but they wouldn’t pay other guys to work for very long.

      “Okay. Don’t mind for the day. I can catch a ride with my roommate, I think you’re gonna be busy.”

      “Ain’t that the truth?”

      Connor disconnected the call and made his way to his desk. He pulled out a notebook and a pen, sitting in his office chair before he dialed the number for Burke’s. It rang three times before the line connected.

      “Burke the Bastard Landscaping.”

      “Hi Tina. It’s Connor Miller.”

      “Oh… sorry, Connor. I don’t know if anyone called you, but I can’t send you on jobs today.”

      “I know. I talked to Alan. And I have a proposal for you.”

      The phone clicked for a moment, and Connor double checked to make sure the call hadn’t dropped.

      “Tina?”

      “I’m listening.”
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      *Can I see you on Hangtime?*

      The message popped on her phone, dragging Diane’s attention away from the display of fruits and vegetables in front of her. She leaned her arms on the front of her cart.

      *Sure, but I need five minutes to finish buying carrots.*

      *I’ll be there when you get a minute. Just…soon, okay?*

      Diane raised her brows and headed for the check out lane. As much as a text could sound urgent, that certainly did. She grabbed a bag of rainbow carrots and added it to her cart before jogging through the store to the self-check out. A few minutes later, with her groceries safely in the back of the car, she opened the Hangtime app and logged in.

      The screen filled with a picture of the top of Connor’s head and an office background she didn’t recognize. Diane blinked.

      “Connor?”

      He looked up and adjusted the camera so she could look at him instead of his hairline. “That was fast. Thanks.”

      “Well, you sounded like you were in a hurry. What’s up?”

      “I need my website live as soon as you can.”

      Diane leaned against the window, starting to wish she’d waited until she got home to call him. She hadn’t considered he’d need her to do something that required her computer. “Sure. I can do it as soon as I’m home. I was just waiting for your approval. Though we should add a link for the Attractive Nuisance page Jason has been working on. It’ll show more of your range.”

      “Huh? What?” Connor’s face screwed up with puzzlement, and he shook his head. “Oh, sorry, no, not that page. I need the landscaping page. Burke screwed up everything, and I’m trying to help his wife, well, I guess it will soon be ex-wife, fix things. You said the form there dumped into a database, right? Cause all she has is stacks of paper and a computer that’s worth more on Ebay than it is in running a business. So, I thought I could enter the papers into the form and create something from that.”

      Diane shook her head. “What? No. That’s just going to make a bigger mess of things. That’s just a contact form. It doesn’t have a fraction of what you’d need for a contract.”

      “Dammit. There has to be an easy way to do this.”

      Diane didn’t know what to say. If he literally had stacks of paper and an early gen computer, he was screwed. He needed a new system and someone willing to do a lot of cheap data entry. “Umm…probably not, but…” She knew she was going to regret what she was about to say, but he looked so flustered, and she knew he meant well. It was good of him to try to help in such an ugly situation. “Look, tell me where you are and I’ll come look at the set up and see if there’s a chance we can fix it.”

      His expression brightened, his wide smile bringing a warmth to Diane’s heart. “Hot damn. You’re the best.”

      “Yeah. That’s just because you haven’t seen my bill yet.” Diane winked and pulled her seatbelt on. The address registered in the phone. “Okay. You’re not far from here. I’ll see you in ten.”
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      Dianne walked up the stairs of the rickety trailer, trying not to picture the rotting wood collapsing under her. How could anyone call this an office? She knocked on the door and then pushed it open, getting hit in the face with a blast of cool air that smelled like mildew. She stepped back and sneezed. “Connor? Are you in there?”

      “Back here!”

      She sighed. She’d almost hoped he wasn’t in there, and she had the wrong address. Though the Burke’s Landscaping sign on the front gate was a bit of a giveaway. Diane stepped into the trailer, following the sound of typing past a reception desk and down a narrow hall. The door at the end was partially open, and she nudged it. It opened just enough to let someone pass if they turned sideways, then got stuck.

      Against her better judgment, Diane pushed into the room, blinking as she peered around at the clutter. Several filing cabinets in various states of disrepair lined one wall, bags of fertilizer and soil amendment a second wall, and Connor sat at a rickety desk against a third wall, surrounded by piles of stained manila folders.

      She approached him and paused when she got a good look at the tiny screen he was peering at. “Umm…wow. Is that Windows 95?”

      “Talk nicely to it or it will stop working again, and I will have a very manly nervous breakdown.”

      Diane looked at the piles and back at the computer screen. “So what, exactly, are you trying to make it do?”

      “I’m just trying to get a full list of Burke’s contacts.”

      “You’re not taking over operations here, are you?”

      Connor finally pulled his attention from the computer and looked up at her. “Um. Kind of.”

      “What does ‘kind of’ mean? Because this is a dumpster fire, an on fire dumpster fire.”

      He sighed, waving his hands at the mess. “I don’t want this mess. I just want to contact the current clients and offer them a new contract with me instead. Tina said that wouldn’t be a problem since it would get them to stop calling her. And the guys can do their jobs and I can do mine. Someone just needs to coordinate it all.”

      “Did she say that in a signed contract?”

      “No?”

      “Connor.” Diane moved a stack of papers off of a stool and started to sit on it. It lurched under her, and she jerked back to her feet. “Okay, not sitting. You said Burke screwed everything up, which is kind of obvious looking at this mess, but how far screwed everything up?”

      “Well, he’s got the secretary, the paychecks, and a trailer of the best equipment in Mexico.”

      “Wow…damn. Okay, you can’t dip your feet in this mess.”

      “But these are my clients too, Diane. There’s good people who need the work done and great guys that should have somewhere to work.” He gripped the arms of the battered office chair hard enough they creaked. “So there has to be a way.”

      “Sure, but not this one.”

      “Okay, so you suggest something.”

      Diane heard the frustration in his voice and offered her hand. “I suggest that we go for a walk and talk about it instead of breathing in whatever mold and rat killer is in the air conditioning here.”

      He looked at her hand for a minute as though it might bite him, then broke into a soft chuckle and wrapped his fingers around hers, pulling himself to his feet. “Fine, be sensible. See if I care.”

      She grinned and kept a hold of his hand as they fled the rickety trailer building. Just being outside seemed to help Connor calm down, and he took the lead, pulling her around the building where a path ran between the scrubby brush and bushes.

      They wandered for a few minutes before Diane decided to start the conversation again. “So, you said you wanted a suggestion, right?”

      “I do, yeah.”

