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    About Our Charity 
 
    The Dave Thomas Foundation for Adoption is the only public nonprofit charity in the United States that is focused exclusively on foster care adoption. Through its signature program, Wendy’s Wonderful Kids, the Foundation provides grants to adoption agencies to hire recruiters who use an evidence-based, child-focused recruitment model to find loving, permanent homes for children waiting in foster care. 
 
    The Foundation works closely with child welfare advocates and policymakers, provides free resources about foster care adoption and raises awareness through social media campaigns, public service announcements and events. 
 
    The Dave Thomas Foundation for Adoption’s mission is to dramatically increase the number of adoptions of children waiting in North America’s foster care systems. Their core beliefs are: every child deserves a safe, loving and permanent family; no child should linger in foster care or leave the system without a permanent family; and every child is adoptable.  
 
    In 1990, Dave Thomas, the founder of Wendy’s, accepted President H.W. Bush’s invitation to be the spokesperson for a national adoption awareness campaign. In 1992, he established the Dave Thomas Foundation for Adoption. In 1997, he testified before Congress to support an adoption tax credit that aimed to make adoption more affordable. He appeared in public service announcements, expanded his reach to Canada and led the initiative to create an adoption stamp, which was issued by the U.S. Postal Service in 2000.  
 
    Dave Thomas passed away in 2002. For more than 25 years, the Foundation has continued its pursuit of Dave’s goal of finding forever families for children in foster care. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Fiercely Entangled 
by Marie Ahls 
 
    Addie Greyson just knew she and her husband Alec were so much better apart than they were together. They didn’t know it until the tragic loss of their only son that they couldn’t get along. 
 
    They argued. 
 
    They disagreed. 
 
    They needed to get rid of their grief by getting away from one another. 
 
    Addie needed a fresh start and to bid farewell to the name Greyson. As time passed and she attempted to find her way back t-o normalcy, life suddenly threw her a curve ball. 
 
    Alec reappeared and was determined to make things right between the two of them. Will they be able to put their troubled grief-stricken past behind them? Or will the past be too much to overcome? 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Fiercely Entangled 
by Marie Ahls 
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    The blank, empty eyes stared back at me as I straightened the little black dress, my fingers lingering at the hem as they tugged it to see if there was any more length to it.   
 
    This was the third date. The first two were dates from hell. For the first date, the guy showed up with lipstick on the collar of his shirt, and, for the second date, the guy seemed like a nice guy until he started talking about his foot fetish. Don’t get me wrong or anything. I have no problem with feet, but this guy took it too far even for me. Two disaster dates didn’t leave much hope for number three.  
 
    Number three bored me to death. His dull voice, dull life, and dull stories did nothing but make my head hurt. It was mean and horrible to think, but I would have done anything for my phone to ring so I could fake an emergency. The only saving grace was that the food was good, and when the plates were finally cleared, I almost shouted hallelujah, but I then contemplated getting dessert because the chocolate cheesecake looked delicious. Before the torture could go any further, I put the cheesecake idea to rest, promising myself that I would come back for one later. On my own. Without mister boring.  
 
    My thoughts were disrupted when I saw my ex-husband, Alec, strutting towards our table. He looked good. Really good.  
 
    The ink on our divorce papers was barely dry with only a year past, and the last time I saw him was when the judge’s gavel came down, making it all final. When our son died, our grief took us in different directions, and we weren’t able to reconcile. He wanted to honor our son by adopting another child and starting our lives over, but I couldn’t forgive him for wanting to put our little baby boy behind us. It tore us apart. The months after Caleb’s death were the worst of my life only followed by the weeks after Alec moved out. I went through the motions to get through it all and then stayed in bed for weeks. It was only when my friend Trina forced me to see that there was still life worth living that I crawled out from my hole and began the process of getting my life back together.  
 
    Fast forward to me sitting across from mister boring, who was going on and on about something meaningless without even noticing that my attention was elsewhere. My hands went instinctively to my hair, trying to straighten it, and I corrected my posture in an attempt to hide the little bulge that had formed in my stomach when I sat down.  
 
    “Addie? Am I early? I thought we had our date tonight?” Alec asked.  
 
    That got mister boring’s attention. “What is he talking about?” Even when he should have been upset, he sounded stale, but I too wanted to know what Alec was talking about. He mouthed for my eyes only to just go with it, which is exactly what I did.  
 
    I looked at my phone to check the time, though I knew exactly what time it was considering I had been watching the minutes tick by. “Oh yeah. We do have a date. John, right?”  
 
    “No. I’m Alec.”  
 
    “Oops! John must be my ten o’clock.”  
 
    Mister boring looked back and forth between the two of us in bewilderment. Alec threw some money on the table. “That should cover her meal,” and snagged my hand, plucked me from the chair, and walked me hand in hand to the bar, where we both broke into giggles as we watched my date leave.  
 
    Before I could ask what had just happened, Alec commented, “I know that look you get when you’re about to lose it. I thought I would put the poor guy out of his misery and save you at the same time.”  
 
    “Well, thank you. I should probably go.” I pushed off from the bar to leave. 
 
    “Addie. Wait?” His hand went out to my wrist to stop me, and my eyes met his. “At least stay for a drink. I mean, I did save you after all.” He winked. I hesitated. “Oh, come on. One drink isn’t going to hurt you,” he growled. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
    Date number four left me waiting at the table. He didn’t even bother to call or text. 
 
    “Stood up?” The voice was so familiar, it was recognizable anywhere. Alec.  
 
    “Seriously! Are you following me or something?” I exclaimed as I turned in my seat to face him. Twice in one week.   
 
    “Nope. I just happen to have awful dates too,” he answered matter of factly. 
 
    “Ahh. You got stood up as well?” 
 
    “You got it, but I think we shouldn’t waste a good reservation. May I join you?”  
 
    It’s just dinner, I told myself, and spending the evening with my ex couldn’t be worse than the dates I had already gone on. Besides, it would save me the embarrassment of eating alone. Again.  
 
    “What’s wrong with us?” I asked with exasperation as we waited for our dinners.  “We’re both a great catch, so why do we have such horrible dates?”  
 
    “You know, Addie, I have to say...You look like you’re doing well. Are you doing well?” He asked seriously and with concern. 
 
    “It’s been a long road, but I’m doing a little better every day,” I answered him honestly. He knew me, so it felt pointless to lie, and it was the truth that every day was better. I didn’t know if I’d ever be the same Addie I was before Caleb. That little guy, along with the divorce, had changed me, and the fact that I was still even remotely functioning as a person was still shocking to me. I followed up with, “You look good too, Alec. Real good.”  
 
    He flashed the smile that always made me weak in the knees and sat back in his chair, looking smooth and relaxed. “Good, huh?” he responded with a soft, flirty tone. He had always taken things in stride; carefree, breezy, and easy. That was part of what had been our downfall. I wanted him to be sad and emotional with me after Caleb’s death, and it had taken me months after he left for me to realize that we all grieve in our own ways. Just because I wanted to curl up with Caleb’s blankie and cry didn’t mean that Alec needed to do the same thing. I should have let him be my strength, but instead I got angry and pushed him away.  
 
    “You don’t ever change, do you?” I teased, knowing full well that he had always been confident in every aspect of his life.  
 
    “Why change something so perfect?” he teased back as he gestured to himself, and I had to admit that he did look perfect. He was leaner and more sculpted than I remembered. And more confident, if that was even possible. Maybe it was the time apart or that he looked like he had been working out, but it was clear he had taken good care of himself. Again, I tried to straighten up to hide my flabby stomach, and my hands ran down my front in an attempt to smooth my dress.  
 
    His eyes turned dark, and his hand reached over the table to my arm that was still running over my dress. “Don’t,” he reacted. His touched burned me. The air left my lungs, and my hand slowly left my front. As my eyes lifted from his hand to his eyes, my thoughts wandered to what was happening. Spooked, I stumbled over my words as I excused myself. “I’m sorry. I have to go.” And I left Alec staring after me while I ran from the restaurant. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
    That night my dreams were filled with Alec, yet as I woke, feeling desired and loved, reality hit. Neither of those words described my life. The soft mattress engulfed me, and the low hum of the fan made a comforting sound over my thoughts, while my arms wrapped themselves around the pillow on the opposite side of the bed. The empty side. After seeing Alec twice in a short period of time, it felt like it hadn’t been so long ago that we had lay in this bed together, sharing our dreams.  
 
    We had wanted a house full of kids, but that wasn’t in the cards for us. Pregnancy didn’t happen, and when we tried in-vitro fertilization, it took a toll on Alec. He felt like he was failing me by not being able to give me what I wanted the most. Even though I tried my best to make him understand that it wasn’t anyone's fault and that in the end it didn’t matter how we got a baby as long as we got a baby, he couldn’t shake the feeling of failure. It started with that feeling and merged into resentment, and every month when the test came out negative, a piece of our relationship died.   
 
    The phone ringing had interrupted the sleep that came hours after lying in bed thinking about what had happened between Alec and I. One glance at the phone showed me that it was an unknown number. I let it go to voicemail, and when I got around to listening to it later, it was actually from Alec. “Umm, Addie. I didn’t mean to scare you off last night. It’s been nice seeing you. I was wondering if you’d like to meet up for coffee. At our place. Tomorrow at 9?” 
 
    “What the fuck?” went through my head. Why was he calling me? What did he want? 
 
    *** 
 
    Against my better judgement and with a feeling of doom, I showed up at our coffee shop. It was where we had met in a sort of “meet cute” way. He had smashed his jelly donut right in the chest of my silk dress when I was on my way to a wedding, only to run into him again at the wedding. It turned out he was a friend of the groom. He proceeded to get my number and called for a date.  
 
    The smell of coffee overtook my senses as I walked into the shop. It was the best part about coffee; the smell. The memories of Alec also came rushing back. It had only been recently that I had been able to set foot in here without being too overwhelmed by emotion.  
 
    It was the scent of the coffee that I remembered so vividly from the day we sat across from Dr. Peterson when she first told us about the brain tumor our little guy had and that the placement of the tumor made it almost impossible to operate. Three short years was all we had with him. It all seemed unfair at the time, and it still did on my toughest days.  
 
    My eyes scanned the room and landed on the handsome face of Alec sitting at our table, the one in the back towards the kitchen door. We could see the whole shop from there and also out the window. We could read our newspaper and people watch. We would walk here almost every Sunday morning for coffee and breakfast. We’d play a game where we would make up stories for the people in the shop and those walking by. It was our thing.  
 
    There were two cups of coffee waiting at the table, and I could only assume that one was my favorite black coffee with caramel creamer. The shop specialized in their own creamers, that took the ordinary cup of coffee to a whole new level. When we separated, this place was one of the things I missed the most, but I couldn’t work up the courage to walk in here on my own.  
 
    His eyes wandered up from the paper he was reading. It had been one of the things that had made me love him so much; with our ever-evolving technological world, he still enjoyed a newspaper that he could hold in his hands. His eyes found me. In typical Alec fashion, he folded the paper and placed it neatly on the table, and he stood from his seat. He greeted me with a wide smile, a side hug, and then pulled out my chair for me. 
 
    When the pleasantries were out of the way, breakfast sandwiches ordered, and I had taken a large gulp from my coffee, curiosity about why we were there got the better of me. “What did you want to see me about, Alec?”  
 
    His smile turned serious. “I just wanted to see you. You look like you’re in such a good place. Alive again. I’ve missed this Addie.”  
 
    “Please don’t.” I stopped him. “It’s taken a lot for me to get here. It hasn’t been easy, and I don't think I can go back there.”  
 
    “I know. It hasn’t been easy for me either,” he countered with a flush of emotions crossing his face. 
 
    “Really. It seemed easy to…” I stopped mid-sentence. I really didn’t want to go back there. I knew seeing Alec again would bring up some of our past. It couldn’t be avoided, our pasts were entangled, but I wasn’t going to relive it in the place where we had so many good memories. “If you asked me to meet you to rehash all our mistakes, then I’ll just go now.” I challenged him to prove me wrong.  
 
    He looked down at his coffee and played with the cup, looking defeated and unsure, which was a new look for him. It softened my heart a little. He had lost and hurt too, and I needed to remember that. “I’m sorry. That was out of line.” My hand reached across the table to squeeze his, and he nodded in acknowledgement. 
 
    Silence followed, and his free hand came up and covered mine, which was still squeezing his. His touch felt good, and despite my screaming mind that was telling me to stop, to back away, my body responded to his simple touch. It was that moment that the waitress showed up with our breakfast sandwiches. 
 
    Our coffee date turned long. We ended up sharing what had happened in each other’s lives over the last year, and when we finally parted mid-afternoon, he asked to see me again, and I accepted. There was a new lightness to my step as I walked home that afternoon.   
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
    He had told me to dress casually and in layers. Every piece of clothing that I owned was thrown across the bed before I finally settled on a pair of jeans and a casual pink tank top with a black cardigan. I finished the look off with a light dash of makeup and pink lip gloss, and then I straightened my hair, so it lay flat without any frizzy strands sticking out. Maybe that was why my other date didn’t turn out so well?  I had put more into this evening with Alec than any of my other dates, and I didn’t even really know if this was considered a date or not. What I did know was that there were butterflies in my stomach when I opened the door to find Alec smiling and holding a boutique of my favorite flowers, lilies.    
 
    We made small talk on the way, and it wasn’t until we were pulling into the parking lot that recognition took over. We were going to the park where the outdoor movie was shown each month. It had been one of the things we’d enjoyed doing together. We’d tried to make it a monthly thing to see the movie. We’d bring a bottle of wine, a bag of trail mix to share, and a blanket so we could cuddle up under the stars together.  
 
    Tonight, was no different. Alec was prepared and pulled out all the mandatory movie supplies from the trunk before guiding us towards a blanket that had already been placed on the grass, waiting for us.  
 
    The night was beautiful, and the sky was clear with brightly shining stars. There was a small breeze that fluttered the loose strands of hair around my face, but before I could reach to tuck them behind my ear, Alec’s fingers gently did it for me. His touch was soft and light against my warm skin, and his fingers lingered along my cheek. My breath caught as our eyes connected. We stayed that way for what felt like minutes until the moment was interrupted by the start of the movie. We watched in silence while the movie played, but my body was humming with awareness that Alec was next to me.  
 
    Ice cream and a stroll along the lake ended our evening, and when Alec pulled up in front of the house, I was disappointed that the evening was coming to an end. After so many flops, this had turned out to be a great evening out. A great date. 
 
    *** 
 
    The desk was cluttered with papers from my newest design collection. Six months ago, I took a leap of faith and left the designer I was working for to venture out on my own. Things started slow, but right when I was thinking about crawling and to beg for my job back, an opportunity to participate in the fall designer show came across my lap. It was a chance for my designs to get picked up by a buyer and have my own line of clothing. Before Caleb, my dream was to be a designer and maybe even have my own boutique, but when we adopted Caleb, I put that dream aside to be with the baby. When he died and I had put myself back together, I had gone back to the same designer I had worked for before in order to get my feet back into the business before I ventured out on my own again.  
 
     It was the pencil tapping across the paper that distracted me from the design as my mind wandered to the night out with Alec. I was giddy and hopeful, or more like waiting, for him to call or text. It was probably better this way anyways, and despite what my body felt when I was around him, we had no business starting things up again. We’d been there, done that, and it hadn’t turned out well.  
 
    A half day wasted with little to no designs finished, I finally gave up and called my friend Trina to see if she wanted to meet for a drink. She would set me straight when it came to Alec.  
 
    Trina and I had met when Alec and I first decided to explore adopting. She worked as a social worker for an agency that specializes in private adoptions. My mind wandered to the day when she had called us, begging us to foster a baby until a permanent family could be located. After all the disappointment leading to considering adoption, we hadn’t come to a final decision if adopting was for us, but she was in a bind, and we couldn’t say no to the beautiful baby boy she brought to our door. The prospective adoptive family had backed out when they found out they were pregnant, and before a new family could be secured, the mother had gone into labor a month early. The minute the baby was placed in my arms, with Alec looking over my shoulder in wonder, we were both smitten. That baby boy became our baby in that moment, and after a long and grueling process of adoption, we made it official.  
 
    The bar was buzzing and full of people stopping for the happy hour special when I walked in. Spotting Trina right away, I headed over to her.   
 
    “Tell me about all these fabulous dates you’ve been on lately! I’ve been so busy at work that I’m going to live vicariously through you for a while,” she gushed as our drinks arrived. She never wasted time, always getting right to the punch.  
 
    We dived into my dating failures, and when I got to the part about running into Alec, her interest was piqued even more. After the whole story was out there, and the disappointment I felt that he hadn’t called was written all over my face, she leaned forward. “You know, there is no rule that says you can’t call him.” Trina grabbed my phone from the table and handed it to me, indicating with a nod of her head that I should call Alec, and I should call him now.  
 
    “You think I should? I mean, he is my ex-husband. We got divorced for a reason. Why would we want to go through all that again?” I said to myself more than anyone else. Wondering why I was even considering wanting to be with Alec again. But no matter what reasons my mind gave, since I had run into him, I couldn’t deny that my heart still loved him, and clearly, from the way my body responded, I was still attracted to him.   
 
