

[image: Book cover of “Napkins and Other Distractions” by M.A. Wardell. It features two individuals standing together in front of a door labeled “PRINCIPLE’S DOOR.” At the bottom, a quote reads, “Sweetness and spice wrapped into a big, warm hug!” —ALICE OSEMAN, bestselling author of Heartstopper.]





[image: Title page of “Napkins and Other Distractions - Teachers in Love: Book 3” by M.A. Wardell. A folded napkin graphic is displayed below the title. The publisher’s logo reads Forever with New York and Boston below.]







This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

Copyright © 2024 by M.A. Wardell

Cover design by YY Liak. Cover illustrations by Myriam Strasbourg.

Cover copyright © 2025 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Forever

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104

read-forever.com

@readforeverpub

Originally published by M.A. Wardell in June 2024

First Forever trade paperback edition: October 2025

Forever is an imprint of Grand Central Publishing. The Forever name and logo are registered trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.

Forever books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.

Opening and closing illustrations by Ian Leone. Interior illustrations by Mayhara Ferraz.

LEGO and the LEGO logo are trademarks of the LEGO Group.

Library of Congress Control Number: 2025940531

ISBNs: 9781538774663 (trade paperback), 9781538774670 (ebook)

E3-20250801-JV-NF-ORI






Contents


	Cover

	Title Page

	Copyright

	Dedication

	Author’s Note and Content Guidance

	Chapter One: Vincent

	Chapter Two: Kent

	Chapter Three: Vincent

	Chapter Four: Kent

	Chapter Five: Vincent

	Chapter Six: Kent

	Chapter Seven: Vincent

	Chapter Eight: Kent

	Chapter Nine: Vincent

	Chapter Ten: Kent

	Chapter Eleven: Vincent

	Chapter Twelve: Kent

	Chapter Thirteen: Vincent

	Chapter Fourteen: Kent

	Chapter Fifteen: Vincent

	Chapter Sixteen: Kent

	Chapter Seventeen: Vincent

	Chapter Eighteen: Kent

	Chapter Nineteen: Vincent

	Chapter Twenty: Kent

	Chapter Twenty-One: Vincent

	Chapter Twenty-Two: Kent

	Chapter Twenty-Three: Vincent

	Chapter Twenty-Four: Kent

	Chapter Twenty-Five: Vincent

	Chapter Twenty-Six: Kent

	Chapter Twenty-Seven: Vincent

	Chapter Twenty-Eight: Kent

	Chapter Twenty-Nine: Vincent

	Chapter Thirty: Kent

	Chapter Thirty-One: Vincent

	Chapter Thirty-Two: Kent

	Chapter Thirty-Three: Vincent

	Chapter Thirty-Four: Kent

	Chapter Thirty-Five: Vincent

	Chapter Thirty-Six: Kent

	Bonus Epilogue: Kent

	Epilogue: Vincent

	Acknowledgments

	Discover More

	About the Author

	Also by M.A. Wardell






	Cover

	Table of Contents

	Copyright





Page List


	i

	iv

	v

	vi

	vii

	viii

	ix

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	299

	300

	301

	302

	303

	305

	307







[image: Illustration of Kent and Vincent standing side by side. Vincent is on the left and has his arms crossed; he is wearing a button-up shirt over a t-shirt, with dark pants and sneakers. Kent, on the right, has his hands clasped in front of him, wearing a checkered shirt under a dark cardigan, with dark pants and dress shoes.]






To my readers over forty… get yours. To my readers under forty… the best is yet to come.








Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.





Tap here to learn more.




[image: Forever logo]








AUTHOR’S NOTE AND CONTENT GUIDANCE

Dear Reader,

First, thank you. For believing in my books, my characters, and the value of own voices stories. Writing Vincent and Kent’s story filled me with joy, and I hope you enjoy reading about these two older, flawed, but loveable men. Their romance trajectory may look different from the ones in my first two books, but it’s just as valid. These men captured my heart, and I hope you feel the same.

Napkins and Other Distractions is an open-door romance intended for mature audiences. The characters in the story are consenting adults, and there is explicit, on-page sexual content, explicit language, and adult situations.