      “Don’t deal with anything in there. If Burke and his wife are headed for a divorce, and he’s in Mexico, it’s going to be messy. One of the guys I work for is a divorce lawyer, and the paperwork around shared assets is a total pain to deal with. Every contract, every bag of whatever it was that smells awful, all of it is going to be part of their litigation.”

      Connor’s fingers tightened around hers, his thumb absently rubbing the inside of her palm. “Yeah, but I still want my jobs.”

      “I can see that. It’s consistent money working for people you know, but don’t come at it from the point of view of cleaning up someone else’s mess.”

      “Which means?”

      “It means Tina needs to let her customers off the hook and then they can come to you. It sucks for her, but unless she desperately wants to run the place…” She looked at Connor with an arched brow, and he shook his head.

      “No, she won’t want to do that. She hates the business. I’m pretty sure she always hated the business. She’s nice enough to the employees, but the few times she showed up here turned into shouting matches within about five minutes. I know a couple of the guys who would bet on how long it took to reach the first profanity.”

      Diane rolled her eyes, but decided not to comment on that. “So she doesn’t want it, but she’ll probably want her share of the value in the company anyway, which means litigation and all that messy stuff. What you want her to do is to send out a…well…I’d say an email, but I have no idea if she has that. Some kind of communication from the company that they’re closing up shop and then get her to list your website as a recommendation for someone they can talk to about continuing service. Once she does that then you can contact your immediate clients and shouldn’t run afoul of their existing contract. They’ll probably miss an appointment in the change over, but it’s just easier to start from scratch instead of taking over someone’s mess.”

      Connor came to a stop, staring at her, and Diane had to resist the urge to see if something was stuck on her nose.

      “What?”

      “I’ve been banging my head on this all morning, and you came up with a solution, and the steps to make what I needed happen in like ten minutes. This is my ‘you’re amazing’ look.”

      Heat raced across Diane’s cheeks. She shrugged, though she was pleased. “It’s what I do.” She grinned and leaned her head against his arm as they started walking again. “I usually charge $100 an hour with a half hour minimum, but you can get away with a cheeseburger. I skipped lunch, and I’m starving.”

      Connor laughed. “A cheeseburger sounds great. I’ll even give you a bonus milkshake.”

      “Well, aren’t you generous?”

      “Only the best for my girl.”

      The words brought Diane to a complete halt, Connor stopping a half step later when her grip on his hand pulled him back. He raised both eyebrows.

      “Something wrong?”

      “I’m your girl?”

      “I…” His confident expression dissolved into flustered. “Well, I…that is…would you like to be?”

      Diane gave the question a moment of serious consideration and laughed. “I’ll give that a qualified maybe.”

      “Okay, that wasn’t a no, so I’m not going to die of embarrassment, but what does a qualified maybe mean?”

      She started walking again, taking in a deep breath of the June sunshine. “It means we haven’t even been on one official date yet. We just hang out a lot, and have almost kissed once or twice.”

      He kept pace, his hold on her hand pleasant. “You seem to like hanging out a lot, though. And I could totally fix the kissing part.”

      “Sure. But I want to be romanced, too. I have no desire to play at friends with benefits, so if you’re serious about being something more, or the kissing…” She grinned at him. “I guess you have to earn it.”

      Connor chuckled, squeezing her fingers. “Challenge accepted.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            26

          

        

      

    

    
      Diane pulled the chicken BBQ pizza out of the oven, putting it on the counter to cool enough to be cut. She added paper plates and sodas to the pile on the counter, trying to decide if they needed anything else, though as hungry as she was it was only politeness and the fact the cheese would burn her mouth that kept her from digging in. She added a couple of forks and then went looking for Connor. He’d come over after work every day for the last week and a half so they could figure out how to best organize the jobs he had arranged for and discuss what he could do to help the other guys.

      Diane couldn’t decide if Connor was just being helpful or if he had ideas for a full-on business. She wished he would figure it out, because there was a lot more he’d need to do if this was bigger than just keeping his schedule full, and she was pretty sure he hadn’t touched his keyboard since starting all of this, which bothered her.

      She walked into the front room where Connor had taken to setting up his laptop, despite the ancient furniture. Usually he put the laptop on the coffee table and sat on the floor, but right now he was sprawled out on the narrow couch, snoring softly.

      The beige couch didn’t hold his big frame very well, his feet hanging over the couch arm and the rest of him rolled onto his side so he didn’t fall, but none of that was keeping him from sleeping. His hands were grass stained and his face smudged with dirt, but she found him as handsome as ever. She considered waking him, and then decided against it, picking up a blanket from the basket at the end of the couch and tucking it over him.

      She liked having him in her house, but all the work they’d been doing had made very little time for the dating she’d hoped for. She was sure he had interest; they both did. However, it was proving hard to turn that interest into reality.

      Diane retreated to the kitchen, slicing herself a slab of pizza and taking the food and drink to the table. She opened his schedule on her phone, thumbing through the rest of the week while she ate. He had four to six jobs every day except for Sunday, starting at the crack of dawn and taking however long they took, and it was only June. He’d told her the jobs were usually pretty consistent now, but picked up the closer to fall they got when people wanted not only maintenance, but winterizing. This wasn’t maintainable.

      She tapped her fingers against the side of the phone and opened another window, returning to a search for music publishers she’d begun yesterday. Maybe if he was making as much on his music as his landscaping, he wouldn’t feel like he had to take on every job that came across his contact form.

      She knew Connor didn’t think his music was good enough to be a real career independent of the band, but she did. The question was if anyone else who wasn’t Attractive Nuisance or a customer at Lapis Lazuli would agree. She didn’t want to push him again if she wasn’t sure.

      Diane worked herself through the pizza and several webpages, settling on two companies that had open calls. She decided it wouldn’t hurt to send them both samples and just see what they thought. If they agreed that the music was good, then she could talk to Connor about it. If neither company liked what he, what they, had created, then she’d let it go, and he didn’t have to be worried about it. She wanted to give him options, not make things more stressful.

      She tossed the leftovers in the fridge and checked on Connor one more time before scaling the stairs to her office. It only took a minute to put together the form and sample package the music publishers wanted. She hesitated for a moment and then hit send.
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      Connor turned on the hose, dripping cold water over his head and letting it fall into Gran’s grass. It was turning into a really hot June, with the weather forecasters spazzing over the week of ninety-degree days leading up to the Fourth of July holiday. Connor was looking forward to getting through a few more really busy days, then taking a break. The family was gathering at the lodge for the holiday, and he was hoping to talk to Diane today about joining him.