    She reached her hand across the table and gave mine a squeeze. She had always been a fan of Alec and had been just as disappointed as I had been when we weren’t able to work things out. “What you two went through is something no parent should ever have to do, but you’ve both come out of it better and stronger.” And then on a lighter note, she added, “You only live once, Addie. Call him.”  
 
    I spent hours arguing with myself about what I should do. I’d stare at my phone, Trina’s words from the bar running through my mind. Finally, I grabbed my phone, and before I could decide against it, I dialed Alec’s number but then hesitated. Panic overwhelmed me. What if I had misread his intentions when we went to the movie? I hung up right as his voice mail came on. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
    The one event that brought the whole town together each year was the airshow. It was the one thing I hadn’t gotten back to doing yet. Last year, when I didn’t go, I was probably the only person in the whole city who hadn’t been there. This year I was going. My therapist had assigned it to me as homework, conquering a fear of mine, which was that it would be too much for me to handle, but I was in a different place now, so we felt it was time. The chance of running into Alec was good too, and that helped settle my fear but caused a new set of nerves.   
 
    The drive to the air show was filled with excitement and apprehension. This was a ride that hadn’t been taken since before Caleb passed away. It was always Alec’s dream to become a pilot, and he had started lessons while we were still together, but when Caleb got sick, he gave it up. The air show was something he enjoyed going to, and he had taken Caleb a few years in a row. When Caleb was sick and there wasn’t much hope for a recovery, treatments became more about making him comfortable. That was when Alec used his charm to convince the doctors to let him take Caleb to one last show. He died a few short weeks after that trip. After that last time, the air show was another thing I couldn’t bring myself to do, but it was time to face this head on with Trina by my side.   
 
    It was hard not to get swept up in the thrill of it all as we took our seats. The sun was shining down from the perfectly blue sky when the announcement for the first plane came over the loudspeaker. The first act was putting on a great show, performing a bunch of daring flips and tricks in the sky, when a sharp intake of breath came from the seat next to me. Turning quickly to see what had gotten Trina’s attention, my eyes traveled from her surprised face, which was slowly forming into a sly smile, to the program she was holding out to me. “You need to see this,” she requested as she nudged the thick paper in my direction.  
 
    Curiosity got the best of me, and I snatched the program from her hand. “What?” I demanded while skimming the print. My eyes scanned the ads and went to the lineup of performers. Suddenly they landed on the amateur section and the second to last performer. Alec Greyson.  
 
    My eyes met Trina’s, and the surprised look and sound that had come from her made sense; I was feeling the same shock. Alec had finished his pilot license. His goal. His dream. A feeling of excitement for seeing him flying bubbled up inside me, making me want to explode with anticipation for his turn, and when it finally came, he did not disappoint. My heart swelled with pride as he looped the plane around with ease through the sky.   
 
    I reached for Trina’s hand and held on tightly when he began his landing, and when the wheels touched the ground, the breath that I didn’t even know I was holding came out.  
 
    “Let’s go congratulate him!” Trina said brightly and started pulling me towards the aisle. I followed closely behind her and towards the hanger where the planes were on display.  
 
    My feet tentatively took me closer to him when I spotted him by his plane. He noticed me before I got to him, and a smile spread across his lips. He excused himself from the conversation he was having to make his way towards me.  
 
    When he reached me, I spoke immediately. “Alec, that was amazing!” I exclaimed as we hugging to greet each other.  
 
    “Thank you,” he replied, and by the smile plastered on his face, I could tell he was proud of himself too.  
 
    “I didn’t realize you had finished your license, much less that you could do that.” I pointed to the sky to indicate the show he had just put on as we wandered closer to his plane.  
 
    My hand ran down the side of it, and he leaned in towards me. He softly purred in my ear, “There are a lot of things you missed, Addie.”  
 
    I wanted to question what he meant by that, but the way his voice came over me left me almost a puddle, and I couldn’t bring myself to ruin the mood or whatever was causing me to feel giddy and desired. 
 
    He pulled back and continued to tell the story about how he had taken flying back up, bought this small plane, and the rest was history in his eyes. The lightness in his tone and the sparkle in his eyes told me that he was truly happy, and I could only hope that I would feel the same way again. Taking it one day at a time was my current motto. I would get there too. I would be truly happy someday. 
 
    My thoughts were interrupted when Alec suggested I wait around for a little bit. He said that he would take me up for a quick flight.  
 
    It was sunset before we got a chance to take that flight. The airfield had mostly cleared, and Trina had left after I explained that I was going to stay with Alec and that he would make sure I got home.  
 
    Alec helped me into the small cockpit of the plane and ran around the front of the plane to get into his own seat. He placed a headset over my ears and pulled one on himself. His motions were swift and concise, like this was something he had always done. The engine roared to life, and the gages were checked and clicked one way or the other. My heart swelled with pride watching him get us ready for flight, and with a soft tug of the of the handle bars, the plane moved forward. The speed increased, and I gripped the edge of the seat with all my strength. Alec laughed, and through the headset, he reassured me. “It’s going to be fine. Trust me.” Then the nose was pointing upwards, and we were off the ground in an instant.  
 
    The flight made me feel free, like I was letting it all go and leaving it behind me. It was as if I was weightless, and everything that had been weighing me down had fallen off my shoulders. Alec’s smile grew with my reaction, and he tried showing off by doing a few tricks that had me screaming in fear, but before long, I became more comfortable and laughter was bubbling from my stomach. Alec laughed with me, and in that moment my heart was bursting with happiness. It was a moment I never thought I’d feel again.  
 
    We grew quiet while we took in the beautiful hues of the pink and orange of the sunset. It almost felt like we were flying right into it. Being sucked up by its beauty. Securing in my mind that even after all the horrific things that followed Caleb’s illness, there was still shining moments in life. It took a second chance and a flight into the sunset for me to realize that. Caleb would be happy that both his parents were finally at peace.  
 
    Alec landed us smoothly on the ground. I was incredibly impressed by what he had accomplished, and I wondered if I would get my chance to accomplish something too.   
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
    The plane ride was one of those romantic moments that had lifted me off my feet, and when Alec dropped me off at home later that night, I wasn’t ready for this time with him to be over. I felt truly alive again, and I didn’t want to lose that feeling.   
 
    On my doorstep, with the warm night air and a slight breeze swirling around us, Alec wrapped his arms around my waist as he tugged me closer for a gentle goodbye hug, and when he pulled away, my lips found his.  
 
    He broke the kiss almost immediately, and I felt red creep over my cheeks. It was a bold move for me, and he did not reciprocate in the way I wanted. Instead of making an excuse and leaving, though, he gazed down at me with wonder. It felt like he was looking for permission, and my head nodded slightly. That was all it took for his lips to come crashing into mine.  
 
    His arms forced my body tight against his, and I could feel him straining against the zipper of his jeans. When the kiss broke, we both labored for breath while my fingers fumbled with the keys to get the door unlocked as quickly as I could. Alec stepped behind me, and immediately his warmth and rustic scent took over my senses when his arms went around mine as he took the mishandled keys, unlocking and opening the door in one swift movement. He pushed us into the entryway of what had once been our house but now was only mine. With a kick of his foot, the door was shut, and I was spinning around to meet his lips as they came towards mine.   
 
    Not having the restraint to make it upstairs to the bedroom, we ended up on the couch with a trail of clothing left behind. Our lips and hands explored all the parts of each other that we hadn’t seen or touched in what felt like forever, and even though we had been together many times when we were married, this time felt new and exciting. It was like the first time, and when he entered me, I thought I might burst with need. I don’t know if it was the fact that we had reconnected, all the things that had been left unsaid, or the fact that I hadn’t been with anyone in over a year, but it only took a few minutes before I felt the familiar tightening sensation low in my stomach and then the quaking of my body as I exploded around him. He followed shortly after, and then we lay wrapped in each other’s limbs. As the night went on, a second and third round followed. 
 
    In the early morning, I woke on the floor, sated and happy, but disappointment followed when I realized that I was alone. Light was peeking through the middle of the curtains where they didn’t quite meet, and the scent of coffee drifted from some place within the house. Wrapping the blanket around my still naked body, I followed the aroma of coffee to the kitchen and I found Alec leaning over the center island, reading the newspaper, and drinking the delicious morning brew.  
 
    His bare ass was facing towards me, and he was so engulfed in what he was reading that he hadn’t heard me come into the room. I tiptoed towards him and gave his ass a smack. A red spot formed where my hand made contact, and I giggled as he startled. He quickly turned towards me, and there was a playful glint in his eyes as I dropped the blanket and began to run from the room. He was quick and had his arms around my waist in a moment. His lips traced up and down my spine, sending shivers through my body as he led me back towards the island.  
 
    My legs hit the cabinets first, and he bent me over the island at my waist. His lips continued down my spine, ending just above my own bare cheeks. I tensed, expecting some retaliation for the ass slap, but instead his fingers found their way around until they were rubbing my clit, and his lips found their way back up my spine and to my neck, which is where they stayed. One finger pushed inside and then another, pumping in and out as he rubbed me too. My breath came in a sharp hiss when my muscles tightened around him. He replaced his fingers with his cock just as a climax ripped through my body. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
    The days after our sex marathon flew by with a few calls and texts back and forth. The deadline for the design show was upon me, and I had a million and one things to get done. Alec remembered those days, and other than a few words of encouragement, he stayed away from the house and told me that when it was all over, he would take me out on a real date. His exclamation sent butterflies through my stomach and a tingle between my legs. There was no concern of pregnancy or a need to talk about our lack of protection since we both knew it was impossible for me to get pregnant.  
 
    I sent tickets for the show to his office and gossiped with Trina all about the plane ride and what happened after. I wanted, badly, to dissect it and find meaning in everything that had happened between us, but instead of falling into all those stereotypical relationship patterns, I decided to enjoy the moment and the unknown. To see where it all went on its own.  
 
    *** 
 
    My sewing needle had just pricked my finger when the doorbell rang. As I got to my feet headed to the door, my back ached from stooping over the jacket I was putting the finishing touches on. I quickly forgot my discomfort when I opened the door. It was Alec, smiling and holding up a delicious smelling bag of Chinese take-out. 
 
    “Time for a break,” he announced as he brushed past me into the house. “I know how it goes right before a show. You never stop to sleep, much less to eat.”  
 
    We sat on the floor in my design space, surrounded by my pieces, as we ate dinner. We laughed at our memories of the last show I had done, and when dinner was finished, Alec told me he would stay and help cut the extra threads from my pieces, just as he had done numerous times during our marriage.  
 
    It was when he didn’t return from cleaning up dinner that I got curious about what he was doing. In the hallway, he was standing in front of Caleb’s bedroom door, his hand on the doorknob. It was closed. The door was always closed. Even though I had cleared out most of his belongs a while back, I couldn’t bring myself to look into his room every time I passed by, so the door remained closed. Alec had already moved out before I got up the nerve to even venture into Caleb’s room after his death, so he had not been in there since.  
 
    My feet padded softly towards Alec, and I whispered, “You can go in if you want.”  
 
    Startled, Alec looked up at me, and before he was able to put on a brave face, I saw the sorrow passed over his features. “I’m okay.” He spoke sternly, as if he was trying to prove something to himself. 
 
    My fingers grazed his hand softly. “Alec. You need to do this. To put this behind you. It might help with closure if you spend a few minutes in his room, especially if you are going to be spending time here. You can’t avoid it forever.” 
 
     I wasn’t expecting the reaction I got from him. He was always so level headed, but this time his look turned menacingly dark, and when he spoke, it was through clenched teeth. “Don’t tell me what I need, Addie. I put this behind me long before you did.” 
 
    “I think it would do you good to go in his room.” I said this again softly and began to open the door.  
 
    He grabbed my hand and yanked the door closed. “Here we go again. You are telling me how to feel! How to deal with my own feelings!” he spat out at me.  
 
    I wanted to be angry, and the old Addie would have risen to the occasion. Instead, I dropped my arms to my side. “You’re right. You do it when you’re ready.” I left him standing in front of Caleb’s doorway and returned to my designs. 
 
    I don’t know if he went into the room or not, but he stayed away for what felt like hours. I had actually begun to think he had left when he was suddenly standing in the doorway, looking sheepish. “I’m sorry, Addie.”  
 
    Looking up at him from my place on the floor, I could see the tear stains on his cheeks, and it took all my willpower not got to him, but I knew from our past experience that he needed to work through this on his own terms.  
 
    “I think I’ll get going. Good luck at the show.” There were no emotions in his voice. He sounded dead inside.   
 
    “You’re still coming to the show, right?” I questioned, worried that he might reconsider whatever this was between us.  
 
    “We’ll see,” he responded as he walked away and out of the house. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
    The night of the show was here before I knew it. I never even had time to think about what had gone down with Alec on the night he had brought dinner over. Trina had agreed to be my assistant for the night of the show since I couldn’t afford one, and she was the only one keeping me sane. 
 
    The models were lined up and ready to take on the runway. I did a last-minute check on the designs and made sure the accessories were the way I wanted them to be, and then I took a moment to stand back and take in the moment. I had done this. I had made all the outfits these fabulous ladies were about to show off.  
 
    “Here we go!” I announced and took my spot right where the models would enter the runway so that I could make sure everything was perfect as I sent each woman out there. 
 
    From my vantage point, I could see the audience and their reactions as each model took the runway. The applause made an enormous sound throughout the room, and a smile spread over my face in response to their reaction.  
 
    My nerves were beyond frayed by the end of it all. It had gone better than expected, and I had been able to secure a meeting with an exclusive boutique about running my line.  
 
    My things were packed away and ready to be rolled to the car and then to the reception that followed the show. Trina was off talking with one of the other designers, always a flirt, when the curtain fluttered open, and there was Alec with a huge bouquet of white lilies. He was beaming, but I could only stare blankly at him; I didn’t know for sure what to think after our last interaction. I didn’t even know if he would be here tonight, and I couldn’t process my emotions.   
 
    In three large steps, he was in front of me, sweeping me up. He twirled around with me in his arms and excitedly exclaimed, “You looked beautiful up there!” He was referring to the end of my showcase when the designer was introduced, and I had to take a bow on the stage. “You were amazing! Your designs are fabulous! You’re going to have every buyer knocking on your door!” He stopped twirling, his grip loosened, and I slid down his body until my feet were once again on the floor. Then softly he continued. “I’m so proud of you. You’re amazing, Addie. I love you.” 
 
    Shocked, I couldn’t even respond. I stared up into his beaming, handsome face. His eyes were bright with anticipation and pride. My heart swelled, knowing that I loved him too. I pulled him towards me and met his lips with my own. When the kiss broke, I whispered against his mouth, “I love you too, Alec.”  
 
    He suddenly blurted out, “Let’s get married!” 
 
    “What?” I questioned, surprised.  
 
    “I know it sounds crazy, but we love each other, and I don’t want to spend another moment without you. We’ve had too many moments apart, and I don’t want to spend one more second away from you. Life’s too short for us to waste any more time. We both know how short life is,” he rambled on. “We could go to Vegas. Tonight. I can fly us there. Let’s do it, Addie. What do you say?” His eyes sought an answer.  
 
    I don’t know if it was the emotions of the moment, the adrenaline from the show, or that I was just that crazy, but I agreed, and that’s exactly what we did before we could second guess ourselves.  He flew us to Vegas, and we got married in some cheap chapel and rented a motel room down the block to spend our wedding night. Looking back, I wouldn’t have had it any other way.  
 
    I thought for sure the next morning would be filled with regret about this spontaneous decision, but instead there was everything, but regret written all over Alec’s face and in my heart.  
 
    *** 
 
    The next few months were a whirlwind of activity. Alec moved back into the house, we announced to our family and friends that we got remarried, I met with the boutique and signed a contract for pieces for their store, and Alec and I found some time to take a proper honeymoon, which was something we missed doing the first time around. He took me to my dream bucket-list spot: Jamaica.  
 
    It was on one of those quiet honeymoon afternoons walking through the resort’s lush garden that Alec picked a flower and placed it behind my left ear. “There is a saying that if you wear a flower behind you right ear, you’re available, and if you wear it on your left side, your heart is taken. You deserve to be loved fiercely, and I intend to do that every day.” He placed the flower behind my left ear, cementing us together and securing another memory in my heart.  
 
    When we returned from the honeymoon, there was still one thing we needed to do. I was dreading this moment since we hadn’t done it together since the funeral. We needed to visit Caleb’s grave together.  
 
    The drive to the cemetery was quiet, both of us lost in thought. It started to sprinkle as we walked hand in hand from the car to the gravesite; fitting for our somber mood. I cleaned the old, dried flowers off of the tombstone, pulled the weeds from around it, and lay the new flowers down. Alec’s head hung low, and his shoulders trembled. It was the first time I had seen him cry for our son. Our baby. I went to him and wrapped my arms around him. I just let him cry into me.  
 
    “Addie. We didn’t do our son’s life justice by letting things fall apart. He would be so disappointed in his dad.”  
 
    “He would have been disappointed in us both.” I lifted his face, so his eyes met mine. “Both of us,” I told Alec in a no-nonsense tone. It had been both of us, which I fully understand now. Then, delicately, I added, “We have a lifetime to make it up to Caleb.”  
 