While Vincent and Kent’s love story is low angst, there are also serious issues. Here are the content warnings if you need them.

Vincent has clinical OCD (Obsessive Compulsive Disorder), which includes the subtypes of contamination/mysophobia, relationship, order/symmetry, and intrusive thoughts. There is a scene with blood (a minor scrape).

My hope is people with OCD feel seen and represented, and others will gain understanding and empathy. Through my research/interviews, one thing I’ve learned is OCD is not a one-size-fits-all disorder. This is Vincent’s story, but everyone experiences OCD differently.

As always, if these are triggers for you, please take care of yourself.

All my best,
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CHAPTER ONE
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VINCENT

The pristine napkins stacked neatly on the table emit a fresh linen scent. Clean and pressed. I adjust the top one, and the soft cloth soothes my fingers as I ensure it’s lined up with the one below. With each gentle nudge, the pile inches closer to perfection. Staring at the edges, my brain turns. Are they exact? Could I assemble them more precisely? My head tilts down, the familiar tunnel emerging, but thankfully, I’m interrupted.

“Vincent?”

The welcome distraction comes from a white man I’m assuming is my date. Make that hoping. I’d guess him to be about six feet, with silver hair and a beard to match. Way better looking in person than his profile pic, he’s giving me Santa’s-younger-brother vibes, and maybe he’s my early Christmas present. He’s wearing a light blue button-down shirt, and half of the front flaps loose from his khaki pants. I’ve heard about this trend: the French tuck. You can paint it any way you like. It’s unkempt. There’s something on the front of his pants. They almost look… frayed. But the smile on his full face, all cheeks, and maybe a dimple hiding under that scruff instantly warms my heart. His deep brown eyes shine behind red glasses, and a small smile forms on my face. One of his shoelaces dangles undone; it might be knotted, and I suddenly realize my date is more than frazzled.

“Kent?”

“Yes, it’s me. Kent. I’m him. Me. Kent Lester, I mean. Gosh, I’m so sorry I’m late,” he says, shimmying out of his long dark coat and slinging it over the chair. He misses his target, and it thuds onto the dirty floor, the buttons clacking sharply against the wood.

I stand and put my hand out for a shake, and Kent takes it and pulls me into the biggest, warmest bear hug. The faint smell of a campfire wraps me in coziness as his arms gather my inch-shorter-than-his frame. The closeness tingles my skin, and I breathe in his toastiness, attempting to use my senses to shoo the uncomfortableness away.

“There you are,” he whispers into my ear. His breath dances onto my neck, sending a shiver up my spine. “I’m a hugger.”

I am most definitely not. Especially with strangers, but it’s fine. I’m fine. Everything’s fine. I came last week for a dry run with Marvin Block, cute kindergarten teacher, reigning Teacher of the Year (his words, not mine), and current close friend. We first met at this very table almost a year ago. It was a classic Vincent-one-and-done date setup by SWISH.

When I first read SWISH was “a groundbreaking queer dating app that promotes inclusivity by enabling users to chat and meet people who are looking for anything from casual friendships to serious relationships,” I took the bait. While Marvin may not have been “the one,” he kept his promise to stay in touch and we’ve developed a genuine friendship. In that regard, SWISH delivered on its promise. I’ve even been back to The Purple Giraffe with Marvin and his fiancé, Olan. Between the first time and now—many other unsuccessful dates, the two times I’ve come alone, and last week’s dry run—I’ve been here exactly twelve times. Which makes tonight’s date lucky… oh fuck.

“I hope that’s okay,” Kent says, pulling out of the embrace, but still clutching my elbows.

“Sure, yeah, I love a friendly hug,” I fib. My skin prickles under my shirt, where his fingers still make contact. I find his eyes and they sparkle with kindness. A simple glance and he’s somehow settling me. With a deep exhale, I offer a small smile and attempt to appear like a person this man might find acceptable to date. At least once. Dinner. Tonight.

After the last few SWISH matches crashed and burned, Marvin suggested we have a “mock date” here so he could offer some tips to tweak my game. It’s not my fault Jason (date five) never stopped talking, even with a full mouth. Crumbs shot across the table at me like a personal meteor shower. And then there was Mark (date eight), who took one look at my bald head and asked if I’d ever considered a hair transplant. When I didn’t answer, he asked if I wanted the number of his toupee guy.