      He rubbed most of the water out of his hair and turned the water on the flower bed before shutting it off. The last two weeks had been the busiest he’d ever been, and he found it both exhausting and exhilarating. Calling his own shots and doing the work he loved was invigorating, even if it was currently a little nuts. There wasn’t enough time to spend with Diane, or working on anything else, but he was sure that would ease, and he had a million ideas for musical projects once it did.

      He spared a glance for the house across the street and grinned. Diane would usually be working on Gran’s nails today and watching him out the window, but she had some kind of big gaming tournament, which meant she wouldn’t be leaving her office except to grab food and pee. He was hoping to get done with his jobs early enough to bring her dinner. She was really excited about the whole thing, and it sounded like her team was at the top of the game, which made him happy for her.

      The front door opened and Connor glanced over, giving his grandmother a broad smile. “Hey, Gran.”

      “Good morning, dear. I know you’re busy, but your mother called and offered to take me up to the lodge next week, but I told her you had that well in hand. Then I thought I should make sure you were still all right with being my chauffeur.” She seemed pleased by the thought, and Connor nodded.

      “I wouldn’t miss it. Though I admit I’m hoping Diane can come with us.”

      “You know I’d be delighted if she came along. She is quite the young woman.”

      Connor laughed, agreeing totally with his Grandma’s assessment. “Yes, she is.”

      The phone rang inside the house and Gran sighed, though she didn’t actually seem upset. “Ring, ring, ring. You’d think these children of mine couldn’t plan a holiday party without me.” She retreated into the house, letting the door close softly behind her.

      Connor was certain his family could plan without Gran, but as much as she pretended to complain, she loved being involved and everyone knew it. He looked over the yard, pleased with the results and glanced at his phone to double check his next stop.

      An alert from his music website contact form showed at the top of the screen, and he tapped it.

      He read the message, and the heat of the day seemed to run out of him, even though the sun was still blazing down on his head. He scrolled back to the top and read the message again. Before he was finished, he was half way across the street to Diane’s house. There was a giant pit in the center of his stomach, and he needed to talk to her before it consumed him.

      For the first time, Connor didn’t bother to knock, knowing Diane wouldn’t hear it anyway. He walked into her house and up the stairs, each step a ping-pong battle between pain and anger. He knocked on the door of her office even as he was opening it.

      Even in the middle of the day the office was fairly dark, lit by a lamp and the gaming rig. He had to push a cable out of the way to enter and he could see the hooks where it should have been attached to the wall. Pale light danced over Diane’s skin, her focus for the three screens in front of her. One hand was on the keyboard and the other on her mouse, and she was yelling orders into her headset.

      “Go left. Your other left, K! Around the… drop, drop, drop! Now!” The screen flashed as something in the game exploded, and Diane broke into happy laughter. “Well done! Seven minutes to the opening of the next stage. Grab food and take bio breaks. We’re so close to the top!”

      She pulled her headset off and spun around, startling when she saw Connor in the doorway. “Ack! Connor, you scared me! I thought you were working over at Mrs. Gloria’s house this morning.”

      “I was.” He tried to stay calm, but it hurt to see her looking so calm. Like she hadn’t done anything wrong. “Then I got an email from Belmont Musical. They love the demo my representative sent and want to set up an appointment for me to meet with their local representative in Denver. They wondered if I had more music for them to listen to and how I might feel about traveling to Nashville.” His voice got louder with each statement, and he took a really deep breath, trying to force himself to calm down. “I have no idea what they’re talking about. But I bet you do.”

      Diane’s face went pale, even paler in the soft computer light. “I… They… Yeah, I sent something, but they weren’t supposed to contact you. They were supposed to email me.”

      The pit in his stomach grew colder. “So I wouldn’t ever know you were selling me out?”

      “Selling you out? What? No! I just… Connor, your music is good. It’s really good, and you’re the only one that doesn’t seem to see that. The band is always talking about doing an album someday, but no one ever seems to know when someday is. I wanted to test the waters with Belmont and see what they thought, and I knew if I asked you, you’d say not to. But you’ve been so busy…”

      “You knew I’d say no, Diane!” Connor interrupted, talking over her explanation. He didn’t want to hear it. Having her admit she’d gone behind his back with his music hurt more than he thought was possible. He trusted her, and she’d broken that trust. “I thought we were in a relationship, that we had each other’s backs.”

      “We are! We do! Connor, this isn’t a big deal.” She rose from her chair and approached him, but he stepped back before she could touch him.

      “It is a big deal. Maybe that you don’t see that is a bigger deal. Relationships have to be built on trust, and trust means not keeping secrets. You should have talked to me before doing this. Even if you were sure I’d say no. You didn’t have the right.”

      She pursed her lips, crossing her arms over her chest. “I bought that song from you. I have the right to do whatever I want with it. It’s in the contract you signed.”

      Her voice shook, but her words struck like a discordant chord he couldn’t resolve or unhear. “You’d better treasure it then. It’s the last one.”

      Her computer started to squawk, the game timer going off.

      “Dammit. Connor, I have to go… Can we talk about this later tonight? Please?”

      Connor turned away, convincing himself the blur in his vision was just dust. “No. No, I don’t think we can. I hope you win your game.”

      He walked down the stairs, the growing distance pulling at his aching heart. She didn’t follow. He closed her front door quietly and walked away.
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      The rumble of a truck engine pulled Diane’s attention to the window, away from the sink she was trying to caulk. She listened hard, but determined that it wasn’t Connor’s truck, a fact that both comforted her and depressed her. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to catch a glimpse of him, or if that would just make everything worse.

      She gave herself a shake and turned back to the sink. The home improvement vids she’d watched on resealing a bathroom sink had made it look easy. You just pulled off the ratty old seal, dried everything really well, applied the new goo, wiped off the excess, and let it dry for 24 hours. It was supposed to be so easy that even a teenager could do it. Thus far she’d managed to purchase the wrong caulk, scratch the finish on the counter while getting the old caulk off, and get the right caulk on her fingers more than where it went on the sink.

      She sat back and stared at the tiny window. She’d almost texted Connor half a dozen times this week, but she couldn’t figure out how to start. “I’m sorry” seemed obvious, but it didn’t really address the problem. She understood that he was upset, but why couldn’t he trust that she wouldn’t have sent out the music without really good reason? He said he wanted a relationship, maybe not in those exact words, but still… She couldn’t have a relationship with a man who didn’t trust her.