    Alec looked me straight in the eye and nodded, both of us knowing how a lifetime could change in a moment's time. That’s what had happened to our lives; they changed in a moment on the day Trina knocked on our door with a baby boy in her arms, and again on the day we buried our son. And then came the day Trina knocked again. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
    The three of us were seated around the dining room table, enjoying the steaks Alec had grilled, when Trina told us she had an announcement. I thought she was finally going to tell us she was getting serious with someone, but she surprised me. “I’m going to dive right in since I don’t know how to bring this up. Caleb’s biological mother came to me a few weeks ago. She’s pregnant again. With a baby girl. She wants you two to take the baby.” Trina paused to take a sip of her water. “I know it’s a little unorthodox and not how things are normally done, but I was able to pull some strings, and she’s yours if you want her.” She finished her announcement to stunned silence. When we had adopted Caleb, we had an open adoption, but his biological mother only wanted pictures and updates. She never came to visit.   
 
    “I don’t understand,” I replied finally, looking across the table toward Alec. Our eyes met, and he looked just as astonished as I felt.  
 
    “The baby is yours if you want her. Caleb’s sister could be your child.” Trina said this matter of factly, knowing perfectly well what she was saying. 
 
    Tears sprang to my eyes. Alec and I hadn’t discussed children since we had remarried a few months before. We were enjoying each other, but this was a second chance for our family, and it would be Caleb’s sister.  
 
    Before I could say anything else, Alec spoke up, addressing Trina, though the whole time his eyes never left mine. “I can’t speak for Addie, but hell yes we want her.” He was at my side before I could respond, whispering in my ear, “We can do this. It’s a second chance. A way to honor our son.”  
 
    “You really want this?” I asked, feeling like this was a dream. 
 
    “Yes. Hell yes!” he yelled, and I threw my arms around his neck. I wanted that baby girl more than anything else in the world. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Epilogue 
 
    It was six weeks after Trina had announced that we could adopt Caleb’s sister. We had spent the time putting together a nursery, and as hard as it was to be in Caleb’s room again, there seemed to be a new brightness in our house; I knew in my heart that he approved of what we were doing.  
 
    We were on our way to the hospital to see our baby girl. She had been born only hours before. I was nervous and excited all in one, hoping that this time around I could be a better person for our family. Alec put on a brave face, but I knew he was feeling apprehensive as well. Nervous about what this time around would bring for us and whether we were strong enough to handle what life might throw at us.  
 
    Trina met us to escort us when we arrived at the hospital. We both fell in love with the baby girl the instant we saw her in the hospital nursery. 
 
    “What should we call her?” I asked Alec when the nurse placed the baby in my arms.  
 
    He gazed down at her in wonder and replied, “She looks like a Cora.” 
 
    “Cora, huh? Do you want to be a Cora?” I cooed to her, and her eyes popped open at that moment. We laughed at the response to her name. “Cora it is!” Alec declared.  
 
    Cora had to spend the night in the hospital, and since I couldn’t bear to leave her, I stayed. Alec returned shortly before the baby was being discharged, and as we walked down the hall together, baby Cora in her car seat, and out the doors of the hospital, I turned to Alec and asked, “What’s next?” 
 
    “We go home and raise this baby together.” 
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    Perfectly Imperfect
 by Kimberley O'Malley 
 
    Daisey had everything she ever thought she wanted. Great job as a vet, running her own thriving practice. Check. Loyal best friend since childhood. Check. Great boyfriend who’s about to propose to her. Uh, maybe. The one thing Daisey lacks is the ability to have children, thanks to a childhood spent battling leukemia. 
 
    Now her oh-so-terrific boyfriend may not be so perfect. Will Caleb, who’s stood by her through it all, finally find the courage to tell her how he feels? Will Daisey give up on love altogether? Will love save the day? 
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    Perfectly Imperfect
 by Kimberley O'Malley 
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Daisey gnawed on the end of her pen and stared out the window, not noticing the beautiful late spring day. The time had come to tell Carter, her boyfriend, she couldn’t have children. Ever. She’d put it off as long as possible, but today had to be the day. They’d started dating a year ago. Today actually. And he was taking her to Chez Philippe’s for dinner. Had something important to ask her, he’d hinted. 
 
    An incoming text alert dragged her from her thoughts.  
 
    “Have you done the deed?” 
 
    The words made her laugh out loud, despite the seriousness of her thoughts. But that was Caleb. He could always make her laugh. Friends since the very first day of kindergarten, more than two decades ago, Caleb was her rock. And tormenter. Whichever hat he felt like wearing that day. His irreverent humor kept her in stitches, even when the topic was far from funny. 
 
    She picked up her phone and dashed off a quick “No!” 
 
    “Dr. Sherman, your next patient is in room three,” announced her assistant over the PA. She shrugged off her gloomy thoughts of Carter and donned her white coat. A basket full of Golden Retriever puppies would cure her blues. 
 
    Several hours later, Daisey dashed into her house to get ready for her big date. Carter Andrews Bradshaw was the only son of the Charleston Bradshaws. Caleb referred to him as ‘the golden child’. Although she’d grown up comfortably, her family paled in comparison to his. But Daisey didn’t care about money. She loved Carter for who he was. An up and coming lawyer in the family firm, Carter had gone to all the right schools, studied all the right things. Dated all the right girls as well. But still chose her. A fact which left her mind boggled when she stopped to consider it. If his parents didn’t exactly approve of her career choice…well, that was their problem. She loved being a vet. And Carter fully supported and defended her to his family. 
 
    They’d met by accident. Literally. She’d slammed on the brakes to avoid hitting a dog who’d dashed into the road. Carter, driving his convertible behind her, hadn’t stopped in time, ramming her serviceable Volkswagen. The accident-causing dog vanished, leaving her to explain to a rather irate but handsome man why she’d braked so hard. But, as he like to tell it, her dark hair and eyes mesmerized him from the start. Prevented him from even staying angry with her. 
 
    She shook her head at the memory and jumped into the shower. Washing away the day’s total of fur and body fluids, she thought about what to wear. After all, if he popped the question, she’d want to wear something nice. Something that would look good in photos. Which brought a frown. The vast majority of her wardrobe consisted of work scrubs and then very casual clothing. Caleb like to remind her she couldn’t get married in flip flops, her favorite choice of shoes.  
 
    She sighed as she rinsed shampoo from her hair. That was another bone of contention in her life. Her two favorite men despised each other. To the point they rarely met anymore. In the beginning of her relationship, she’d tried to get the two men to like each other. With dismal results. Caleb pretty much hated Carter on sight, calling him an arrogant, spoiled brat. And Carter tended to look at Caleb like something scraped off the bottom of his Italian loafer. As the year passed, she’d given up on the two becoming friends. She and Caleb saw each other when she wasn’t with Carter. His career at the family firm kept him busy. He was up for partner soon after all. But marrying Carter would seriously cut into their time together. Something Caleb loved to remind her of. 
 
    Her phone rang as she toweled herself dry. She answered without looking, worrying Carter might be on his way. “I’m almost ready, honey.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you cared,” came Caleb’s deep baritone. 
 
    “I thought you were Carter.” 
 
    “I get that a lot,” he answered in his dry humor. 
 
    “Very funny. Was there something you wanted? I’m already late. Emergency surgery kept me past closing.” 
 
    “Just wanted to wish you luck.” 
 
    “Say it like you mean it.” 
 
    “I do. If this, if Carter, is what you really want.” 
 
    “Of course, he is. Can’t you be happy for me?” 
 
    “I am. Or I would be if I thought you meant it. Deep down. But you have to tell him. Tonight. Before he asks you, uh, anything.” 
 
    She closed her eyes on the wave of pain sweeping through her. This moment had been coming for a long time. Ever since leukemia and the ensuing rounds of chemo had robbed her of her ability to conceive. She’d always known this day would arrive, and still she wasn’t ready for it. 
 
    “He’ll understand,” she whispered, hoping the words sounded more convincing to him than they did to herself. 
 
    “He’d better,” Caleb growled across the space between them. “If he doesn’t, then he has me to answer to.” 
 
    “I know, and I love you for it.” She wiped a tear from her eye. “Now I have to go make myself presentable.” She hung up before he could say anything else. 
 
    *** 
 
    Several miles away, Caleb clutched the phone in his hand and listened to the silence. He threw it on the couch next to him. Carter Bradshaw wasn’t good enough to empty her trash, yet Daisey didn’t seem to understand. The man was a jerk, wrapped up in a pretty package. The few times he’d seen them together, he’d been less than impressed with how the other man treated his best friend. His…well there wasn’t any point in going there. He blew out a long breath, trying to rid himself of the growing sense of unease. Carter was going to ask her to marry him. He knew it in his churning gut. And Daisey would say yes. What woman wouldn’t?  
 
    He jumped up and paced the length of his living room. Harley, his ancient Bloodhound, whined from his dog bed in the corner, as if sensing his mood. He crossed the room, running a hand over the dog’s head. “Don’t mind me. Just woman trouble.” The hound yawned and lowered his head onto his front paws as if to say, “You’re on your own with that one.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he muttered before resuming his pacing. He and Daisey were meant to be together. Why couldn’t she see? They’d already spent a lifetime together. Last year, he was away for a week at a work conference. Thousands of IT professionals in a huge hotel in Vegas. Vegas! A place he’d always wanted to see. A place they’d plan to see together. But he spent the week missing her. And strengthening his resolve. He would tell her, finally, how he felt about her. As soon as he got home. He’d gotten a bit inebriated one night and almost called her. But he wanted this conversation to happen in person. When he was stone, cold sober. He’d waited this ling. What was a few more days? He’d spent the rest of his time there on pins and needles, waiting to get home. Waiting to tell her he loved her. Had been in love with her for years. 
 
    And she’d met him at the airport. In a rush of giggles, she told him about the man she’d met. Carter Andrews Bradshaw. And just like that, his dreams had crashed around him. But he was also her best friend. So, he pasted on a fake smile and listened to every agonizing detail. While he silently berated himself for letting this woman slip away from him. He was a fool who had only himself to blame. 
 
    *** 
 
    Daisey couldn’t blink fast enough to hold back the gathering tears. She glanced around the crowded, fancy dining room, thankful the other patrons seemed engrossed in their own meals. The tears weren’t happy ones though. She’d finally told Carter her deep, dark secret. And watched the smile slide from his face as his eyes shuttered. She reached a hand across the table towards him but let it drop when he flinched. 
 
    “You know having children is important to me, Daisey,” Carter gritted out from between clenched teeth. 
 
    She nodded, not sure her voice would not crack. “I never said I didn’t want kids. I just can’t have them biologically. We can adopt.” But in her heart, she knew this wouldn’t be an option for him. 
 
    “I am a Bradshaw. We don’t adopt. I am the only male in my generation. I must have a biological child. I thought you understood.” 
 
    “But adopting a child is a wonderful way to build our family.” She twisted the elegant linen napkin in her hands, searching for the words to convince him. But she wasn’t sure there were any. 
 
    “Adoption is fine. For other people. Mother would never approve.” He reached in his jacket pocket and pulled out his wallet. Throwing a few bills on the table, he stood. “I’m very disappointed in you, Daisey.” 
 
    She sat, still as a statue, watching him walk away while her heart splintered into a thousand jagged pieces in her chest. She might have remained there forever, frozen in her despair. But a kindly waiter approached, asking if she needed assistance. She shook her head and gathered her purse and what was left of her pride. And walked out into the sultry night. It was only then she realized she didn’t have a ride home. So, she did the only thing she could. She called Caleb. 
 
    And then she sat on the wrought iron bench and allowed the pent-up tears to come. In hot waves, they flowed down her cheeks, dripping onto the fanciest dress she owned. Didn’t matter. She’d be burning it after tonight. 
 
    She didn’t have to wait long. Caleb’s SUV screeched into the parking lot to a halt in front of her. She thought she heard, “That bastard,” before his arms slipped around her. And then the tears really came. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
    No words were spoken between them on the ride home. She’d held up one slim hand when Caleb started to say something. Silence reigned since. Daisey noticed they were in front of his house, not her condo, and didn’t care. Not even a bit. She slid out of the truck and trudged towards his front door. She waited while he opened it then walked past him. “I need something to sleep in, please.” She looked down at the once beautiful sapphire colored dress and knew she’d never wear it again. 
 
    “No worries,” he called heading down the hall to his bedroom. He returned a moment later with an old T-shirt from his undergraduate days at USC, tossing it to her. “Here you go.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she muttered and turned towards the guest bathroom. Once inside, she ripped off the offending dress, kicked the matching heels into the corner, and pulled the old, soft cotton shirt over her head. With over a foot and seventy-five pounds on her, his shirt was more than big enough to cover the essentials. She scrubbed her face free of the makeup she hated to wear, and Carter insisted on. Wouldn’t be worrying about that anymore. 
 
    And the anger hit. Carter preferred she wore makeup and ‘decent’ clothing. Carter only took her to ‘the right’ places. Places a Bradshaw should be seen. Lunch at the club. Dinner at the finest restaurants in Charleston. Not places she wanted to go to nor things she wished to wear. She ripped open the door and stomped back into the living room. 
 
    “I’m an idiot,” she announced to a shocked Caleb. “I never saw it. All the subtle suggestions. The changes.” She shook a fist in the air and whirled on her best friend. “But not you, right? You knew what he was doing. And you let me go along with it all.” Even as the words left her mouth, she knew she was mistaken. Speaking out of blind anger. But couldn’t help herself. “You never said a thing.” 
 
    “I know you’re very upset right now, so I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that.” His usually expressive face was a blank mask. “Can I get you a drink?” He turned away and headed into the kitchen.  
 
    Daisey followed him, grabbing him by the arm. “Why didn’t you stop me? Why did you stand by and let me act like such a fool?” She stopped, sobbing so hard she had to drag in air. “I thought he loved me. But he only loved some better version of me he tried to create.”  
 
    She marched past him, opening the refrigerator and grabbed the bottle of wine he kept in there for her. Blindly opening a cabinet, she grabbed the first glass she reached and poured until the red liquid reached the very rim of the glass. “And worst of all, I let him.” She sank onto the island stool and took a very large drink of the Cabernet. And then another. 
 
    She felt rather than saw him sit on the stool next to her. She heard the crack of his beer can opening. And then nothing. No words of advice or comfort. What had she done?  
 
    “I didn’t mean what I said. Well the part about you anyway. This is my fault alone.” She took another sip for courage. “You never liked him. And that should have told me something.” 
 
    “I never liked him because Carter wasn’t good enough for you. No man who asks you to change will ever be good enough for you.” 
 
    She turned, watching him drain half his beer in one gulp. Watched the muscles of his throat work. And shook off the ridiculous thought. “I wanted this to work. I’m on the wrong side of thirty, Caleb. I don’t want to end up a crazy old lady with cats. I love cats. But I don’t want to end up with fifty of them.” Somehow, her glass sat empty. So, she filled it up again. 
 
    “I’m over thirty too, you know. You don’t see me complaining about it.” 
 
    “Huh! Men have it easy. No ticking biological clocks for them.” And a fresh wave of tears soaked her. “Not that I have one.” She leaned her face into his shoulder and sobbed. “He c-c-cared more about passing along his DNA than marrying me.” 
 
    “Shush, you’re better off without him. I know it doesn’t feel that way now. But it will. One day.” 
 
    The soothing pattern he drew on her back slowed her tears. She straightened and drained a large portion of her wine. “Why can’t my life always be this easy?” She laid her head back on his shoulder, stifling a yawn with the back of her hand. 
 
    “Good question.” Caleb put down his beer and lifted her off the stool. Harley watched from the corner as he placed her on the couch and covered her with a blanket.  
 
    He started to walk away, when her hand snaked out, grabbing his arm. “Stay with me?” she muttered, half asleep, half drunk. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Caleb sat on the couch, easing her head onto his lap. She sighed, her hot breath wafting against the bare skin of his knee. He shifted to find a more comfortable position. Her inky black hair fanned across him, begging his fingers to run through it. So, he did. Gentle at first to not disturb her. But wine and stress had taken their toll. He combed his fingers through the depth. 
 
    “Oh, Daisey. If you only knew. If you could only see what’s been right in front of you all these years.” A shudder ripped through him. “I know I’m to blame. I should have told you. So many things I should have told you.” He leaned down, placing the lightest of kisses on her forehead. “Starting with how much I love you. Want to spend my life with you. But, I’m a coward. All these years, I’ve been trying to find the way to tell you how I feel but afraid to risk our friendship. And then along came Carter, taking you away from me, when you weren’t mine to steal.” 
 
    Caleb froze when she shifted on the sofa. He held his breath until she found a more comfortable position, never opening her eyes. He blew it out in one long sigh. “I’m so sorry he hurt you. But I can’t say I’m sorry he’s out of your life. This time, I’m going to find the guts to tell you. This time, I’m not going to wait too long. This time, I'm not going to allow some other man to steal your heart.” He put his fingers to his lips before touching them to hers. “And I’ll never hurt you like he did.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Daisey awoke with the sense of being watched. She opened her eyes to peer directly into Harley’s. The old dog sat a foot from her, one large paw on the edge of the sofa. “Who’s a good boy?” She reached out and rubbed his silky head, gaining a soft woof in response. 
 
    When her head didn’t feel as though it might splinter into pieces, she sat up, dragging Caleb’s old afghan with her. Bits and pieces of the previous evening came back to her. The horrible scene in the restaurant, calling Caleb for a ride, several glasses of wine on top of the one she’d already had at dinner. Not to mention the lack of actual food at dinner. Her stomach rumbled at the thought. 
 