Marvin offered suggestions on managing my OCD, starting conversations, and body language, and I’m ready to implement them all. Stay open. Listen to your heart. Be brave. Take a leap for love. That, plus his encouragement to talk with my doctor about changing my medication, and I’ve been doing much better. Marvin is a sweetheart. He wants me to be happy.

As I take refuge in my chair, Kent, never breaking eye contact, attempts to sit, but slips on his coat, still sprawled on the floor, and almost falls off his seat.

“Are you okay?” I quickly move to assist.

“Fine. Sorry,” he stammers, catching himself on the table, “I’m a bit disoriented, is all.”

“Take a breath. There’s nothing to be anxious about,” I offer—Marvin’s advice to me now attempts to soothe my date as I neatly fold and hang his coat on the back of his chair.

“Oh, I’m not nervous about, about, you. Us. This.” Kent motions erratically to the table and the small votive flickers in fear. “It’s Sweetums. My cat. He gets medication, and, well, have you ever tried to pill a cat?”

“I have not.”

“It’s a bit like trying to cram a bowling ball into your pocket,” he says and lets out a loud guffaw that startles the people at the next table. “Anyway, that’s why I’m late. And, well, a bit of a mess.”

“You’re fine. I was only here a few minutes.”

Kent’s eyes fall on mine, and his smile returns. The whiskers in his beard prickle, but there’s nothing dodgy about him.

“Thank you. Honestly, sometimes I wonder who’s in charge, me or the damn cat.”

“Is he sick?” I ask, attempting to calm Kent and get our date moving along.

“Oh no. It’s for his nerves.”

“You have a nervous cat?”

“Apparently. Technically, it’s his tummy that’s nervous, and the medicine helps.” He indicates the splotch and scratches on his pants. “Me cramming it down his throat every other day, not so much.”

“Well, you’re here now. And looking exactly like your profile pic on SWISH, I might add. I can’t say that about most guys.”

“Really? I mean”—Kent runs his hands through his thick wavy hair—“Thank you. I mean you, you…” He cocks his head.

“Shaved.”

“Yes, that’s it.” He nods approvingly, and his lips turn up. His smile, sweet and kind, and the first hint of his teeth make my stomach flip.

“I tried the mustache and goatee for a minute,” I say, rubbing my naked chin, “but it was hard to keep tidy. I probably should take a new profile photo.”

“No. You look, well…” Kent tilts his glass to take a sip of water and somehow misses his mouth. “Cheese and rice!”

Water pours down the front of his shirt, and I’m not sure I’ve ever seen a more discombobulated human.

He takes a deep breath, pats his shirt with his napkin, and, with a lower voice, whispers, “Can I be honest with you about something?”

The hairs on my neck tingle, and I need to remember to shave lower next time. We’ve just met, and he’s already confessing.

“Of course, please.”

“My cat is only half of it.” He pulls his lips in and continues, “I literally just installed the app. You’re my first match.” A small giggle escapes his lips. “And my first date. Since I divorced my wife. Seven years ago.”

I open my mouth, but nothing comes out.

“I’m bi. I mean, I was bi the entire time we were married. She knew. Knows. Corrine, that’s my wife. Ex-wife. She’s totally supportive. We’re friends. Exes. But the split was amicable.”

Not that I’m keeping score, but so far, Kent is late, frazzled, rumpled, divorced, wet, has a cat with a nervous stomach, and I’m his first match on the app. This is his first date since his divorce. Seven years ago. From a woman. My fingers fondle the napkins, pushing the corners closer, tighter.

“Oh, well, that’s nice,” I fumble out, tugging a loose thread on the bottom napkin. “You’re still friends with your ex. Not that you’re bi.”

Kent’s eyes go wide.

“I mean, that’s great too. I mean for me, right?” My shoulders creep up into a feeble shrug.

Kent’s friendly smile returns, and my fingers pause. The man may have a laundry list of cons, but Marvin’s words replay in my head. “Vincent, romance isn’t about tallying points.”