      Diane screwed the top on the caulking gun and set it aside. She wasn’t getting anywhere with this. She’d promised herself that she would spend the whole day working on the house and not thinking about Connor, but he was right back in the center of her thoughts. With Mrs. Gloria right across the street, it was just impossible to let him go

      Which brought her back to trying to decide what she was going to do. The house that she loved felt less like a refuge and more like a trap when she was trying to avoid seeing Connor across the street. Even doing Mrs. Gloria’s nails came with the stress of what would happen if he stopped by, and she felt guilty putting her neighbor off. She’d been friends with Mrs. Gloria before Connor had come into her life. It didn’t seem fair to avoid her now.

      Diane dropped into her office chair and woke up the computer, staring at the screen which showed house listings in Oregon. If she sold Gran’s house here, she could afford to go back, but still have her own place. Dad’s cousin was still an interested buyer. It wouldn’t be that hard, but did she want to go back? No, she really didn’t. She loved her family, but she’d stayed in Colorado for good reasons and moving home, or anywhere close to home, would invite all of the meddling and pressure back into her life.

      She leaned back and rubbed her eyes, trying to convince herself that the stinging was dust and not tears. Maybe she should move to Idaho. She didn’t know anyone in Idaho. It would be a fresh start, a new home… a terrible idea, but at least she wouldn’t wonder if every truck was his truck, and maybe her lyrics notebook, untouched for almost a week, would stop glaring at her in Idaho.
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        * * *

      

      “Hi, Mrs. Christenson.” Connor wiped the sweat from his forehead, trying not to breathe too hard into the phone. He was behind on his jobs and nearly running across Mr. Davidson’s lawn to get it finished so he could get to the next job.

      “Connor? Connor, is that you?”

      “Yes, Mrs. Christenson. It’s me. What can I do for you?”

      “Why aren’t you here to mow my lawn?” The older woman’s thin voice was full of concern. “Did you get in a car wreck?”

      “What? No. I’m fine. Your lawn is tomorrow. It’s right here on my schedule.”

      “Tomorrow? But we’re having my grandson’s wedding in the back yard tomorrow. I know I told you it had to be today. I even had my grandson use that email thing.”

      Connor pushed back the rising panic, putting the phone on speaker and scrolling through his messages. He didn’t see anything.

      “Is it from your email, Mrs. Christenson?”

      “Oh… I don’t know.” He heard her put down the phone, calling for her grandson and having a conversation Connor couldn’t quite make out.

      “He says yes.”

      Connor flicked further back through the messages, reading as fast as he could. There was so much email to sort through, now.

      There! George Christenson. Three days ago. Reschedule. Oh, shit. How had he missed that?

      “I found it, Mrs. Christenson.” He glanced at his watch. Maybe he could move Mrs. Lotte to tomorrow? “I’ll be over as soon as I can.”

      He hung up and scowled at his phone. Why wasn’t everything related to the business auto-forwarding to the schedule? He didn’t understand anything Diane had set up for him, and it felt like every day he was getting further behind. He loved the idea of having this company, but running it by himself was turning into a disaster.
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      The doorbell rang, sending carillon bell tones racing through the house. Diane sat up, blotting the tears off her face before hurrying down the stairs. She wasn’t expecting anyone, which probably meant it was yet another college student trying to sell her solar panels.

      She pulled the door open and her jaw dropped when she saw the woman on the porch.

      “Mom!”

      “Surprise!”

      Diane opened the screen door and stepped out into her mother’s embrace. She was surprised her mother was here, but not at the same time. Christy Evans loved to make a statement, and showing up unexpectedly certainly made a statement. “What are you doing here? Not that you can’t visit any time you want, but I didn’t expect to see you.”

      Christy laughed, “I know. I’m flying out to see your Uncle Ron in Houston. He took a fall and broke his leg and his wife needs help for a couple of days.”

      “Oh, that’s awful.”

      “I’d feel worse for him if he hadn’t been attempting to show your cousins his ‘elite skateboarding skills’ at the time. I don’t think Ron has been on a skateboard since he was eighteen, and he wasn’t very good at it then either.”

      “Mom!”

      “Well, it’s true.” She shrugged and waved her hand at the rental car. “I have a four-hour layover before the last leg of my flight and thought it would be more fun to spend it here instead of walking around the airport. So here I am.”

      “You just happened to have a four-hour layover and got a rental car on the spur of the moment?” Diane shook her head, then stepped back so her mother could come inside. She didn’t believe it for a minute. Her mother was a planner, and while flying out to see Uncle Ron might have been a surprise, this visit wasn’t.

      Mom stepped inside, setting her bag on the floor to the side of the door. “Maybe not entirely spur of the moment. You didn’t seem like yourself when you called a few days ago. What is it your sister says, ‘you set off my mother’s intuition’.”

      “I…” Diane tried to think of what she’d said on the last call that would have given her mother any clues to what was going on. Mother’s intuition had been the bane of her formative years, and she was certain she didn’t need her mother “helping” the current situation.

      “This is a conversation to be had over coffee, isn’t it? And, before you deny it, don’t you tell me nothing is wrong.” Mom led the way into the kitchen, moving unerringly for the coffee maker. “You just sit there, and I’ll take care of everything.”

      She hunted through the cupboards until she came up with two large mugs and poured for them both, followed by far too much sugar. Mom pulled the fridge open, and Diane tried not to cringe at the next words that came out of her mother’s mouth.

      “No cream? You know you can’t have proper coffee without cream.” She poked around a little more and disapproval touched her tone. “Beer too? My goodness, your shopping habits have changed.”

      “I shop on Monday, Mom. I’m a little behind.”

      “Of course. I’m not criticizing. I’m just concerned about you.” She pulled the carton of milk out of the fridge and took a step back. “You can’t blame me for that.”

      Diane clamped down on the snarky response that went through her head. Arguing details with her mom never turned out in her favor. She’d learned long ago it was better to pick which hills she was going to die on. Whether or not she had cream in her fridge wasn’t one of them.

      Diane sat at the table, watching her mother pour milk and sugar into the coffee mugs making a very blonde, very sweet coffee that Diane disliked but Mom loved. Mom set the mug in front of Diane before sitting down across from her. “So…what’s going on?”

      “I…” Diane stared at the very bland coffee. How much could she get away with not telling her mom? She wanted to talk to someone, and her mom wasn’t always a bad sounding board; she just thought that she was always right. “I’m thinking about selling the house and moving to Idaho.”

      “You don’t want to live in Idaho, honey. It’s boring. You’d be surrounded by potatoes and cowboys.” Her mom’s rebuke was soft. “Your dad and I were worried about you being out here alone in this old house, but you’ve handled it really well. Up until last week you were happier than you’ve ever been in Oregon. So that means something else is wrong, something that doesn’t have anything to do with the house or Colorado.” She stirred her coffee absently. “But I think it might have to do with that young man you mentioned. Connor?”