    “I see someone’s hungry. I wasn’t sure after last night, so I made my killer pancakes just in case. Nothing better for a hangover.” He lifted a frying pan. “And of course, there’s bacon too.” 
 
    At the word, Harley shuffled his old bones into the kitchen, sliding to a halt at his owner’s feet. “You’re a beggar,” Caleb accused without much heat before tossing him a scrap. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” Daisey said before high tailing it to the bathroom. She frowned at the crumpled dress and heels, still in their place of shame on the floor and kicked them further into the corner. She turned her back on the discarded clothing and faced the mirror. “Lovely,” she muttered to her reflection. Her hair showed the effect of a restless night on the couch. Nothing much she could do about that. She reached into the drawer and pulled out a ponytail holder. She always kept some here for after swimming. Caleb had put a huge pool in two years ago.  
 
    Satisfied she’d done all she could, Daisey left the safety of the bathroom. She shook her head at her actions last night. What she could remember of them. The smells coming from the kitchen drew her to the small table there. She sat, tucking one foot under her and spread a napkin on her lap. 
 
    Then she gathered her courage. “So, I was an idiot last night. I am so sorry.” Best defense is a strong offense she figured. She chewed on a piece of crispy bacon while she waited for the fallout. All she got was a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “I’m sorry I yelled at you, Caleb. This had nothing to do with you. And thank you for rescuing me. Not sure I mentioned it last night.” She ducked her head at the first hint of heat in her cheeks. She’d be living this one down a long time. 
 
    But he only shrugged one well-muscled shoulder. “You don’t have anything to apologize for. Carter should be the one to do so. What kind of a man leaves a woman in a restaurant?” His tone told her how he felt about it. 
 
    “Still. You didn’t bargain for a sobbing drunk on your couch.” She picked up her knife and fork to cut her pancakes. And to keep her hands busy. 
 
    He set his down. “Let me be clear. You’re my best friend. I’m sorry Carter hurt you, but I would drive anywhere to ‘rescue’ you. As for the wine and sobbing, all part of the package of having a woman for my best friend.” 
 
    “That’s very understanding of you.” She saluted him with a piece of bacon before eating it. His familiar smile warmed her heart. “What would I ever do without you?” 
 
    “Luckily, you’ll never have to find out.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” she snorted. “Someday, some lucky woman is going to come along and snatch you up. And I doubt she’ll be so understanding.” She picked up the coffee mug to hide the sudden sharp pain in her chest. Hopefully the day wasn’t too soon.  
 
    “I wouldn’t worry, Daisey. There’s not exactly a line of single women at the door.” 
 
    She put her mug down to study him. “And why is that? You’re a single, educated man with a great job and his own home. You don’t have any skeletons in the closet. You’re not ugly.” 
 
    “Wow. Death by faint praise.” 
 
    She balled up her napkin and threw it at him. “You know what I mean. Any woman in her right mind would be lucky to get you.” 
 
    Caleb stood and paced around the island. “Speaking of which, I need to tell you something.” He swallowed hard and shoved his hands in the pocket of his shorts. 
 
    Daisey jumped up, causing Harley to bark at her. “Before you say anything, I have an announcement. I’m done dating. No more men for me! And I’m going to need you to hold me to it.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
    “Oh?” So much for his plan to tell her how he felt. He sat down with a thud. 
 
    “Don’t you think it’s for the best? Besides, this gives us more time to spend together.” She threw her arms around him. “We haven’t spent as much time together this past year, thanks to he who shall not be named. And summer is coming. We should plan a vacation. Maybe go to the beach or something. Ooh, maybe the mountains. Harley would love it there.” 
 
    “Sure,” he replied. It was the best he could do when her scent floated all around him. She even thought to include his ancient dog. No wonder he’d never found a woman good enough. Not that he even bothered to look.  
 
    She tilted her head and stared at him. “Did you already have plans? I thought you’d be more excited.” Her tentative smile slid away. 
 
    “What? No. I hadn’t planned anything with you, because, well you know.” 
 
    “Because you hated my boyfriend. See, there is a bright side. Now, we can go back to the way it always has been.” 
 
    “Sure.” He watched her take a big bite of her breakfast, watched in fascination as a drab of syrup oozed from the corner of her lush mouth. He gripped his hands in his lap to prevent himself from reaching out to catch it. Of course, he’d rather use his tongue. 
 
    “So, which is it? Beach or mountains?” 
 
    “Mountains,” he answered, since he couldn’t handle her in a bikini for days on end. “When can you get time off?” 
 
    “I already asked for the last week of June. I thought, uh…” He watched her lower her gaze to her plate. 
 
    “You thought Carter would take you somewhere,” he finished for her. 
 
    “We had talked about going away.” She stopped, cleared her throat and did the thing with her eyes women always did when they didn’t want to cry. “I don’t blame him. Not really.” 
 
    Caleb sat very still, chose his words with care. “And why not? I do.” 
 
    She set down her fork. “Family is important to him. He wants children. I can’t give them to him.” 
 
    His heart twisted at the pain in her voice. She whispered the last part. He grabbed her hand. “You guys could still have had a family. But he cares more about the Bradshaw name then he does about you.” He raised his other hand and wiped away one, errant tear. “You deserve better. You deserve someone who loves you enough to not care about it.” Someone like me.  But he didn’t say the words aloud. She wasn’t ready to hear them. Might never be. 
 
    She squeezed his hand back. “And that’s why I love you. You always have my back.” She sniffed back more tears. “But now I have something to look forward to. A vacation with my best friend! I can’t wait to start planning. Just going to warn you. There may be a fair amount of adult beverages involved.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” Much better than being firmly lumped into the friend category. But he had only himself to blame. 
 
    *** 
 
    Two weeks later, Daisey picked at her salad as she perused rental properties in the Blue Ridge Mountains. Bringing Harley, not to mention almost no lead time, cut the availability to almost nothing. But she spied a two-bedroom, pet friendly cabin just north of Asheville, North Carolina that looked perfect. She dashed off a message to the owner and crossed her fingers for luck. 
 
    She picked up her phone and sent a quick text to Caleb. “May have found something. Think positive thoughts!”  
 
    A moment later, he responded with a thumb’s up emoji. Typical of her software engineer best friend. 
 
    She scarfed down the rest of her lunch and finished her water. She had several back to back spays this afternoon, clients from the local shelter. Daisey believed in paying it forward. The members of her community supported her animal clinic rather than go to a bigger one in the city. She liked to help out where she could. 
 
    “Dr. Sherman, they’re ready for you in OR 1,” came a voice over the PA system. She couldn’t stop the chuckle escaping her. They only had one OR. There was her cue. She tossed the remains of her lunch and hurried out of her office. 
 
    Candace, her vet tech, smiled from the sink where she scrubbed her hands. “Ready, Dr. Sherman? We have a few to do.” 
 
    “Candace, how many times have I asked you to call me Daisey?” She stepped up next to her and began to scrub up as well. 
 
    The older woman smiled at her. She had three children she was raising on her own, two of whom attended college. Her youngest, Daniel, would start high school in the fall. “And how many times have I reminded you, Dr. Sherman, you are my boss? And therefore, I will be calling you Dr. Sherman from now until the cows come home.” 
 
    Daisey grinned back. “One day, I’ll wear you down.” She glanced through the window into the small OR. A young female Beagle lay on the table, already under anesthesia from the looks of things. “I think they’re ready for us.” 
 
    Candace followed her glance. “Looks like it.” 
 
    The next few hours flew as she completed four surgeries. All had been routine and straight forward, thankfully, and all of her patients rested in their cages. She rubbed her lower back and plopped into her office chair, twisting this way and that to loosen the sore muscles. She opened her laptop, delighted at a return message from then owner of the cabin. It was theirs for the taking, and Harley was more than welcome. Excellent!!! She completed the online form, paying for the week with her Disney rewards card. She may not have kids, but she still loved Disneyworld. 
 
    “Pack your bags. The cabin is ours!! I’ll email you the link.” She sent the text to Caleb and then emailed him the information as promised. Grinning, she sat back in her chair. Things may not have gone the way she wanted with Carter, but she and Caleb (and Harley) would spend a lovely week in the mountains she loved. She’d take it. 
 
    *** 
 
    Across town, Caleb read the text, locked in his office. Pam, his very efficient but determined, secretary sat outside at her desk, plotting the end of his bachelor days. He loved Pam, really, but she didn’t understand that none of her endless daughters or nieces were Daisey. Of course, she didn’t know about his unrequited love for Daisey. Just after lunch, she once again dropped some not so subtle hints. Lindsay, her accountant niece, was the latest in a long line of potential dates. He always said no. She always patted his hand and walked away. Until the next time. 
 
    A ding alerted him to an incoming email. He swung around and opened one from Daisey, containing the link for their mountain vacation rental. Pictures popped of a small cabin tucked into a grove of pine trees. Looked like Heaven. He noticed it was pet friendly. She’d thought of everything, even insisting his old dog be part of the trip. Finding accommodations very last minute, especially one allowing Harley, couldn’t have been easy. He couldn’t think of a single woman he’d dated who would have done that. Not even one. 
 
    And there was the problem. No other woman ever stacked up against her in his mind. Or maybe he just never gave them the chance. One girlfriend, well ex, accused him of ‘whiling away his time with her until Daisey realized she was in love with him.’ It seemed harsh at the time. Now, not so much. Maybe he hadn’t given her enough credit. Maybe she could see what Daisey couldn’t. They belonged together. 
 
    His electronic calendar beeped, reminding him of his weekly partner’s meeting in fifteen minutes. Sick of being a cog in the much bigger wheel of corporate America, he and Jason Wright, a friend from graduate school, had gone out on a limb and started their own software consulting firm. Caleb had the mad skills and Jason became the face to the company, excelling at finding and schmoozing new clients. 
 
    He took one, last look at the cabin before shutting down the page. They’d be there soon enough. In the meantime, he had about a billion things to do if he was going to pull off taking vacation next week. Just one of the perks of being the boss. He grinned at the thought of having Daisey to himself for a week; something that hadn’t happened since the advent of Carter Andrews Bradshaw. This time was a gift from the universe. A chance to make her see, once and for all, why they made sense together. He’d take it! 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
    Daisey lowered the back window for Harley, allowing him to stick his massive head out as they rounded the final curve to the cabin. The old dog bayed his excitement, while his nose twitched with the cornucopia of scents. Late afternoon sun trickled through the canopy of trees surrounding the small house. She clapped her hands and raced out her side of the truck the moment Caleb put it in park. “Look at this place,” she cried, running up the stairs to the front porch. 
 
    Fishing in her pocket for the key they’d just picked up in town, she threw open the front door and went inside, an exuberant hound on her heels. The main room boasted a large, stone fireplace taking up one whole wall. At the sound of footsteps behind her, she turned and threw her arms around Caleb. “I almost wish it was winter, just so we could build a fire in there.” 
 
    “You mean so I could build a fire, right?” 
 
    “Well, of course. I may not be a girly girl, but I wouldn’t want to burn the place down either.” She was brilliant at work but not nearly as handy as she liked to think she was. Caleb had begged her to not try anymore DIY projects in her condo. And forbid her from doing any in his home. “I still think I could have installed those ceiling fans in your place.” 
 
    His raised eyebrows told a different tale. “Watching YouTube videos doesn’t make you an electrician. I was happy to pay an expert, and not call 9-1-1, thank you very much.” 
 
    She giggled until she had to wrap her arms around herself. “Oh, Caleb, you’re so easy. Just mentioning wiring or electricity gets your panties in a twist.” 
 
    “Oh really?” He advanced on her, swooping her up and throwing her over his shoulder. “For your information, I don’t wear panties. And my boxer briefs are not in a twist.” With long strides, he carried her out of the house and around to the lake. Harley followed along, baying his excitement at this new game. Daisey’s shrieks split the otherwise serene air.  
 
    When he reached the end of the dock, he swung her down into his arms and dangled her over the water. “It might still be a bit chilly up here in the mountains.” 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t,” she cried, clinging to him. She wrapped her limbs around him wherever she could find purchase. “If I go, you’re going with me,” she threatened. 
 
    “Fair enough,” was the only warning she got before he stepped off the dock. She remembered to close her mouth just before hitting the chilly water. The air temperature might be in the eighties. The spring-fed lake water was not. 
 
    Daisey kicked her way free of him and surfaced, sputtering. “Very funny.” She made her way to the ladder and climbed out, wringing water from her long hair. 
 
    Caleb hoisted himself out of the water and collapsed on the deck, sprawled on his back, next to her. “I thought so,” he said with a smirk. “You should have seen the look on your face.” He dissolved in laughter, not able to say anything further. 
 
    Daisey pulled off her short sleeve, button down shirt and wrung it over his face. He screeched as the cold water hit his face. “You should see yours now.” She sat next to him, in her shorts and tank top, and waited for the sun to dry her off a bit. 
 
    “Old Carter would never have dumped you in the lake.” 
 
    She glanced down at him, the dearest person to her on the planet, and took in his even features. With his eyes closed and hair slicked back, he looked years younger. And care-free. Running his own business didn’t leave Caleb a lot of play time. This week would be good for him. She flopped down on her back next to him, pillowing her wet head on his arm. “Carter would never have come here. Nothing but first class for The Bradshaws. We’d have gone to Bermuda or Saint Bart’s.” 
 
    “We could have gone there.” 
 
    She turned to look at him. He’d opened his eyes and stared at her. In a way that made her stomach flip. Daisey shook her head. “I’m right where I want to be.” 
 
    He stared for another moment before closing his eyes against the bright sun. “Me too.” 
 
    She smiled before curling into his side. And groaned when Harley flopped down next to and half on top of her. “Besides,” she wheezed. “We wouldn’t have been able to take him with us to an island.” Harley woofed in response, as if he knew she was talking about him. 
 
    *** 
 
    Hours later, Caleb stood at the stove, stirring the chili he’d thrown together after they returned from their impromptu swim. He closed his eyes against the feel of her clinging to him, every inch of her pressed against him. Her hair, still smelling of lemons and lake water, had tickled his nose when she curled into him on the dock. How could she not know? He replaced the lid and opened cabinets in search of plates. 
 
    “Hey, I ‘ll do it.” Daisey entered the kitchen wearing shorts and an old vet school tank top. She’d pulled her wet hair into a ponytail and her face lacked any makeup. Just the way he liked her. “After all, you’re cooking.”  
 
    He felt her smile from his head to his toes and all points in between. “If you want to. I started hunting for things. Dinner should be ready in an hour or so. I’ll finish unpacking.” 
 
    He headed across the open floor plan to his room. The cabin only boasted two smallish bedrooms with double beds and a bathroom in between they’d be sharing. Standing in the same shower she used meant his would need to be chilly. Icy even. But worth the sacrifice. Having Daisey back in his life, full time, was worth any price. As always, the thought of her with Carter, even though the no good, spoiled trust fund baby was history, made him clench his fists and grind his molars. 
 
    Not wanting to ruin the first day of vacation, Caleb threw his clothing into drawers and brought his toiletries into the bathroom. A layer of steam still hung in the air. Daisey scented air. Citrusy and sunny. Like her. He shook off the ridiculous thought and hopped in the shower, trying hard to not think about her in there. Naked. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, freshly shaven and clean, he threw on shorts and an old shirt and headed back into the open space. Open, empty space. He checked on the chili before heading to the porch. And stopped at the door. Daisey sat on the porch swing with Harley, the dog’s enormous head in her lap. Lucky dog. The hound’s eyes were closed while she played with his long, silky ears. And chatted to him. Her serious expression stopped him. 
 
    He retreated to the kitchen and grabbed a beer. Perusing the bookshelf in the living room, he selected a new thriller he hadn’t read and collapsed in a recliner. But pages later, he gave up. Staring at the words until they swam in front of him wasn’t any fun. He closed the book and played with the ragged corner of the bottle label. Something had to give.  
 
    As though he’d conjured her, Daisey floated through the doorway, her love slave Harley pressed on her heels. She stopped short when she saw him. “Oh. Why didn’t you join us on the porch?” 
 
    He took another swig of his beer. “You looked like you didn’t want company.” 
 
    She tilted her head. “Huh?” 
 
    “You and Harley seemed deep in conversation. I didn’t want to, uh, interrupt.” He wished the words back as soon as he said them. 
 
    But then a grin lit her face. “You do know he’s a dog, right?” She approached him and ruffled his damp hair. “How many of these have you had?” Daisey plucked the beer from his hand and tipped back her head, taking a long drink before handing it back.  
 
    Without breaking eye contact, Caleb placed his lips over where hers had just rested and finished the beer. He watched her swallow. Hard. “Less than a whole one, thanks to you.” 
 
    A light pink spread across her cheeks. “Oh. Well, you did think I was conversing with a dog.” 
 
    “You were talking to Harley. I saw you.” 
 
    “True. He’s a fabulous listener. Keeps all my secrets.” 
 
    “But how’s his advice?” 
 
    She lifted one bare shoulder. “You got me there. He’s not great in the advice department.” 
 
    “More of the strong, silent type,” he quipped. 
 
    A timer dinged from the kitchen. Caleb got up from the recliner. “Perfect timing. Dinner is served.” He brought the pot of chili to the table. “Do you mind grabbing the corn bread from the oven?” 
 