As if on cue, knowing the awkwardness was about to explode like a suddenly active four-thousand-year-old volcano, our server Val approaches.

Portland, Maine, has more restaurants per capita than any other U.S. city besides San Francisco, but I’m always going to end up at The Purple Giraffe. Yes, they have a clean report from the health inspector, but also, familiarity. Control. Val.

Even when I’m unable to snag my usual table, Val claims me. Since we first met, she’s cut her hair, the high ponytail gone, replaced by a sharp bob that frames her pale skin. When I was here with Herbert (date four) she told me the fresh cut was part of her trying to embrace her thirties.

After my disastrous date with Marvin, I returned the next week solo. The food—a fusion of Mexican and Korean, a unique explosion of flavors in my mouth—beckoned. And I had a plan. If I kept coming back, I might become more comfortable and be able to relinquish some of my usual date rituals.

During that first return dinner, Val and I chatted. I explained and over-apologized for my OCD, and to my surprise, she was quite understanding. She always keeps a close eye on me and brings extra napkins without asking.

“How are we tonight, gentlemen?” Val asks, her familiar voice a welcome salve.

“Good, we’re good,” I say, willing it into reality.

“Have you decided on drinks?”

We haven’t discussed drinks. Or food.

“Kent, do you like wine?”

“Very much.” He folds his damp napkin in his lap. Maybe there’s hope for us after all.

“Merlot?”

He nods, and his sweet smile, perhaps even a little goofy, prompts me.

“How about a bottle?” I say, pointing to the wine list.

Val dips her chin and raises her left eyebrow.

“Absolutely. I’ll be right back with it.”

I move my hands to my lap, the promise of wine and a small connection lulling my fingers to relax. Marvin’s words replay in my head. Be in the moment. Don’t dismiss outright. Sitting across from me, even in his tangled state, something about Kent intrigues me. He’s clearly older, but the SWISH age ranges only told me he’s “over 40,” which technically, even though only by a few months, so am I.

Finally settled, Kent scans the restaurant. “This place is nice.”

“Yeah, I love it. The food is fantastic.” I dab the napkin on my lap. “Thanks for agreeing to meet here.”

“Oh please, I’d meet you anywhere,” Kent says, and his smile, soft, kind, and full of empathy, sparks something in my stomach.

“So, you’re divorced. And you haven’t dated in… seven years?” I ask.

“Honestly, no. I haven’t had the courage. Corrine and I were college sweethearts, and well, I’m so out of practice. With apps and all, it’s not quite the same. Back then, you went to a club. A bar. Or met at a party. You gave out your landline number, went home, and waited impatiently for your answering machine to blink.” He grabs his phone and lifts it. “None of this nonsense. My family takes a lot of my time. And my job can be consuming, and now, well, things at work are…” Kent’s eyes drop to his lap and his voice trails off as he bites his lower lip.

Kent’s mention of work turns my thoughts to tomorrow. A fresh start for me—a new school implementation. After the last disaster, I need this one to be successful. Hopscotch, the software company I work for, gathers and analyzes data more effectively for schools. If it’s rolled out correctly. This time I won’t fuck it up. My OCD won’t derail things. This time will be better. It has to be. My job depends on it. Bringing up work on these first dates is a convenient option, but it can be a minefield. Perhaps Kent shares this perspective.

“Kent, may I propose we don’t discuss our jobs?” I suggest. “Just for tonight.”

His eyes find mine again. Tiny lines crinkle around the edges as he grins at my offer. My heart beats a little faster. When he’s not tripping, falling, or spilling, Kent’s face has a warmth that’s doing it for me.

“Really? You know, that sounds amazing—no shop talk. Let’s get to know each other without those boring details,” he says.

“Deal.”

“Deal.”

Val returns with a tray carrying two wineglasses and a bottle. She pours the wine. I taste it, give her a single nod, and my shoulders drop as I sip. The weight of work, the stress, and the worry disappear down my throat along with the full-bodied, smooth liquid. Kent’s radiating kindness, which is incredibly sexy, overshadows his scattered nature and messiness. Something about the wine and this man across from me has my head swimming, and I’m optimistic this night won’t be a total disaster.
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