      The sound of Connor’s name made Diane’s stomach clench and threatened to bring back the tears from before, but she didn’t want to cry again. She was a strong person, and she hadn’t meant any harm. She wanted the best for him, and it hurt that he hadn’t been able to see that. They had just been figuring out their relationship and now it was gone. And it wasn’t just the hope for romance that hurt, it was his friendship. She missed his smile, and watching for him at Mrs. Gloria’s house, and getting root beer at Lapis Lazuli between sets. He’d inched his way into so many spaces in her life, and now those spaces were empty and dull.

      Diane looked up, realizing that neither of them had spoken in several minutes. “I… Mom, I think I really messed up.”

      Her mom nodded, pushing her coffee aside and reaching across the table, taking Diane’s hands. “Tell me about it?”

      The story came flooding out of Diane. She didn’t remember what she’d told her mom before, so she told her everything that came to mind. The good things and the challenges and the decision to send out Connor’s music that lead to that terrible final argument. Despite her resolve by the end she was crying, thin tears that streaked down her face making little spots on the table before she could wipe them away.

      Mom got up, fetching a stack of paper napkins and coming to sit next to Diane. Mom kissed the top of Diane’s head, as though she was a small child and blotted the tears from her face. “Now, now, no tears. You don’t want to be puffy, right?”

      Diane sniffed and picked up her coffee. It was lukewarm and tasted all wrong, but she sipped anyway, gathering control of herself. “I’m sorry.”

      “Why? It sounds like this young man doesn’t appreciate you at all. It’s certainly not your fault he lacks vision. I suppose that’s what you get with these small-town boys. They don’t appreciate a good thing when it’s offered to them. You were taking care of him, obviously.” She tapped a manicured nail on the top of the coffee mug. “I do wish things had turned out with William. Now there is a driven young man, and so polite.”

      The criticism of Connor back to back with bringing William into the conversation brought a frown and the sinking feeling she shouldn’t have said anything at all.

      “There was nothing to turn out, Mom. He likes boys.”

      “Yes, yes, but he was such a good influence. I never saw you in a dirty T-shirt and jeans when William was around.”

      Diane blinked and glanced at the front of her shirt where, just as her mother had pointed out, a drip from the caulk stood out. “I’ve been working on fixing up the house. It’s dirty work.”

      “Of course, my darling, but that’s why you hire contractors for such things. You don’t want your hands getting cracked, right?” She sipped at her coffee. “But let’s get back to your problem. I thought it might be something like this, so I took a little initiative before I left.”

      “You did what?” Diane pushed the disgusting coffee away from her.

      Mom reached into the pocket of her jeans, ones that cost as much as Diane made in a month, and pulled out a business card. “Nothing bad, don’t sound so defensive. I just reached out to a friend. His name is Thomas Houston, isn’t that a wonderful name? He’s single, adorable, and, this is the best part, he is a real estate agent in Portland. I know you’re very independent, and you wouldn’t want to move home, but he could help you find something just perfect in the area after you sell this place. I know it. You always liked those little condos that overlooked the park, and if you lived there you wouldn’t have to deal with this run-down place or the yardwork. I can’t imagine how much work all of that yard takes. If you two just happened to hit it off, then what could be better? He really liked your picture. I’m sure he’d ask you on a date if you wanted to give him the chance. And if you don’t like him, there are lot of wonderful men up in Portland. You really left without giving them a try.”

      “You sent him my picture?” Diane was on her feet, but she didn’t remember getting up. “Do you just want to put a price tag on my forehead? How dare you try to decide what I want and do it for me…” Diane’s voice drifted off as she heard herself. “Oh, hell…”

      “Don’t you talk to me like that! It’s not like I proposed marriage on your behalf, but I want to see you married and happy, and you don’t seem to be doing anything to get there.”

      Diane held her hand up, shaking her head. “Sorry, Mom. I’m just… I think I’m having a revelation.”

      “A what? What are you talking about, Diane?” She stared at Diane as though afraid that her daughter was having a breakdown.

      “I suddenly get it, Mom. I know what went wrong.”

      “Well, that’s good. Now, sit down. I only have a little while before I’ll have to leave. Let’s find something less distressing to talk about, shall we?”

      Diane pulled her chair closer and sat down again. She owed Connor an apology. A really big apology. And, for the first time in her life, she understood so much of what had gone wrong between herself and her mother over the years. So many good intentions and just not enough good communication.

      “I love you, Mom.”

      Mom reached across the table, patting Diane on the forearm. “I love you too, honey. Now, did your sister tell you that she was accepted to UCLA? She’ll start there in the fall.”

      “I hadn’t heard. Why don’t you tell me all about it?”
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      Connor lifted Gran’s scooter into the back of his truck, careful not to bump the service vehicle on the truck bed. She’d be upset if he scratched the finish. He’d pulled back behind the house, justifying to himself that it was closer to the kitchen for loading stuff up. He was definitely not just making sure that there was no chance he’d see Diane across the street.

      Gran shuffled past the kitchen door, pulling it closed behind her and checking the lock before pushing her walker in front of her down the path. “I think that’s everything, dear. I do hope we’ll have enough.”

      Connor looked over the loaded truck bed and had to smile despite the black mood that had followed him all week. His work life might suck. His love life was in the toilet, but at least his stomach wasn’t going to be empty. “Gran, you’ve packed enough food to feed at least half of the people there by yourself. And I know all the Aunties have done the same. One thing we never lack for at a Miller party is something to eat.”

      “Which is just how it should be. Can’t have hungry children running about.” She waited while he folded her walker and secured it with the rest of the load, pulling a tarp across everything just in case. Not that it looked like there was any chance of rain. It was setting up to be a beautiful weekend. One he’d hoped to spend with Diane.

      He pushed that desire away. If she hadn’t screwed everything up, they would be spending the weekend together. Every time he thought about what she had done, it made him angry all over again. And he wasn’t even sure how much of his anger was over the specifics of what she’d done, or more that she hadn’t talked to him at all. She’d known it would upset him, and she did it anyway. Connor blew out a puff of air, trying to blow out his frustrations with it. This was going to be a good weekend, dammit! He was going to go to the lodge and hang out with his family and maybe even fish. What he was not going to do was obsess over someone who didn’t respect him.