    Daisey did as he asked, setting it on the table as well. After helping herself to chili, she took a small bite. She closed her eyes and moaned. “Tell me again why you aren’t married.” 
 
    The forkful he’d just tasted threatened to lodge in his throat. Coughing, Caleb reached for his water glass. When he was sure he wouldn’t choke, he made eye contact with her. “What?” 
 
    She waved her empty fork over the table. “This is amazing. You’re amazing. Seriously, why aren’t you married yet? It’s not for lack of female companionship. Or offers. I know for a fact Pam has been trying to marry you off to one of her relations for years.” 
 
    He laid his fork down. “None of them were you.” 
 
    She stared at him for a long moment. Then burst out laughing. “Oh, right. Because I’m so perfect.” 
 
    “No one is perfect. Just perfect for someone.” 
 
    Her eyes grew large for a second. Then she held up a hand, ticking off fingers as she went. “I’m very opinionated, too much so some would say. I’m stubborn. I’m set in my ways. I don’t wear makeup or dress like a girly girl. Most days, I like my patients more than I like people.” She grinned at him. “Do you want me to start on the other hand?” 
 
    He shook his head and held up his own hand. “Most days, I like Harley more than I like people. Yes, you’re opinionated, but if not then you’re spineless. No thanks. You not wearing makeup means we’re never late for anything because you’ve spent an hour to ‘look natural’. It’s a bonus in my book. Which leaves stubborn and set in your ways. I can live with those. You’re perfectly imperfect. For me.” 
 
    “Then there’s the obvious fault.” To his horror, a lone tear escaped from one of her eyes. “Your infertility doesn’t count, Daisey.” 
 
    “How can you say that?” 
 
    “Because it’s true. Many people are infertile. They just don’t find out until they try. Hell, for all you know, I might not be able to father a child.” 
 
    “You’re right of course. But the odds are way in your favor, Caleb. You’re in your early thirties and healthy. You take good care of yourself.” 
 
    “Having a family doesn’t only mean biology.” 
 
    “To some it does,” she whispered. More tears leaked from her eyes. 
 
    He clenched and unclenched his fists under the table. “Only to those who don’t matter. Carter Bradshaw isn’t worth one more of your tears. Anyone who wants you to change to be ‘good enough’ isn’t worth your time.” He leaned forward, brushing the tears from her face. “I would never ask you to change one thing about yourself.” 
 
    “I can’t,” she whispered before fleeing the table. 
 
    *** 
 
     Daisey paced the length of the front porch. And then back again. Soft, fading light filtered through here and there from the canopy of trees, and although it wasn’t pitch black, the night sky was dark enough for her to not want to risk walking alone in the unfamiliar woods. Even though she needed to do keep moving. 
 
    What was she going to do? Suddenly, her best friend, the man she loved, had been in love with, for years was talking crazy. She couldn’t. They couldn’t. She’d never dared to dream about a relationship between them. 
 
    “There you are. What happened?” 
 
    She whirled at the sound of his voice behind her. “What happened, Caleb? You happened.” She poked a finger into his chest to emphasize her point. 
 
    “Me? What did I do?” 
 
    “You ruined everything. You’re supposed to be my best friend.” 
 
    “I am your best friend, Daisey.” 
 
    “Then why are you trying to wreck it?” 
 
    “What did I do?” 
 
    Tear flowed freely down her face, dripping onto the fabric of her shirt. “You told me I’m perfect. What am I supposed to think?” 
 
    A soft laugh escaped him. “I’m sorry. This isn’t funny.” 
 
    She watched as his face grew serious, wondering what he was thinking. “You’re right, it’s not. I don’t want to do anything that would destroy our friendship.” 
 
    He took a large step towards her, closing the gap between them, and placed a finger under her chin, tipping her face up to meet his. “I don’t plan to do anything to wreck us.” He stopped, sucked in a large breath. “But I think, I know, we can be more.” 
 
    “More,” she breathed, hardly daring to hope she understood. 
 
    “More. Daisey, I love you. Am in love with you. Have been for longer than I can remember.” 
 
    “You are? Have been? What?” She shook her head, trying to clear it. “Why?” 
 
    “Really? How about why not?” A smile spread across his face. “You’re my best friend. You make me happy. I already spend all my time with you. Or did until what’s his face came into the picture.” 
 
    “Let’s not talk about him. You can’t love me, Caleb. I can’t, you know.” She tried to lower her gaze, but he wouldn’t let her. 
 
    “You can’t what? Give me a child? I know, Daisey. I was there, remember?” 
 
    And she did. The endless days, trapped in the hospital, fighting leukemia. Fighting for her life. And he was there. Holding her hand, playing unending rounds of checkers with her, talking to her about a future she wasn’t sure she had. And it didn’t matter if she was bald or vomiting. He never left her side. “But, what about having a biological child? Can you really tell me it doesn’t matter to you?” 
 
    This time, he laughed openly. “I’m a Davis. What does that mean? Do you really think I care about passing on my DNA? Not in the least. We can make our own family, Daisey, you and me. Together.” 
 
    Her heart squeezed until she thought it would explode. She launched herself at him, wrapping her arms around him. “I’ve loved you for so long. You have no idea. But I never thought I’d be enough for you,” she murmured into his chest. 
 
    “You’re more than enough, Daisey. You’re everything I ever wanted.” 
 
    The tears came again, but this time they were happy ones. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Epilogue 
 
    Daisey sat in front of the mirror, turning this way and that to see her reflection. She had to look just right. 
 
    “Are you still getting ready? You look perfect. The only time you’ve taken this long to get ready was our wedding day. And I don’t think my heart could take you looking so perfect again.” 
 
    She glanced down at the rings on her left hand, a reminder of the amazing day when they became so much more than best friends. They’d become husband and wife. She glanced once more in the mirror and nodded. “I’m ready. More than ready.” She stood and walked into his arms, heart swelling with love for this man. 
 
    “Good. Because there’s a little girl waiting for us. And I don’t think she cares whether your hair is perfect or not.” 
 
    Soon after marrying almost two years ago, they’d started domestic adoption proceedings right away. And now, after months of red tape and paperwork and crossing their fingers a birth mother would choose them, someone did. And that young woman was about to give birth any minute. She hugged him once more before pulling away and grabbing her purse. 
 
    “You’re right, of course. Let’s go meet Savannah Emory.” 
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    Safe Haven 
by McKenna Rogue 
 
    She’s my roommate, my friend, my coworker—and the one woman who doesn’t fall for my charms. 
 
    Together, we can put out any fire… 
 
    Except the one burning between us… 
 
    Parker has never fed the flames, no matter how hot the sparks fly. 
 
    But when a young woman abandons a baby into my arms, she’s seeing everything in a new light. 
 
    She’s everything I’ve ever wanted… 
 
    And this baby might just be our chance at more than just a romance… 
 
      
 
    Safe Haven is a stand-alone, interconnected story in our Love Demands a Holiday series featuring smokin’ hot firemen that will tug at your heartstrings and make you root for Parker and Jack’s romance. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Safe Haven 
by McKenna Rogue 
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “Bishop!” I’d come around the corner of the firetruck to find Jack frozen mid-sponging the red engine. “Quit daydreaming or I’ll spray you with the hose.” I waved the nozzle, illustrating the power I wielded. 
 
    I was tempted to hose him off any way. What woman wouldn’t want to ogle a wet t-shirt clinging to those rippling pectorals and washboard abs? 
 
    Washing the station’s fire engines wasn’t exactly how I wanted to spend the first remotely warm day of the year, but at least it gave me an excuse to be outside in the sunshine. And a chance to check out Bishop’s ass every time he bent over to scrub a hubcap or suds-up his sponge. 
 
    What a nice ass it was, too. 
 
    Jack Bishop and I had been friends for years, ever since we both took on firefighter training together. He helped me get into enough shape to lift the required dead weight and we’d worked on the drills together to keep each other focused on ready. 
 
    And if I happened to ogle him when his shirt was off, imaging what it would feel like to run my fingers over the hardened muscles of his bare chest, that was purely a bonus. 
 
    I knew I needed to get over my crush on Jack. He wasn’t ever going to see me as anything more than a buddy, a coworker, a friend with thighs that were too wide to be fashionable and arms that could beat half the guys on our team in arm wrestling. 
 
    “Who’s daydreaming?” He lifted a brow and smirked like he knew I’d been checking him out. “You’re just pissed that my half of the engine is sparkling and yours still has mud on it.” To elaborate his point, he grabbed a handful of dirt from the flowerbed framing the front of our station and smeared it right across the engine’s station number. 
 
    Shaking my head, I hoisted the hose up and blasted it right at the spot he coated in dirt. I wasn’t going to fall for his goading or get myself roped into shenanigans. He dragged me into enough at the apartment we shared as roommates. 
 
    “Come on, Steele, let’s finish together, and then we’ll go inside and have something to eat.” He flashed me a smile and a wink. 
 
    God, why did everything out of Jack’s mouth sound like a come-on? I’d seen dozens of women fall for it—the charming smile, the devilish glint in his eye, a cheesy but effective pick-up line, and they were putty in his hands. And if those things on their own didn’t work, usually he “conveniently” lost his shirt somehow, and the abs and the sculpted “V” pointing down toward the goods got them. 
 
    He’d tried the moves on me, when we first met, but I didn’t fall for them then, and every day we grew closer, I was glad I hadn’t. He was an incredible guy, so much better than a string of one-night stands and short relationships he cut off before anyone got too attached. 
 
    I wasn’t sure who he was holding out for, but clearly, he hadn’t found it yet. 
 
    Every once in a while, like now, when he looked at me with those whiskey colored eyes and a smile that felt more honest, more earnest than most of his grins, I wanted to believe who he wanted was me. 
 
    But it could never happen. I wouldn’t let it. 
 
    Jack needed someone in his life who could give him the things he really wanted, the things he only ever admitted to wanting when we were two tequilas too many into the bottle, and he held me like we were more than just friends. 
 
    As much as I craved being in Jack’s arms, the secret desires of being a husband and a father were not something I could fulfill. I didn’t look forward to the day when he finally found the perfect woman for him, someone less tomboyish and more dainty, someone who couldn’t beat him at darts and pool, and someone who could bear him children. There was no way I could ever be that woman for him. 
 
    “Steele, you going to help?” 
 
    “Uh, you made the mess. You clean it up.” 
 
    Jack smirked and soaked his sponge, sauntering back over to me with a mischievous grin. “Make me, Parker.” 
 
    “What are you going to do with that?” I held my hands up, trying to prepare for whatever assault was coming. 
 
    He took another step toward me and then threw the sponge at my chest. 
 
    I shifted my feet and tried to grab the sponge, but it bounced off my shoulder before landing with a splat on the concrete. “How about I clean up that mess?” His eyes dropped to my shoulder and then to my chest which had been splattered with wet suds. 
 
    I tried to dart around him, so I could keep him from starting anything more, but Jack caught me around the waist and hauled me back. He pressed me up against the still-wet fire engine, pinning my hands against the cool metal as he caged me in. 
 
    “Jack…” I squirmed, trying to get free before he realized just how much of an affect he had on me. 
 
    Each struggle meant a caress of my body against his and his weight increased against me, like he wanted more. Or maybe I was pressing against him trying to feel more of him against me. Either way my whole body was buzzing and aching and wanting more. 
 
    “What, Parker?” His voice had dropped an octave and his eyes were twinkling with mischief. “Can’t handle me getting you all wet?” 
 
    God, I hoped he couldn’t feel the tremble in my knees. 
 
    Could he tell my body was responding in all the wrong ways? His chest brushed against my already taut nipples and my breath hitched. His eyes grew hooded. I licked my lips thinking about the innuendo of his question and his gaze dropped to my mouth. 
 
    A small cough drew our attention away from each other. 
 
    Standing at the end of the drive was a wisp of a woman in oversized clothes that hung on her frame. Although, woman seemed generous. She looked like she was barely old enough to drive. 
 
    Jack released his hold on me and stepped away from me. I let go of the breath I’d been holding. 
 
    I studied the young woman and realized in her arms was a tiny bundle of pink blankets. 
 
    I glanced at Jack and then took a tentative step forward. “Hi. My name’s Parker. And that’s Jack. Can we help you?” 
 
    “This is one of those places you can drop a baby, right? With no questions?” Her voice trembled and her hands were shaking; I worried she was going to drop the baby I assumed was hiding inside the blankets. 
 
    “Yeah. Are you okay? Do you need us to call anyone, or get you checked out?” 
 
    “No, you just have to take her. You have to, it’s the law.” Her gaze dropped from Jack’s face to the bundle for just a second before she shook her head. “If they let you give her a name, call her Briana, okay?” 
 
    Jack stepped forward and carefully lifted the baby from the young woman’s arms. 
 
    I kept my focus trained on the woman while Jack took the baby. I stepped forward, and her eyes widened with fear. She took a step backward. Her eyes flickered to the baby in Jack’s arms and then she darted out of the firehouse and around the corner. 
 
    Why did Jack have to take the baby? He was faster than me and could run longer. That girl clearly needed help, even if it was just in the form of a hug and a promise that everything would be okay, Briana would be safe. 
 
    Still, I took off running after her, hoping to give her any sort of reassurance. But a black SUV pulled out down the street and there was no sign of her. 
 
    I didn’t bother trying to get the license plate number. It probably wasn’t her car, and even if it was, Nebraska was a Safe Haven state. She was well within her rights to drop the baby off at the station. 
 
    Even though I’d never know her reasons for this choice, I couldn’t fault her for making it. She was practically still a child herself; if she couldn’t take care of the baby, she’d done the right thing. 
 
    Lord knew, I’d made a similar choice when I was around her age. 
 
    As I rounded the corner back to the station, I assumed I’d hear the baby wailing, despondent to be left. But instead, I found the giant, muscular, six-foot-five-inch fireman cooing softly as he rocked Briana in the safety of his arms. 
 
    “You’re kind of a natural at that.” I smiled softly as I walked up. “Or is it just because she’s on your intellectual level?” I needed to take the emotions out of it. To ignore the pangs in my gut. 
 
    “Mock all you want, but she’s sleeping.” He stuck his tongue out at me and then sobered as she cooed softly. “We should get her inside, let the captain know so that we can call in social services.” Jack looked back down at her and my insides turned to goo. 
 
    The man looked like he was made to be a father. Everything about his demeanor softened, like his whole world had somehow shrank down to the size of the little bundle in his arms. 
 
    Shaking my head, I grabbed the buckets and followed Jack into the station. I needed to stop thinking about him like anything more than my friend. It didn’t do me any good to daydream about his sexy body or get all gooey just because he was holding a baby. 
 
    The station alarm startled me and rebooted my brain. We’d practiced so often, my body was already moving, ready for the emergency. 
 
    “Steele, Bishop, you’re on baby duty!” Captain Greyson shouted as he pointed at the screaming baby trying to outdo the alarm. 
 
    I fought the urge to roll my eyes as I grabbed Bishop’s arm and tugged him toward the dorm. As soon as the engine was loaded and on its way out, the sirens ceased, and we worked on calming down the baby again. 
 
    I was just glad the captain didn’t leave me alone with Briana; otherwise I might’ve been bitter about being the only woman and being left with a baby. 
 
    As the sirens faded, Jack’s soothing voice filled the void. “Shhh, you’re okay.” I turned to find him gently bouncing Briana and pacing the length of the room. 
 
    “Who are you right now?” I sunk down on my bunk and stared at him. “You don’t secretly have like six of those somewhere, do you?” 
 
    He rolled his eyes at me exaggeratedly. “I have a kid sister, who’s eight years younger than me. You get pretty good at babies that way.” As Briana quieted in his arms, he came over and sat next to me. “You telling me you’d never want one of these?” 
 
    I ran my fingers over Briana’s soft, peach-fuzz hair and smiled softly. “I’m never going to have kids, no.” How could I explain to him that what I wanted didn’t matter? I’d had my chance, but I was too young, and now it wasn’t even an option. 
 
    “Never?” He gaped at me. “I always pegged you having a houseful of kids. I figured it would be just a matter of time before I lost my roommate to some guy and an adorable little drool machine.” He shifted Briana in his arms, holding her out some. “Want to hold her?” 
 
    Oh, God, did I. But if I held her, if I let myself, even for a moment, get attached, I wouldn’t want to let her go. “I think you’re doing just fine.” I got up, pacing along the other side of the room, wanting to do something. The beds were made, the dishes were done. There was nothing to do to keep myself busy. “We should probably call social services, let them know we have her. And, I don’t know, do we need to get formula or diapers or something?” Anything to get me away from the painful reminder that I’d never held my own baby, and now I’d never have the chance at another. 
 
    “Captain said he wanted to make the call. She’ll be okay for an hour or two. And if she’s here longer than that, we’ll run out and get stuff.” He patted the bed next to him. “Just sit down and relax for five minutes, Parker. It’s a baby. She’s not going to bite.” 
 
    I frowned and crossed my arms. “How can you be so calm right now? She’s all alone. Her mother abandoned her.” My eyes burned as tears welled up. I didn’t want to cry, but it felt like it might be inevitable. “Who’s going to take care of her now?” My voice cracked and I knew Jack would be able to tell I was losing it no matter how much I tried to hide it. 
 