      Connor helped Gran get into his truck, fixing her seatbelt before climbing into the driver’s seat and pulling out of the driveway. As he checked for oncoming traffic, his gaze flicked to Diane’s house and the climbing ivy he’d intended to trim back. Her car was in the drive. He looked away and pulled into the street, moving quickly out of the neighborhood.

      The trip up the highway and through Boulder went quickly as Gran caught him up on all the gossip from the retirement center she liked to visit, followed by updates on all of his cousins, and then distant relatives who he wasn’t sure he had even met before. Connor didn’t really hear most of what she was saying, but was grateful that nothing was required of him besides the occasional “Mmhmm” and driving smoothly without speeding.

      They drove up the canyon, the truck taking the incline in stride. The foliage was the bright green of high summer before the higher temperatures took the brilliant edge off. He loved this time of year. It would have been nice to share this with Diane. And there she was again, in the front of his thoughts where he didn’t want her. He gripped the steering wheel more tightly, angry all over again.

      Gran’s fingers brushed his arm, and Connor startled and pulled his attention to her wondering what he’d missed. “Sorry, Gran. What was that?”

      “I asked if you wanted to talk about it?”

      “Talk about what?”

      “About why Diane isn’t with us and you’re walking around with a black cloud over your head. She said she needed to change my nail appointments to Mondays, which happens to be when you mow Miss Lotte’s lawn across town. It seemed to me things were going so well with you young folk. What happened?”

      Connor sighed and forced himself to relax, slowing so he could take a hairpin turn without the load shifting. “It’s nothing. We had an argument.”

      “And then?”

      “And then nothing. She stabbed me in the back. We fought. I took a walk. We haven’t spoken since then. So that’s kinda…that.”

      “Connor.” Gran shifted, trying to turn to face him, but finding that was too difficult on the bench seat. “I am certain Diane did not ‘stab you in the back’ though it’s very possible she did something upsetting. Having arguments and working through them is part of having a relationship. Heaven knows, your Grandfather and I were experts at getting under each other’s skin.”

      Connor blew out a breath, trying to keep the tension out of his shoulders. Gran sounded so reasonable, but he didn’t want to hear it. “Those are, like, little arguments, Gran. Like when he didn’t take out the garbage and you wanted him to. I lived at your house, remember? You never argued over things that really mattered.”

      Her eyes crinkled around the edges as she broke into soft laughter. “Oh, dear, of course we argued over things that mattered. We just had a policy not to yell in front of the children or the grandchildren. That sets a bad example. You needed to see us disagree and work things out like civilized people. That doesn’t mean things never got heated in private.”

      “But you never did something Grandpa didn’t want you to do behind his back.”

      She snorted, and as they came around another bend Connor shot a glance at his grandmother. She looked like she was trying not to laugh, or maybe cry. “We don’t have to talk about this, Gran.”

      “We most certainly do! Yes, I sometimes did things Joe disagreed with, and sometimes behind his back. I tried not to, because I didn’t want to upset him, and most of the time Joe and I were a team. But there were times I was so certain I was in the right that I pushed forward on my own. Sometimes I was right, and sometimes I was terribly wrong.”

      Connor pulled the truck into a small turn off, putting it in park. He couldn’t have this conversation and drive all at once. He was going to run into the mountain if he did. “So, what did Grandpa do when you were wrong?”

      Gran smiled and now she did laugh. “Well, sometimes we did the grown-up thing and talked out our differences with nary a raised voice or ruffled hair. Sometimes, especially in the early days, we got into rip-roaring arguments and had to take a time out.”

      “And then what?” Connor didn’t look at her, busy racking his brain for any real argument he’d ever witnessed between his grandparents. It was strange to hear about this side of them. In his mind they’d always had the perfect relationship, and he couldn’t remember arguments stronger than the one about the garbage can.

      “Then Joe brought me flowers.”

      “What about when you were wrong?”

      She looked at him steadily, the sun coming through the windshield and winking off of her glasses. “Joe still brought me flowers, roses, daisies, sometimes dandelions. And he always said he was sorry.”

      “But you were the one who was wrong!”

      “Sometimes I said I was sorry first, and he liked it when I brought him beer, but you’re missing the point. An apology isn’t only about who is wrong, Connor. The apology is about opening doors to work it out because in most arguments there’s things you both could have done better or said better. It’s about being willing to reach out to someone you love and stop guarding your own ego long enough to try to see what happened from their point of view. Someone has to offer a hand, no matter who was wrong first or the most.” She sighed softly. “This was a lesson your mother never learned, heaven love her. My Nancy is like a wild rose, beautiful and brilliant, but also a bit viny and sharp. I think you saw too many of her arguments with your father where there were no winners, and no one willing to apologize because they were so tied up in being right that they lost sight of being together.

      “I’m not sure they would have stayed together as long as they did if it wasn’t for you kids. It just never seemed to be meant to be. And, pardon me for the observation, but if you give up after the first argument, then maybe it’s not meant to be with Diane either.”

      “But…” Connor’s mind spun with the possibilities, his parents’ arguments overlapping the one he’d had with Diane. Maybe Gran had a point, but she hadn’t been there. Diane had looked so guilty, and it just frustrated him all over again. She shouldn’t have done it. “I don’t know. I keep thinking that she gets me, you know, that she knows how important my landscape work is, every bit as important as my music. But then, I don’t know, she treats it like a hobby. She betrayed my trust, Gran. And I don’t know how to deal with that.”

      Gran tilted her head, the reflected sun splitting into rainbows across the truck cab. “Have you actually told her all of that?”

      “I…” Connor hesitated. Had he actually told her? He knew they’d talked about landscaping and music and… “I don’t know? Maybe not in those exact words, but she should know!”

      “Should she? She’s not a mind reader, my dear. None of us are.” She patted his hand. “Let’s get going. These old bones don’t ride as easily as they used to, and you don’t need to hear me prattle on. You know your own mind.”

      Connor wasn’t so certain he did, but he nodded. “Thanks, Gran.”

      He started up the truck and pulled back onto the canyon road.
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      Diane resisted the urge to scoot her chair farther into the shadows as the night drew on. The little table, the same one she’d sat at the first time she’d come to Lapis Lazuli, already occupied a corner nook where it was hard to see anyone sitting there until you got up close, but she still worried. Todd promised her that Connor was going to be here tonight, and she was determined to talk to him. He might not forgive her, and maybe she couldn’t make things right again, but she owed him an apology.

      It was a typical Friday night, as far as she could tell, for Lapis Lazuli. The room was crowded with folks there for the food, or the booze, or both. The AC whined in the background, trying to keep up with the crowd on a warm July evening, and condensation ran down the side of her root beer. She had her notebook open in front of her, but the only inspiration she’d managed was a doodle of flowers running down the side of the page and a chibi gardener chasing them.

      The back door opened, and Diane’s fingers closed more tightly around her pen as the members of Attractive Nuisance filed in, carrying equipment and giving each other crap. Her gaze locked on Connor, and her heartbeat sped up. She told herself to stop being ridiculous and took a deep breath, reaching for her soda.

      Connor reached his position on the stage, setting down the portable keyboards and getting to work setting up the equipment and strapping down the cords. It was soothing to watch him, even as she noticed the dark circles under his eyes. He looked run down, and for all that she wanted to talk to him, a part of her wanted to see him asleep on her couch under her grandmother’s afghan.

      The lighting shifted to highlight the stage, and Diane’s gaze went to the bouquet of flowers on the table in front of her. The girl at the flower shop had enjoyed putting the arrangement together, pulling out a variety of blossoms with names Diane didn’t remember to go with the large red rose Diane wanted at the center. She’d wanted some way to show she was trying to understand his passions where they didn’t align with hers, and the bouquet was the best idea she’d come up with that didn’t feel crazy.

      Attractive Nuisance launched into their set, starting off with the covers as they usually did. There were some pieces she hadn’t heard in a few weeks, and Diane found herself relaxing as she was caught up in the music. They really were good at what they did. She was surprised when Kate stepped in to sing “First Time Again,” but the woman’s sultry alto suited the song, and Diane hoped the band would use her for the album mix.

      As the set wound to the end, Diane found her stomach filled with jitters again. She reviewed her plan: approach, hand over the flowers, apologize, and give him his space. It wasn’t a complex set of steps, just four little things, but it felt more complex than a run on a dragon’s lair.

      “It’s been a smashing night, Lapis Lazuli!” Todd’s voice boomed through the microphone. “We’ll see you next Friday!”

      Diane tried to get up, but the crush of people wanting to talk to the bandmates kept her seated, waiting for a gap so she wouldn’t run anyone over. She twisted in her chair, trying to see where Connor had gone.

      “Hi.”

      Connor’s soft voice came from behind her, startling Diane. She whipped around, banging her knee on the table in her haste. “Connor.”

      Diane stared at him, looking for some sign of welcome, but his gaze was cool and a frown hung around his lips.

      “What are you doing here?” he muttered, accusation in his tones.

      “It’s a public bar, and I like the root beer.” She regretted the snippy words as soon as they came out of her mouth. What the hell was wrong with her?  His brows drew together, and she shook her head, grabbing his arm. “Wait. Please. I didn’t mean that. Sometimes my mouth runs away with me.”

      His gaze flicked to her mouth, then to her hand on his arm. She let go, scooping up the flowers and thrusting them into his hands. “I’m not just here for the soda. And I’m not here to bother you. I’m here to say I’m sorry.”

      Connor opened his mouth to say something, and she held up her hands to stop him.

      “Please, don’t. Just let me talk for a minute. I don’t expect anything from you. I’m not here to beg you to come back, and I don’t think you were wrong to be angry with me. I screwed up, Connor. It came from a place of good intentions, but in my…my zeal…for doing what I thought was right, I forgot we were in this together. I thought I knew what was best and I didn’t talk to you about it. I didn’t even try.”

      Diane felt tears gathering in her eyes, and she blinked them away. No crying. She was not going to turn her emotions into a weapon to make him listen. “I am so sorry. I ruined a good thing, maybe the best thing I’ve ever had in my life. If I could do it again, I hope I’d be smart enough not to.”

      There was a silent moment between them and this time Diane hoped he would say something. Anything. He didn’t. She’d said what she’d come to say.

      She swallowed and picked up her notebook. “Good night.” It was awful close to goodbye, but she couldn’t bring herself to say that. She turned and made her way across the bar, holding onto her tears until she got to her car. The echo of Kate’s voice singing in her head chased her into the darkness.

      This feels like my first time...again. 

      My first cry...again. 

      The first broken heart I ever knew. 

       

      This feels like my first fall...again. 

      My first crawl...again. 

      I'm broken, there's nothing I can do.
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      Connor lifted his tool kit out of the back of his truck, approaching Diane’s house slowly. The setting sun painted the house in gold and pink on top of the blue like some crazy flower. He stepped up onto the porch, noticing that the porch light was out again. He could fix that. At least if she would let him, which she might not.

      He’d been surprised, shocked even, to see her at Lapis Lazuli last night. At first, seeing her had just made him angry all over again, but that hadn’t lasted. She’d brought him flowers, and she’d apologized without expecting anything of him. It was true she’d hurt him and broken his trust, but he could see now that he’d made mistakes too. He wasn’t sure he could make her understand how his muse worked, because words were her thing, not his, but he was going to try. He wanted to fix what was broken between them.

      He knocked on the door, the silent moments until she opened it agonizing. Diane tilted her head, staring at him with those beautiful blue eyes. She looked tired and held a pint of chocolate ice cream in one hand.

      “Hi.”

      “Hi. Can I come in?”

      Diane stood her ground in the doorway. “I’m not sure. I guess it depends on why you’re here. I don’t have enough ice cream to apologize again.”

      “No. I heard you loud and clear.”

      “Then why are you here?”

      “Because you weren’t the only one who screwed up.” He pushed his hair back. He didn’t want to do this on the porch, but if that was the chance she was going to give him, he’d take it. “I’ve never been good at explaining how much I love the work I do and how my working and my music are entwined, but they are. I took a vacation once to ‘concentrate on my music’, and it was awful. It was really a complete waste of time until I came home and went back to work. Sometimes, it’s like the music comes through the dirt and sweat and grows right there with the flowers and the trees. I can’t do one without the other.”

      He took a deep breath. “And Grandpa Joe was the only one who I think totally understood that. The rest of the family appreciates that I can come put in flowers for them, or gravel a walkway, but they don’t understand that I really enjoy doing it. There’s always talk about what else I could be doing with my life, and the truth is I’m happy doing what I’m doing.”

      She stepped back, and he took the silent gesture as permission to follow her into the house. “I think I understand that.” She perched on the edge of the couch, setting the ice cream next to her feet. He did the same with his tools, sitting so he could face her. He’d missed being here with her in this house, even on the uncomfortable couch.

      Connor took her hand and ran his thumb across her palm, her skin soft under his callused touch. “All of that aside, I’m sorry I walked away and didn’t let us work on the problem. I’ve spent my whole life resenting my father for walking away when things got tough with my mom, and then… I did the same thing. I can’t promise we won’t argue again. Gran says that arguing and working it out is part of being in a relationship, and we both know how she likes to be right. But I can promise that I’ll stand still and listen instead of walking away. I just never realized how much more intense everything was when you were with someone you loved.”