    Jack quickly grabbed every free pillow he could, nestling Briana into the middle of my bed, surrounded by a barricade of pillows, before he crossed the room and gently grabbed me by the shoulders. “Parker, what’s going on with you? You were fine earlier, but as soon as the baby showed up, you’ve been acting all squirrely.” 
 
    I sighed. “It’s just hard, seeing her abandoned like that.” Up close, I knew he could see that tears were about to fall. 
 
    “It sucks. I get that. But you’re not just acting like it’s a shit situation.” He cupped my cheek, his thumb tracing over my cheekbone in soft, slow touches. “I know you, Parker. This isn’t a normal Parker Steele reaction.” 
 
    I leaned into him, ignoring the way my gut flip-flopped all over the place at the gentle caress. “What do you want me to say, Jack? We’re friends. But you don’t know everything about me. You have no idea who I was before we met. You don’t get to look at me with pity now.” 
 
    He took a step back, pulling his hand away with him. “I’m not pitying you, Parker. Seriously, what’s going on?” 
 
    I swallowed hard. “I was her, okay? Is that what you want to hear?” 
 
    “Briana?” He gestured to the baby. “You were left somewhere? Parker, I had no—” 
 
    I cut him off. “No, not the baby. The mom. I was fifteen, stupid, and on my own.” 
 
    And then I was back in Jack’s arms. His warmth surrounded me like a blanket. I rarely felt petite, but in that moment, I felt so small. 
 
    “You never said anything…” His voice was barely a whisper. 
 
    I molded myself into him, breathing in his musky, manly scent as my hands slid around his lower back. I hated how comfortable he was, how right it felt any time I got a hug, a touch, a lingering look. 
 
    But this felt like so much more than a hug. “I didn’t leave my daughter at a fire station or anything. But she’s out there in the world, without any idea that I’m her mom. I don’t even know what happened to her after the paperwork was processed. She was just gone.” The tears started, like the floodgates had broken. “She was my only chance.” 
 
    Jack rubbed my back, not saying anything at all as he backed up to the bed next to mine and pulled me into his lap. “Have you ever tried to find her?” 
 
    I shook my head, leaving a wet trail of tears and snot across his navy-blue t-shirt. “I’m still not in a place to be there for her. And it would just be too hard on both of us. She’s ten. She has her parents.” I curled into him, my cheek resting on his chest. “Why aren’t you freaking out about this more?” 
 
    “Would me freaking out make it any easier? My best friend’s hurting. I’m doing exactly what she needs.” He pressed his lips to the top of my head, holding me close. “Is that why you don’t want to hold Briana?” 
 
    “I can’t get attached to another baby just to let her go.” I sighed. “I probably already am attached.” I could just barely see her through her walls of pillows, but already my heart ached at the thought that I’d have to watch her get handed over to social services. “You probably think I’m nuts.” 
 
    “Not even a little.” He pulled back slightly and looked down at me. “Are you going to be okay?” 
 
    I nodded slightly. “Thank you for sitting here with me. For letting me get it out.” 
 
    “You know you can talk to me about anything, Parker. I’m here for you. Always.” He kissed my cheek and grinned at me. “Okay, go clean yourself up, take as much time as you need, and I’ll be here when you’re ready.” 
 
    I cuddled closer. “Can I stay here for just another minute or two? I know neither one of us wants the rest of the team to come in and find me a blubbering mess, sitting on your lap… But it’s really nice.” 
 
    “Parker, I don’t give two shits about what the rest of the guys think.” He moved closer, and for a fleeting second, I thought he was going to kiss me. 
 
    The crazy thing was, I wanted him to. I wanted so badly to find out what it would feel like to have Jack Bishop’s lips on mine. 
 
    But instead, he leaned over and grabbed a box of tissues. “Just in case.” 
 
    As I snuggled into his chest, he wrapped his arms around me, keeping me close, as if he wanted this as much as I needed it. 
 
    “What did you mean, when you said your daughter was your only chance?” 
 
    I sniffled. “There were complications. If I want kids, it’ll be adoption.” The irony would never escape me. I couldn’t raise my child when she was born, and now if I was ever going to have a family, I’d have to do it with someone else’s kids. 
 
    Jack didn’t ask for any more information, and I didn’t supply anything more either. It wasn’t something I talked about with anyone. I’d never gotten close enough to anyone to trust them with that secret of my past. But with Jack, it seemed so easy to just spill everything, now that I’d started. 
 
    Briana started crying and I slipped from Jack’s lap, giving him space to care for her as I headed to the bathroom to get cleaned up. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
    By the time the crew came back, Briana was in desperate need of a clean diaper, a meal, and a safe place to sleep that didn’t involve all the pillows in the station. 
 
    But Jack didn’t seem to care. He just kept walking around with her, bouncing her, patting her ripe-smelling diapered butt, cooing to her. 
 
    And every time he got close to me, the smile that filled his eyes seemed so warm, so genuine, and so foreign. It almost seemed like he was looking at me with more than just friendship, like he was imagining raising a kid with me just as much as I was with him. 
 
    “Okay, Bishop, a rep from social services should be here before the end of the shift. Hand her off to Benedetto. Take Steele to get supplies for dinner and to get this kid to stop crying and stinking up my station. You both look like you could use some fresh air.” He looked Jack over once before saying, “And Bishop, change your shirt. It looks like you got baby crud all over you.” 
 
    I grabbed keys for the smaller truck, knowing there were enough crew that we could be gone for a short time without taking the engine, and waited for Jack to join me. I hated that he had to change because of me, because of my snot and tears, as much as anything Briana may have coated him with. 
 
    Once we were settled in the truck, I said, “Okay, quick list. Go.” 
 
    I drove to the closest grocery store while Jack rattled off fixings for dinner, adding bottles, diapers, wipes, and formula at the end. It was hard not to be impressed by how easily he’d worked Briana into our routine, into the daily habits of life. 
 
    It all made me wonder again when he was going to find someone to have a family with and leave me all alone. “Okay. I’ll tackle dinner, you hit the baby aisle. I’d say we have about ten minutes tops before Benedetto starts bitching and moaning about having to watch a baby with a shit-filled diaper.” 
 
    He laughed and nodded. “Meet back at the front in five, then.” 
 
    The mad scramble to pick up groceries was almost enough to distract me from everything going on. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    When I caught sight of Jack near the registers though, holding a basket full of baby stuff, with a grin that lit up his face as soon as he saw me, the ache returned with full force. 
 
    “We ready?” I gestured to the cashier and started unloading my basket of stuff, not waiting for an answer. We’d done this enough that I knew he was right behind me, unloading his basket of stuff as well. 
 
    “Oh, you’re buying diapers? I didn’t realize you were a mom!” The cashier, an older woman and chronic gossip by the name of Marlene, grinned at me. “Is he the father?” She looked Jack up and down appreciatively. “You go, girl.” 
 
    He wrapped an arm around my waist and pulled me in close, waggling his eyebrows at Marlene. “I wish. Parker here is way too good for me. Years, I’ve been trying to date her, and she has solidly friend-zoned me. What’s a guy got to do to get your attention, Parker?” He batted his eyelashes at me. “Do you want me to beg?” 
 
    His distraction was perfect. Marlene giggled and kept scanning, no longer commenting on anything on the conveyor belt. But I could’ve done without her derisive sneers at me. 
 
    I also didn’t need the knots forming in my stomach. Was he telling the truth? Had I friend-zoned him? Or were we just friends? 
 
    Once we had the truck loaded up and we were back on the road, I dared a glance at his profile. Jack looked like the same guy I’d been living with for almost two years. The same chiseled jaw, the same dark, wavy hair. The same easy-going smirk and sculpted abs. 
 
    “You’re staring, Steele.” 
 
    “No, I’m not.” I stuck my tongue out at him. “How much of what you said to Marlene is true?” 
 
    “What?” He pulled to a stop and then threw the truck in reverse to back into the station. 
 
    “Have I friend-zoned you?” 
 
    “Come on, Parker. You know the answer to that.” He parked the truck and hopped out, grabbing all the bags from the back seat. 
 
    “No, I don’t. I thought we were friends. But you came up with that story pretty damn quick.” 
 
    “I flirt with you all the time. I was flirting with you this morning.” 
 
    “You flirt with everyone.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I’ve never pressed Benedetto up against the fire engine, have I? I’ve never been so close to kissing any of the other guys on the team, like I was with you this morning.” He stared at me, his eyes full of something unreadable. Something that almost looked like regret. “Just forget it, Parker. I get it, we’re friends. We’ve been friends since training. I said what I said to get Marlene off your back. That’s all. I couldn’t very well have you crying all over the grocery store.” 
 
    He brushed past me, into the station. 
 
    I should’ve followed right behind, but I felt frozen to the spot. 
 
    Was he saying what I thought he was? Sure, he flirted with me, but I’d seen him flirt with hundreds of girls, seen him take more than a few home with him. I’d even been stuck serving a few of them coffee the next morning. 
 
    We were friends. 
 
    Weren’t we? 
 
    Shaking off the thoughts crowding my brain, I headed inside. 
 
    And almost ran right into Benedetto. 
 
    “You gotta take her, dude. I can’t.” He practically dropped Briana into my arms, and as he ran off, he shook his arms out like he’d just gotten rid of the grossest thing he could’ve possibly imagined. 
 
    I had to admit, she smelled pretty ripe, and she hadn’t stopped fussing from the moment he handed her over. 
 
    But all holding her did was put me face to face with the thing I’d been avoiding all day. 
 
    “Come on, little one, let’s get you cleaned up.” I hoisted her up so that she was curled into my shoulder as I walked through the station, looking for where Jack had run off to with all her supplies. She needed a clean diaper, and then probably a bottle so that she could go back to sleeping peacefully. 
 
    “Bishop! Where’d you go?” 
 
    He popped his head out of the kitchen, still holding one of the grocery bags. “I’m unloading. What?” 
 
    I gestured to the baby with my free hand. “Supplies?” 
 
    He handed over her bags and I headed for the bunks, trying not to think too hard about what I was about to do. She needed someone to take care of her until social services arrived. That was it. I couldn’t get attached. I wouldn’t. 
 
    By the time I had her cleaned up and re-swaddled, I knew I was just lying to myself. I was already attached, from the moment she showed up. 
 
    “Want me to take her?” Jack stood in the doorway, holding a bottle. 
 
    “I got it.” I smiled softly at him. “Thank you, though.” 
 
    He walked over and handed me the formula-filled bottle, brushing his fingers over her scalp briefly. “The captain says the social worker should be here in about an hour.” 
 
    Just after our shift ended. 
 
    I nodded. “I’ll stick around until they get here.” I wanted to make sure Briana was in good hands. 
 
    Jack wrapped an arm around me as I got Briana latched onto her bottle. “Me too.” 
 
    “Well, we carpooled, so you kind of have to.” I smirked. “But I’m glad you’ll be here.” I looked over at him, but I didn’t know what else to say. I still wasn’t sure if he was serious about wanting more than friendship, and it wasn’t something I wanted to get into at the station. 
 
    “You look good with her. You sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “Yeah. I think maybe I was worried for no reason.” I leaned on his shoulder and smiled. She was eating well, and already her eyes were drooping closed again. It felt so natural, so easy, doing this with Jack here. “You ever going to have one of these?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’d have to convince the right woman she wants me in her life first.” He scooped Briana out of my arms as she emptied the bottle, and then held her up to burp her. “But this one’s pretty cute. What do you say, Steele? Wanna keep her?” 
 
    And there were those knots in my stomach again. Why did he have the ability to make me want to puke and jump his bones, all at the same time? Why did I feel like he was actually considering it? 
 
    “Relax, Parker. I’m just trying to get your smile back. You’ve been on way too wild an emotional roller coaster already today. I didn’t mean to make your brain short-circuit.” He kissed the top of my head and squeezed my shoulder with his free hand before getting up, Briana still in his arms. “Dinner’s about ready. You coming?” 
 
    “Be there in a minute.” I smiled and watched him until he was out of sight, and then flopped backwards onto my bunk. 
 
    Now that the idea was in my head, the image of raising that little girl as our own, as a couple, not just as friends, I had no idea how I was going to delete it. 
 
    Did Jack really want that with me? Would he ever be content to just raise kids someone else conceived? Could I? 
 
    But at the same time, the idea was perfect. Everything I’d never told him I wanted. 
 
    If he didn’t mean it, how could I live with him after all this? 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
    By the time the social worker came to get Briana, neither of us wanted to let her go. 
 
    We’d spent the last hour passing her back and forth, holding her, rocking her, keeping her content. 
 
    And I was completely, totally in love. 
 
    Jack loaded her into the social worker’s car while I explained how Briana had come to be at the station. 
 
    I tried to keep it as clinical as I could; I couldn’t afford to fall apart now, even though I knew I would as soon as I got home. I did what I had to, what I was trained to do. 
 
    As they drove off, Jack wrapped his arm around my shoulders. “Come on. We’ve got a new bottle of whiskey at home. I think we could both use a drink.” 
 
    I let him drive us home while I stared out the window the whole time, fighting tears. 
 
    Jack parked in the garage and reached for my hand after he shut off the engine. “Parker, are you okay?” 
 
    “Let’s just go inside. Get drunk and pass out for the next two days.” I pulled away from him and trudged through the house to collapse on the couch. 
 
    Jack grabbed the whiskey and a couple glasses before he joined me in the living room. 
 
    But instead of sitting on the far end of the couch like he usually did, he sat right next to me and scooped me off the couch and into his lap. 
 
    His strong arms wrapped around me, holding me to his chest. 
 
    I could feel emotions bubbling up, threatening to break free and ruin his second shirt of the day with my snot, but before a single tear fell, his hand cradled the back of my head and his lips crushed against mine. 
 
    The kiss was hungry, needy, but there was something more there too. It felt like years’ worth of emotion and desire, all poured out into this one moment. Nothing inside of me hesitated. I kissed him back with everything I had. And just like that my body was in the game, responding to every touch and caress of his mouth and tongue. 
 
    By the time Jack pulled away, my head was fuzzier than any night of hitting tequila shots too hard. I couldn’t think of anything but Jack and the way his tongue felt in my mouth. “What the hell was that?” 
 
    He licked his lips and smirked at me. “I took a shot.” 
 
    I chewed on my lower lip as my heart threatened to beat out of my chest. “You really like me?” 
 
    “Parker, I have been into you since day one. But you never looked at me like anything more than a friend. So, I kept my distance.” His hand slid down to my ass and I couldn’t help but think we were far beyond friends now. 
 
    “Even though I’m broken?” 
 
    “You’re not broken. You’ve been through some shit. You faced something most teenagers wouldn’t ever dream of dealing with. But you’re not broken.” 
 
    With the way he was looking at me, I really believed him. 
 
    “Why didn’t you ever say something?” 
 
    He shook his head and his arms tightened around me. “We could debate all night whether anything was said, or anything was ever shown. Or I could take you into my bedroom right now and make you forget there was ever a time when we weren’t together.” 
 
    I bit my lip as he stood with me cradled in his arms, not waiting for my answer. Any protests I could think of evaporated. I didn’t want to fight him or myself anymore. He was everything I wanted, and he knew the truth. He knew I couldn’t give him a baby, at least not traditionally. For once, I did exactly what I wanted to do. 
 
    Jack kicked his door open and carried me inside. I’d been in Jack’s bedroom plenty. We watched movies, hung out, I’d even fallen asleep next to him a few times. 
 
    But this was different. This wasn’t about a couple of friends passing out in the same bed after a long shift at the firehouse or snuggling together to watch scary movies. There was only one reason for me to be in his room tonight, and it would change our relationship forever. 
 
    “You’re sure about this?” Jack laid me down on the bed, his huge body covering mine so all I could see was him. His warm, whiskey colored eyes were so much more intoxicating than the drink and the cocky smirk on his face made me want to kiss him all that much more. 
 
    “Are you sure? We do this, I don’t think I can go back to just being your friend.” I still couldn’t figure out how I’d never realized he wanted me as much as I wanted him, but with the way he was touching me, the way he’d kissed me, and the way he was staring at me now, not nearly enough blood was flowing to my brain to analyze our past when our future felt so tangible. 
 
    “Parker, I could never regret this, and I don’t want to be just your friend. I’ve never wanted to be just your friend.” His lips crushed against mine again, and then his tongue slicked against my lower lip, demanding entrance into my mouth. 
 
    That kiss was all it took. 
 
    Clothes went flying. 
 
    I was lost in Jack. In everything I hadn’t let myself believe I could feel with him. He made me feel things I’d never felt with anyone else, and as we came together again and again, I knew I didn’t want to ever let him go. 
 
    *** 
 
    After what felt like more orgasms than I’d ever had, Jack rolled onto his side, facing me, so that we were almost nose to nose. 
 
    “Parker, that was…” He grinned, brushing my sweaty hair back from my face before cupping my cheek. “I don’t even know. I don’t think they’ve invented a word incredible enough yet for what we just did.” He traced my cheekbone with his thumb, staring at me like I was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. 
 
    Even if it was just the sex talking, with the way he was looking at me, I felt like I could be. Like this could be more than a fling caused because we were both feeling emotional. 
 
    “Say you’ll stay in my bed. That this doesn’t have to just be a one-time thing.” 
 
    “Jack, how would we even make it work? We work together. We live together.” I leaned forward and kissed him softly. “It was amazing. And I don’t want it to end, but I have to be practical. I saw you with Briana today. You want that. You want a family. And I can’t give that to you.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me what I want, Steele, if you’re not going to even hear what I’m saying.” He shook his head. “You’re who I want. So, you can’t have babies. Big deal. We’ll adopt. Hell, I’ll go out right now, figure out the paperwork.” He leaned forward, pressing his forehead to mine. “I was serious earlier. We could keep Briana. I talked with the social worker before she left.” 
 
    “You did what?” My heart was racing again, but for a much bigger reason than climax. 
 
    “I wanted to make sure she would be taken care of. She’s going to draw up paperwork for me to foster Briana. But I can call her in the morning, ask her to add your name. And we can ask about adopting.” He propped himself up on one elbow, so that he was now almost looming over me. “I don’t care if I have a baby the old-fashioned way, or I adopt, or foster. You’re right that I want kids. And I want them with you. Because I know that no matter how they come to join our lives, you’re going to be an incredible mother, Parker. And any kid would be lucky to have you.” 
 
    This was all way too fucking fast. I barely got it through my head that Jack and I could be a thing, and now he wanted to adopt a baby? 
 
    I got up, pulling the top sheet with me. We were too naked, too exposed for this conversation. 
 
    “Parker, please, come back to bed. Come sleep with me. We don’t have to talk about this anymore tonight. I’ll put on a horror movie, make some popcorn, and we can just forget about it. We had a long twenty-four hours at the station, and I’m probably just not thinking clearly.” He held out his arms but didn’t make any other movements. He was letting me come to him. 
 
    Sighing, I crawled back onto the bed with him. “No popcorn. Just stay here, hold me. I don’t know why I let you talk me into scary movies.” 
 
    As he pulled me against his chest and tucked me right under his chin like this was exactly where I was meant to be, I snuggled close, breathing in his scent, and the scent of us mixed together. Jack turned on a movie, something with blood and guts in the first scene, but I couldn’t focus on the teenagers getting murdered. 
 
    Mind-blowing sex with my hot roommate was one thing. But suggesting we could adopt a baby? That was just too much to process. 
 
    On the one hand, Jack was clearly meant to be a father. Seeing him with Briana, so relaxed, so comfortable with her in his arms, proved what I’d always known. It would be so easy to want to bring her into our lives, more permanently. 
 
    But going from roommates to lovers, to potential parents, in less than twelve hours was insane. 
 
    “I can hear you thinking, Parker. If you’re not careful, smoke’s going to start coming out of your ears, from all the overthinking.” Jack’s voice was soft, a low rumble, but full of teasing and humor. “Do you want to talk it out?” 
 
    I shook my head. How could I verbalize everything that was going on in my head? 
 
    If I said it out loud, it would make it real. 
 
    He sighed. “I shouldn’t have said anything. Now you’re all in your head, instead of here with me. You’re supposed to be jumpy and crawling into my arms and burying your face into my chest when the killer’s on screen. Scary movies aren’t any fun if you’re not paying attention.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and looked up at him. “It is all your fault. But I can go into my room, leave you with your scary movie all alone, if my thinking is too loud for you.” 
 
    He reached over and shut off the movie before he shifted so that we were closer to eye to eye again. “Look, Parker, I know I just threw a curveball at you. And I know that it probably seems like I haven’t thought it all through. But I promise, I have. If you’re even remotely considering the possibility of a family with me, talk to me. Ask your questions, share your fears. Let me inside that head of yours.” 
 
    I frowned. He made it sound so easy. But I didn’t even know where to begin. “Why now?” It seemed like the easiest place to start. Or maybe it was just the thing that was weighing on me the heaviest. We’d been friends for years. Living together for most of that time. And not once had he ever made a serious move. Had he? 
 
    “I guess, it felt like you really opened up to me today. I got to see a side of you that I bet you don’t show anyone.” He leaned down and brushed his lips against mine. “It made me think that you might actually be ready for something more than just friends.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. “I never thought I had a chance. And now, I’m naked, in your bed, wrapped in your arms… And you’re talking about wanting to adopt a baby?” 
 
    “Parker, I’m not trying to freak you out. And I get it, it all sounds really sudden. But I have wanted you since training. I’ve been in love with you since we joined the same station. There’s no one else in the world I’d want to start a family with.” He sighed, a slight frown curving the corners of his mouth down. “Admittedly, I figured it would involve a lot more of the naked part up front, before we added a third person to the family, but life doesn’t always deal you the cards in the order you expect.” 
 
    My heart pounded against my chest as I realized just what he was saying. This wasn’t some joke, or Jack jumping in without thinking. He really wanted to do this. “We’d have to change a lot of things around. We couldn’t exactly leave a baby alone for twenty-four hours at a time. Where’s she going to sleep? How would we explain this to anybody? It’s mad.” 
 
    “You’re considering it?” His eyes lit up at the possibility, and his hands slid down to grab my ass, pulling me over onto his lap so that I was straddling him. “You want to adopt a baby with me?” 
 
    “Jack, I love you. You’re my best friend, the only person who really knows me. And damn it, I think I’m in love with you too.” I leaned down and kissed him hard and demanding, my lips crushing against his as I dug my fingertips into his shoulders and pressed every inch of skin against him that I could. “It’s crazy, and insane, and I don’t know how we’re going to do it, but from the moment I held Briana, I felt like she was my second chance. Like she was meant to be in my life. And giving her away this evening nearly ripped me open inside. Yes, I want her. I want to make a family with you.” 
 
    Jack hugged me tight, his hands sliding down over my ass again as his lips found mine. 
 
    It wasn’t fast, or desperate. It wasn’t about two friends scratching an itch. 
 
    This time, it was about me and Jack, about everything we’d never said to each other. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
    It took three months. 
 
    Three glorious months of dating Jack, of kissing and touching and finding out all the sexy little ways to drive him crazy. 
 
    Three months of making our lives ready for Briana. 
 
    If it weren’t for Jack, I probably would’ve given up on the whole process a few times. Between the background checks, rearranging the apartment, babyproofing, and buying new furniture, it felt like we were going through all the nesting of a pregnancy, in an accelerated timeframe. 
 
    It was exhausting. 
 
    But when I finally got to hold her in my arms as my daughter, as our daughter, all that fell away. 
 
    “I’d like to officially introduce you to Briana Marie Bishop.” The social worker, Laura, that we’d been working with these past three months smiled softly as she stepped back, leaving us in the office alone, just our little family. 
 
    Jack wrapped his arms around me and rested his chin on my shoulder as he kissed my cheek. “Just in time for Mother’s Day.” He grinned as he gently swayed with us both. “I have a surprise for you.” 
 
    “More surprises? I don’t think I can handle any more, Jack.” I cuddled Briana close, smiling so widely my face was starting to hurt. “She’s perfect.” 
 
    She’d gotten bigger every time we saw her, but Laura was good about making sure that we got to see her, to hold her, every time we met. And it seemed like Briana had started to recognize us too. 
 
    Jack pulled away and I heard him shift behind me, until I felt his hand brush against my lower back. 
 
    As I turned around, I gasped to see him down on one knee, looking up at us like we were his everything. 
 
    “Parker Steele, mother of my completely gorgeous daughter, there’s only one thing left to do for this family to be everything I want in my life.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small velvet pouch. “I think it’s only fair, if we’re going to be a family, that we all share the same last name.” 
 
    I swallowed hard, a lump of emotions forming in my throat as he shook a simple silver band out of the bag and reached for my left hand. 
 
    “What do you say, Steele? Be my wife.” 
 
    “Steele’s good. A little non-traditional for you to take my last name, but who am I to argue?” I winked at him. “Of course, we did just finalize all that paperwork to make Briana a Bishop.” 
 
    He jumped to his feet and pulled me into a hug, careful not to crush our daughter between us as his lips found mine. “I don’t care what last name we have, as long as we all have the same one.” He slipped the ring onto my finger and then kissed me again before murmuring against my lips, “Happy Mother’s Day, Parker.” 
 
    As Briana grabbed ahold of my free hand, and reached for Jack’s too, it seemed like she was trying to do exactly what she’d done since the very first day she came into our lives. She brought us closer together. Made us all a family. 
 
    Together. 
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    The Real Thing 
by Harmony Joy 
 
    Julie Lyle was an art therapist who was more than content with her life while Davis Aryes felt his life was out of control. Love-if this was love- could certainly wait. Couldn't it? 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    The Real Thing 
by Harmony Joy 
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Apprehension and excitement gripped Davis Aryes as he stood at her door. He knew he only had a few minutes before she looked up. One more moment before everything changed but until then he just wanted to look at her. Thirty-one-year-old Julie Lyle was in some ways the same as when he saw her last when she was sweetest girl at campus at twenty-one. She was still slender yet curvy with long brown hair and wide hazel eyes, but he could see the differences as well. On the surface her clothes style had changed and while that might seem superficial it was both intimidating and disappointing. 
 
          When they first met she was in her junior year and had transferred in because of a special art grant bequeathed to the University from some art patron. At twenty she still loved learning and every aspect of education with the excitement of a kindergartner on her first day while he four years older and working on his post grad thesis to get his Masters, frankly by then he was just tired of it all. Even then he was both drawn to her and a bit frightened as she had so much pure joy. She radiated it and he was always worried he would eradicate that somehow. 
 
         Still in spite of his fears they managed to stay together three years, past her graduation and then the following year he received his post grad degree. Everyone had assumed he would step into his family's business as a broker at the firm his great grand-dad had built but instead he had followed his former college room-mate into 4J U.S. Army Recruiting Battalion Oklahoma City, Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, OK. When he presented himself to Julie after enlisting instead of yelling at him for throwing his life away-as his mother did -she told him his newly shaved head made him look handsome and she was proud he was going to serve his country. 
 
    He had blown up and told her he was never serious about her, that the relationship had always just been a joke and his way of sowing his wild oats. He had ranted for twenty minutes not letting her get a word in edge-wise and when he was done he waited for her to snap. Instead she gently pointed out that he must be hurting to have come up with all of that. 
 
    The week before he was going to basic training was her art expo. Julie was showcasing her sculptures while her classmate was having a photo exhibit and other alumni was selling oil paintings depicting the fields of Oklahoma filled with golden-rods and prairie flowers. He had shown up with some blonde, to this day he could not remember her name. He rarely drank but he had that afternoon and fueled by liquid courage, fear and his own idea of twisted love he broke up with her again. This time to make there would be no forgiveness he had called her art insignificant, laughed at the idea that they would have married and made his parting words as harsh as possible when he said, “I'm glad I will be stationed thousands of miles away so I will never lay eyes on you again!"  Now a decade later he was back in Glenpool and he wasn't just laying eyes on her he couldn't look away. 
 
    "Davis?" Is that really you?" 
 
    Recognizing him instantly she watched as he took a step backward. 
 
    Davis could not have responded even if he wanted to.  The muscles in his tongue refused to form words-as if he could think of words to say-which he couldn’t, like he had been so many times around her, he felt tongue-tied. She moved from the side of the desk and met him at her door-frame, her hand coming to rest on his arm. "I'm so glad you are safe. I heard you did a second term in Afghanistan then no-one heard where you were.” Willing himself to behave normally even though his head was spinning and his stomach churned he swallowed through his tight throat ,squared her shoulders  ,and lifted his eyes to meet hers. "The last time I saw you, you were dressed like a rainbow."  Lifting an eyebrow and giving a quick nod to affirm the fact that she once had a dress of many colors she replied.  "That was at an art show. This is a counseling center, so this is more suitable." she explained as he glared at her less then glamour gray suit and her boring white blouse. 
 
    If she had been a bitter person she would have pointed out he used to make fun of her more festive outfits even though she knew he liked them, but she could never stay angry at anyone least of all Davis Collin Aryes. 
 
    For Julie it was love at first sight and even after a decade of his absence her heart still gave a flutter."  Speaking of which as wonderful as it is to see you I have a 4 o'clock meeting with some parents so maybe you can leave me your number and we can catch up later." 
 
    Ignoring her request for his number he tugged his arm away and explained that she was her appointment.  As her mouth fell open at the idea of him being a man with a child his face turned red. 
 
    Children were the root of his problem...of their problem but he had never trusted her enough to really tell her. 
 
    "Paxton Smyth is not my daughter, she is my god-daughter, when Stu, her Dad is deployed she stays with her mother and grand-mother. Her mother had a work opportunity that would take her out of town for a few weeks which was still fine because she had her granny ...."  
 
    "And her grandmother?" Julie asked doing her best to sound professional now that she had learned Davis's visit was not a social call. 
 
    "Her grand-mother fractured her pelvis. It is not serious but she can't be driving Paxon here and there so I said I would help out. Her teacher suggested counseling at the beginning of the year when her parents separated but group therapy hasn't worked out. She enjoys art so art therapy was recommended. Here is the paper-work. I knew it was with Dr. Lyle, but I never thought you as teaching. I thought of you...." 
 
    Julie plucked the papers from his hand scanning it without really seeing the words. Donning a fake smile, she let out a long, slow sigh." I already know what you think of my art-work but rest assured I am a good art therapist. I will go over your god-daughter's file and come up with an indivisible plan and be back with you by Monday. Nice seeing you again. "She finished by shutting the door. "Good-bye" he mumbled softly, too shaken by her sudden coldness to say anymore.   
 
      It was another two hours before she was done for the day having missed lunch she was looking forward to dinner and some meaningless sitcom on T.V. so she was racing through the parking lot when she heard. "You have a minute?" Startled by both the voice and having a man step out of the shadows, Julie’s hand flew to her mouth, her heart thudding against her chest like a ricocheting tennis-ball l. "Are you nuts D you scared me." He paused at hearing the old nick-name." Without thinking he took hold of her hand and slipped it into the crook of his arm. Sorry, scaring you was not my intent. Do you have a husband or a boyfriend waiting at home?" Jill pulled her arm away and frowned at him." Do you believe you have the right to ask that?" 
 
    "No but you never wore rings on your fingers because of the clay, you would have on earrings, bracelets that jangled like wind-chimes, toe rings and all those ribbons in your hair but never on your fingers so I couldn't tell if you were married." 
 
    "You seem to remember a lot about what I wore." she stated hauntingly. 
 
    "I remember everything about you. Look.  I was hoping we could talk, take my car or yours whatever makes you comfortable, I just want to talk.... apologize not start an argument and open old wounds. You mentioned talking earlier. "He reminded her. 
 
    "Today I thought I was meeting an old friend, not a guardian of a client. It wouldn't be professional, and I take my job seriously", she explained as she rubbed at her temple with her hand. “I am sleepy and hungry so I am heading home but I assure you I will treat Paxton well, I am glad you are fighting for her." 
 
    Narrowing his eyes and trying to appear in control, even though his heart was clamoring inside him, he said softly. "I am sure you will do a wonderful job and I do care about her but what you said about me not liking your art .I loved it .I always did .I owe you an explanation and if I have to wait until after she gets done with your counseling that is fine or we can be adults and just have a lunch .We can invite your husband I just want to clear the air ." 
 
    "I don't have a husband, alight and it will be one lunch. I have your phone number on file and will call you Saturday." Davis expelled a deep sigh and then turned to go. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
    The Julie he saw walking into the restaurant was more like the one he knew from years ago. Her skirt was of some sort of swirly skirt in a bright yellow with a bright orange top and high-heeled silver boots. He rose to his feet and smiled when he saw her even though he was a bundle of nerves.  
 
    "There's so much I want to tell you, but I want to get it right, so I brought these." he said once she was seated. She took the bundle of pamphlets. 
 
    "Huntington’s disease? “she asked. 
 
    "My uncle and my dad both developed the disease Generally, if someone has Huntington’s disease, their children have a 1 in 2 chance of developing it. I didn't want that to happen so the week I turned eight-teen I went and got a vasectomy that way I never had to worry about passing it on. I have no idea years later I would meet you.  Trust me when I say I get sick to my stomach every-time I think of the way I treated you like a possession instead of a person, took your emotions for granted and  let you think one day  we would be husband and wife just because that was what I knew you wanted to hear. I know I don't deserve  your forgiveness but I did love you even if I didn't say it then in fact I never truly loved anyone then came you, no matter how I treated you-  you  openly loved me so that last week I tried to push you away, yell you and scare you away." "Why?" she asked clearly confused." The main symptoms of Huntington’s disease are: physical symptoms, such as stiffness, involuntary movements, changes in balance and co-ordination, loss of control of bodily functions such as swallowing and speaking, and fatigue. We were used to my dad having to deal with that. We all knew that Huntington’s disease is progressive, meaning it worsens over time. While there is no cure, treatment can alleviate symptoms and most days he seemed well but that week I found out my mother had been having an affair. I was not sure at the time how long it was going on, but I walked in on her and my dad's friend. The man was like a second father to me. He tried to explain that my dad's changes in thinking such as difficulty concentrating, and deterioration of memory and loss of empathy was why my mother was unfaithful. I didn't want us to end up like that the more I thought about it the more I wanted to shield you from it all." 
 