      Diane’s breath caught at the admission. “You love me?”

      He smiled and lifted his hand to caress her cheek. “Yes.”

      “I love you, too.” She paused and chuckled softly. “I’m glad we’re working things out. I really didn’t want to move to Idaho.”

      “You definitely shouldn’t move to Idaho.” He leaned close, breathing her in. She was so warm and close and there was no one to interrupt this time. “If you were in Idaho, then I couldn’t do this.”

      He claimed her lips with his, the kiss warm and insistent. She made a soft, pleased little noise, and he pulled her into his arms. After several long moments, she pulled back, opening her eyes and meeting his gaze.

      “I like it when you do that. Very much.” She kissed him again, this one lasting longer before she murmured. “So, what’s the tool kit for?”

      He laughed, kissing the tip of her nose. “I’m going to fix that wire in your office before someone gets decapitated.”

      “You can do that?”

      Connor leaned back, pulling her across his lap. “A shovel isn’t the only tool I’m handy with.”

      Diane snickered softly, raising both eyebrows. “Oh, really?”

      He leaned down and kissed her again. “Mmmhmm…let me give you a demonstration.”
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      Diane stretched in the afternoon sunlight, looking out through the new bay window at the changing colors of the trees across the street. Connor had promised that the maples they planted would look like that one day, in ten or twelve years. She couldn’t wait.

      “Good practice everyone. Remember that everyone has to apply the new patches before next week. They open the new expansion on Monday, and we need our earn in points for September’s tourney. Peace out.”

      She waited long enough for everyone to say their goodbyes and shut down the program, setting her headset aside.

      Connor appeared in the office doorway, holding a plate in either hand. The new office was big and airy, located on the main floor where it looked out over the front yard and was much closer to the kitchen. Connor had proven to be as good with a screwdriver and a nail gun as he was with a lawnmower. He had ripped up the carpet and replaced it with hard wood while she painted walls and ran both wired and wireless connections with repeaters all through the house.

      It was going to take years to remodel everything to be what they wanted it to be, but she was in no hurry. Her gaze caught on the large blue orchid on his desk. They’d spent most of a day last week at a local plant wholesalers Connor knew and at least half a dozen house plants had come home along with the maple tree saplings. The orchid was her favorite, and she loved how the plants fit in as well as Connor did. One more step in making the house not just hers, but theirs.

      Connor brought the plate over and set it on her desk. Hash browns, bacon, and two eggs over easy. It was his signature dish, and she loved it. And him.

      He rolled his office chair over to sit next to her. A few pieces of grass dropped from his clothing, another reason they’d decided to put in hardwood. It was easier to sweep than to chase grass and mud with the vacuum.

      “So I just got off the phone with Daniel. My old place is now an art studio, so if you change your mind about me living here, I’m either gonna have to move in with Gran or be a homeless bum.” He wiggled his eyebrows. “Guess that means I’m at your mercy.”

      Diane laughed, picking up her plate and digging into the food. “Lucky for you you’re cute, and I’m merciful.”

      Connor grinned and kissed her, tasting of bacon and ketchup, then leaned back. The two of them ate in hungry silence for several minutes. Finally, Connor slowed down and cleared his throat.

      “Were we going to go over the schedule tonight?”

      Diane nodded, bringing up a calendar on her screen after licking her fork clean and setting her mostly empty plate aside. “Yeah. Things get kinda complicated for the next month, so we should make sure we’re on the same page.”

      He scooted closer so they could both see the screen. She laced her fingers with his, driving the mouse with her other hand.

      “The green dots are your daily jobs around the city. The blue ones are Alan’s and the red ones are Rhys’s. We have enough work requests to hire another guy, but I think you might want to wait on that until next month. We just signed a hella big loan on Miller Landscaping, and it would be good to run for a couple of weeks and make sure the expenses match my projections before we add more headcount.”

      Connor squeezed her hand, nodding as she made her points. “That’s reasonable. I hate turning people away, but I’d hate to have something go wrong more. We’ll need a full crew for September and October and then have to see how many of the contracts asked for winter services.”

      “Most of them. I don’t think staying busy is going to be a problem. We just have to make sure not to be so busy there’s no time for everything else we want to do. I suppose it’s a good problem to have.”

      Diane clicked on a blue bar running across the last week of August. “This is the trip to Nashville for your dad’s wedding and to talk to the music studio. Are you still okay with all of that?” She leaned her head against his arm. “It’s all big stuff, and I’m mostly moral support, so I want to be sure.”

      Connor kissed the top of her head. “You’re more than moral support, but thanks. I don’t want to stay for all the funky stuff around the wedding. The twins talked me into going for the ceremony, so I’m going to sit in the back and not say anything at all. That’s about as generous as I can manage right now.”

      “I don’t think that’s unfair. What about the music studio?”

      He was quiet for a minute. “I think it’s going to be fine. It’s worth seeing what they say, right?”

      “I think so.” Diane looked up at him with a little smile. She still thought his music was amazing and that there was more to do with it than playing at the bar, but she had learned to appreciate both sides of his passions. “And maybe we’ll decide that the landscape company is plenty to keep us busy and the big music career can wait, but we should at least talk to them. Who knows what might happen?”

      “True.” He tugged her out of her chair, pulling her onto his lap. “So that’s a pretty full schedule, up there. Do you think there’s time for a pizza date and making out under the stars?”

      Diane laughed, pulling him down for a kiss. “That sounds absolutely inspired.”

      ~The End~
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      Hi, We’re Jadelynn

      Referring to ourselves in the plural isn’t an affectation. Or not just an affectation. Jadelynn Asher is a pseudonym for two friends who turned to each other one day and said “could we really?” One of us (Jana) has the writing chops, having worked as a writer for (ahem) uncounted years. The other (Jacob) loves romance stories and reads and writes about them and complains when people get their stories wrong.

      It was during one of his rants that the assembled friends (many of them writers) challenged him to write his own. Cringing at all that work, he deferred. This scene played out with minor variations for a while when Jana said “you know, if you have the story, I could make the writing happen.” And we decided that our friendship could probably stand the nonsense working together would entail and we gave it a shot.

      You can judge for yourself if the results are a success!

      

      We’d love for you to join our newsletter at www.jadelynnasher.com. Choose highlights to know when a new book is coming out, or chatty to get frequent emails waxing philosophical about writing, writing romance, cooperative writing, and publishing in general.
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