    "So, you tried to push me away and when that didn't work you joined the Army?” Julia asked. "And when that didn't dim my thoughts of you I did another four years. Dad died 40 months ago, and I have been at the brokerage firm in a job I seem to be good at even if I hate it. Life isn't horrible but it doesn't have you in it I know that you have no reason to believe we could ever start over but if we could at-least be my friend could be happy." "A real friend would never run out on you just because of an illness", she told him,” so now I don’t know what part of our relationship the real thing was.”, Davis knew he wanted too much. He wanted to touch her hair to see if it was as soft as he remembered. He wanted to run his hands through it wrap it around his fist and draw her into his arms. He wanted to tell her not to push herself at work because she didn’t need to save everyone, and he wanted to assure he that for him she was the real thing. Instead he made some comment about the weather. 
 
    The dinner was finished in near silence, later curled up in her living room sofa she finished the pamphlets he gave her. She learned genetic testing can reveal whether a person carries the gene for Huntington’s disease. This can be used to confirm a diagnosis once symptoms appear, or when a person at risk of Huntington’s disease wants to know if they have inherited the gene. Davis had told her he never bothered to get tested because his future didn’t matter as it was something he could not change but she was sure this attitude was in part whatever had happened between his parents. 
 
    As the weeks past and she saw him show love and patience with Paxton, Julie let her heart open to his again. Even as it was bending the rules they would meet for coffee or a quick lunch. She never discussed Paxton anger at the moves and changes in her life and he never asked Julie to disclose the pre- teens confidence. By the time Paxton’s mother had returned from her sales trip and the grandmother was on the mend Julie and Davis had- renewed their friendship. 
 
    There was just one thing he needed to know. And she planned to tell him soon. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
       In spite of her best intentions to have a serious talk with Davis all their casual non-dates ended up with them just having fun. Even in college when they had falling in love the first time dealing with his dad’s illness and his mother’s depression had kept him from being carefree.  
 
    Now he laughed and cried and spoke openly about his regrets. He admitted he liked her bright clothes and was happy to go to the art shows he used to complain about. He was careful not to criticize the work load that had her running home early each night. 
 
    Taking a deep breath and putting perspective in his life he found himself at the one place he had never gone.   Julie’s doorstep. 
 
    She opened the door frowning then gave a sigh and smiled.” I was just thinking about you. I owe you the full truth and an apology.” she began as soon as the door. She broke off in a gasp as Davis took of her hands, pulled her close and kissed her hard on the mouth. After several heady moments of kissing he said.” This is the new start, a start that I hope can end in marriage.” Julie closed the door behind them, leaning against it for a moment. His mouth swooped down to capture hers. When he pulled back, he arched one brow, waiting” What about the fact that you never want children?” she asked.  “I never didn’t want any I knew I couldn’t have any, but we can adopt…”   Those words earned him a kiss that had her giggling and laughing in his arms.” That is wonderful because I have been fostering a little girl named Daisy for 3 years and am in the process of adopting. I didn’t want to introduce you until I was sure you wanted to stay. Are you sure?”  Davis paused then spoke soulfully,” It is a challenge walking into a life that has never stopped moving, you have to jump on board and try to fit in.” With that there no need of any questions, or  misunderstandings their love really was alright. 
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    Always Mine 
by E.S. McMillan 
 
    No secret will stay buried forever. 
 
    Shelby Davis has lived the past eighteen years trying to move on after the death of her husband. With the help of her now teenage daughter, time has continued to march on. When a secret is discovered, everything that Shelby has held on to dearly will be forever changed. Will Shelby be able to pick up the pieces and hold on to what had become her’s. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Always Mine 
by E.S. McMillan 
 
    Prologue 
 
    Shelby 
 
      
 
    “Wake up Ellie. It’s the first day of your senior year.” I whispered to my now almost grown daughter as I made my way into her room and opened up the curtains. Letting the light stream in, I looked around the room and remembered the first time I placed her in this room and wished her sweet dreams. 
 
    “I just need five more minutes.” Ellie moaned, as she turned away from the light and pulled the purple comforter over her head.  
 
    “Baby, you have to get up.” I gently said a little louder.  
 
    “Please mama.” Ellie whined. I couldn’t help the smile that pulled at my lips. Looking at the girl fighting with me, I felt my heart explode with love for her. 
 
    “Ellie Marie Davis, it is time for you to get your butt out of bed and get ready for school. There is coffee brewing in the machine downstairs and I just brought up your laundry. Get up.” I said, with a hint of amusement in my voice.  
 
    “Yes mama.” Ellie acquiesced, as she sat up in her bed. Looking at the young lady with messy hair, I couldn’t help but think about her father. I lost Jacob eighteen years ago when he ran into one of the Twin Towers to help save some of the people that were trapped in the building. He helped thirty people escape to safety, but never made it out alive. I was angry for a long time. It wasn’t fair. Thankfully I had Ellie and she helped bring the light back into my life. I always felt as if Jacob left her in my care to help me get over losing him.   
 
    “Last year of high school.” I said, as I dropped onto the bed next to my daughter. “Get through today and everything after today will be a piece of pie.”  
 
    “You always say the weirdest things Mama.”  
 
    “Mama Sandra told me that on the day I buried your father.” I confided to Ellie. Remembering the words of my dear friend made the smile on my face grow a little bit more.   
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be disrespectful to daddy’s memory or Mama Sandra. Are we still going down to Allenville for Thanksgiving?” Ellie asked, waking up a little bit more. 
 
    “Yes, but you need to get yourself to school before thinking about a holiday that is two months away.” I sassed, standing up and making my way to the doorway. “Take a quick shower and be down for breakfast in twenty minutes. I will have oatmeal and toast ready with your coffee.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Ellie said, as she climbed out of her bed and started to make her way to her bathroom.  
 
    “You don’t have to thank me. It has always been and will always be my job to make sure that you are taken care of.” I called out to Ellie.  
 
    “I love you.” She responded, before closing the door to the bathroom. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Elle 
 
    “Miss Davis, can you stay a moment after class?” My senior English teacher, Mr. Johnson called out to me as the bell rang, dismissing class for the day. 
 
    “Of course. Is something wrong?” I asked, as I placed my books and pen into my backpack. Making my way up to Mr. Johnson’s desk, I looked behind me and waved to my best friend. I would call Michelle when I left here and fill her in on the details on why I was asked to stay after class. 
 
    Waiting until the class emptied out, Mr. Johnson started searching through the papers on his desk. Finally finding what he was looking for as the door to the classroom slammed shut, he looked up at me and motioned for me to have a seat in the desk directly in front of him. “Thank you for staying after school Ellie. I know that this is your last class of the day and I promise not to take up too much of your time on the first day of school.” The smile on his face was warm and inviting, but I had a feeling that there was a not so friendly reason why he asked to stay after class. “Breathe Ellie. You are not in trouble.”  
 
    Letting out the breath that I didn’t know that I was holding, I relaxed into the seat. “What’s up Mr. Johnson?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, when I realized that you were going to be in my senior English class this year, I pulled your file and did a little bit of research on you.  
 
    “What did my file say?” I asked, feeling my curiosity grow. 
 
    “A better question is why are you in my class when you should be in A.P. English?” Mr. Johnson said, looking directly at me. 
 
    “Umm, I don’t know. I never really thought about taking A.P. English.” I admitted.  
 
    “Ellie. Do you mind if I call you Ellie?” He asked. “Your grades are phenomenal. You are clearly way beyond anything that I am going to teach in this class. I fear that you are going to be bored.” 
 
    “Oh no. I took your class on purpose. I have been looking forward to your senior class since freshman year. I am so looking forward to reading some of the classics under your guidance.” I gushed, knowing that I sounded just like a fangirl. 
 
    “Well, I am very honored and will do my best to challenge you this year.” He said with a twinkle in his eye. “Ellie, if you do get bored in my class, please don’t hesitate to let me know. I also teach the A.P. English class and would be more than happy to get you added to that one.” 
 
    “To be honest, I am good with taking it easy this year.” I informed Mr. Johnson. 
 
    “Oh, I will make sure that you are challenged. This will not be a class that you will be able to sleep through.”  
 
    “Good.” I said, as I started to gather up my bag. “Is there anything else that you needed from me?”   
 
    “Actually yes. Is your mother Shelby Lynn. Well, I guess it would be Davis now?”                
 
    “Yes.” I nervously answered, freezing in my tracks. 
 
    “I went to school with your mother and father. We were all really good friends. I’ve known your dad Jacob since preschool. I lost touch with a lot of my friends when I moved away for college. I thought I would reconnect with some of my old crew when I moved back to teach here. I just really haven’t had the time to reach out to anyone.” 
 
    “Well, I can help you a little bit. My dad died right after I was born. He was one of the firefighters who volunteered to go to the city on September 11th. He helped saved a lot of people, but never made it back home to my mother. I was only three months old when he died.” 
 
    “I didn’t know.” Mr. Johnson said, as he looked at me. 
 
    “Well now you do.” I said, annoyed that I had to explain all of this again. Around here, almost everyone knew the story of local hero Jacob Davis and his widow, Shelby. “If there is nothing else that you need from me, I am going to head home before my mother gets worried.”  
 
    “Ellie, wait.” Mr. Johnson called out, after the shock wore off. “I am so sorry for bringing this up. I honestly didn’t know. I’m sorry if I upset you.” 
 
    “It’s fine. If there isn’t anything else that you needed from me, I will see you tomorrow.” I said, fighting back the tears that were building up.  
 
    “See you tomorrow Ellie. Please don’t forget about the homework assignment.” 
 
    “Fill out the contact information sheet you handed out and read the first three chapters of The Wizard of Oz.” I recited to Mr. Johnson from the doorway. “I got it.” Making my way down the now empty hallway, I couldn’t fight the tears that had built up while speaking to my English teacher any longer. They started rolling down my cheeks before I even made it to my locker down the hall. Stopping to grab my jacket and purse, I checked myself out in my small locker mirror and was so thankful that there was no one around to see me in the state that I was in. I didn’t want to answer any more questions from anyone. I was so ready for this day to be over. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Ellie, is that you?” My mother called out, as I closed our front door behind me. “How was your first day of school? 
 
    “Fine. I have a ton of homework to do.” I called back out to her, as I made my way up the stairs. I wanted to avoid the barrage of questions that my mother always had for me after the first day of school.  
 
    “Ellie?” My mother called out as she placed the book that she was reading on the end table. Making her way out of the living room, “wait. I want to hear about your first day of school.” 
 
    Stopping on the top step, I turned to look at my mother. I studied her in the dim light of the hallway and noticed that she wasn’t the mirror image of myself that I was always told she was. “It was just a regular day. I went to all my classes, met my new teachers, and got way too many assignments for the first day of school.” I said, hoping that my answer was enough to satisfy my mother’s curiosity.  
 
    “Ellie Marie Davis. I don’t know what has gotten into you, but you will not speak to me like that. Why don’t you come downstairs with me, grab a snack, and try again?” My mother said, clearly more annoyed with my attitude than curious about how my day went. Turning around, she made her way back down the stairs and to the living room. Hearing the couch squeak, I knew that my mother had reclaimed her seat closest to the fireplace.  
 
    “Yes ma’am.” I mumbled, as I made my way back down the stairs. Walking into the living room, I stopped in the doorway and looked around. There was something out of the ordinary, but I just couldn’t put my finger on it.  
 
    “Come have a seat next to me.”  
 
    Walking into the room, I plopped down on the empty couch cushion next to my mother and felt her grab my hand. “School was cool mom.” I sighed, hoping to appease her curiosity about my day.  
 
    “Which teachers did you get?” My mom asked, turning in her seat to face me.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, “I got Mr. Johnson for English. He kept me after class on the first day.”  
 
    “What did I tell you about fooling around in class? School is a place to learn, you have the weekends to goof off.” My mother said, switching to her bad cop persona. 
 
    “I wasn’t in trouble.” I cried out, offended that she would assume the worse. “He had pulled my file and wanted to know why I wasn’t taking a more advanced class this year.”  
 
    “Oh!” Fell from my mother’s lips. The shock was written all over her face. She was embarrassed for her rush to judgement. “I’m sorry Ellie.” 
 
    “It’s fine mom.” I said, as I stood up and turned to make my retreat out of the living room.  
 
    “Ellie! Wait a second. Why are you in such a rush?” My mother called after me.  
 
    “I’m just tired. It’s been a long day and I have a lot of work that needs to get done.” I told her, hoping that it would be enough to end this line of questioning. 
 
    “Who’s your English teacher again? I can call the school and request a change of class if he is giving you a hard time.” My mother said, clearly trying to smooth things over with me. 
 
    “Mr. Johnson.” I sighed. “You don’t have to call the school. I can handle him. I think he just wants to make sure that I am not bored or something.” 
 
    “Johnson…Johnson…Johnson. Why does that name sound familiar?” My mother asked, as she stood up and made her way towards me. 
 
    “He said that he went to school with you and dad.”  
 
    “Is your teacher Cole Johnson?” My mother asked, as a light bulb went off in her head.  
 
    “Yes.” I said, hoping that this conversation would be over soon. 
 
    “Oh my! That is a blast from the past.” My mother said, walking past me. Stopping at the hall closet, she opened the door and reached up on the shelf. Finally grabbing what she was obviously looking for, she made her way quickly back into the living room. “Here it is.” Grabbing her reading glasses off the small end table, she placed them on her face and patted the cushion next to her. “You want to see what Mr. Johnson looked like when he was younger?”  
 
    “Not really.” I said, still a little upset from my earlier conversation with Mr. Johnson. Making my way slowly back to the couch, I sat down next to my mother and watched as she took a trip down memory lane.  
 
    “Oh, my goodness!” She exclaimed, with a huge smile on her face. “Look Ellie. Here is Mr. Johnson, your father, and me after Homecoming.” Pointing to the picture of a beautiful cheerleader standing between two football players. Each of the boys were kissing one of her cheeks and they looked like they had just won a million dollars. “This was right after the game where we beat St. Francis Prep. No one expected us to win, but Cole threw the ball with four seconds on the clock and your father caught it in the end zone.” The look on my mother’s face mirrored the look that was captured on her younger self in the picture. She was so full of happiness and life.  
 
    “How come I never knew that you were a cheerleader?” I asked, getting sucked into the moment.  
 
    “I don’t know honey. That was a lifetime ago. Back when things made sense and your father was still here.”  
 
    “I’m sorry mom.” I said, when I saw the tear trickle down her cheek. I knew that talking about dad was hard for her and I tried to avoid it whenever I could.  
 
    “Oh Ellie. You didn’t do anything wrong. This was one of the best days of my life.” Wiping away the tear that was rolling down my mother’s beautiful brown skin, “do you know what the all-time best day for me was?”  
 
    “The day you married dad?” I said, wishing that I could have been there to witness the epic love that was Shelby and Jacob Davis. 
 
    “That was a good guess, but nope.” My mom said, with a smile. “The all-time best day of my life was the day that I got to meet you.” Leaning into me, she wrapped me up in a hug that I didn’t want to end. I felt so safe and secure in her arms. I knew that nothing would ever hurt me as long as my mother was close by.  
 
    Pulling away slowly, I looked up at my mother. “Mom since we are looking at old pictures, could we go through my baby book? It has been a while.”  
 
    “Are you sure?” My mother asked, hoping that I wouldn’t change my mind. Looking at me, she held her breath waiting to see what my next move would be. 
 
    “The box is in the hall closet?” I inquired, standing up and making my way to the small room that held so many memories for us.  
 
    “Yes.” She told me, as she released the breath that she was holding.  
 
    Ring…Ring…Ring.  
 
    “Hello.” My mother said, as she answered the ringing phone that was resting on the end table next to her. “This is Ellie’s mother. Who may I ask is calling?”  
 
    Stopping right in front of the closed door, I listened intently to my mother’s half of the phone call. I wondered who could be calling her from my school.  
 
    “Cole? It is so good to hear your voice.” My mother’s voice rang out. She sounded happy and it was nice. Even if the person who was making her happy was someone other than me or my dad.  
 
    Losing interest in my mother’s conversation, I opened the closet door. Pulling the light switch that was hanging from the single light bulb in the middle of the small room, I looked at all the boxes that neatly lined the walls. The box that caught my attention had my name scribbled across it in my father’s handwriting. Feeling a pull that I couldn’t explain to the box, I grabbed it and laid it down on the floor. Carefully pulling at the tape that held it closed, I opened the boxed. Smiling as my eyes saw the contents, I started to pull out my old baby clothes. Coming across a purple blanket that had my name stitched into the corner, I brought it up to my nose and inhaled. Hoping to uncover some lost memories, I stood in the middle of the closet holding the old blanket. Letting my eyes fall closed, my mind pulled up memories of my father that I thought were long gone.  
 
    *** 
 
    “Ellie? Where did you go?” My mother called out, snapping me out of my head. Looking around, I realized that I was still in the closet.  
 
    “In here.” I called out, bending down to put the blanket that was in my hands back in the box that I had pulled it out of. I noticed an envelop with my name on it laying in the open box. Picking up and looking at in more closely, I noticed that I had never seen that handwriting before. Letting my curiosity get the better of me, I gently opened up the envelope and pulled out the paper that was neatly folded inside of it.  
 
    “Ellie?” My mother called out again, this time her voice was a little closer. “What are you still doing in there?”  
 
    “Mom, why is there a letter addressed to me?” I asked as I started to read the letter. 
 
      
 
    Dear My Sweet Ellie,  
 
    I hope that you are in a good place when you finally read this letter. I can’t tell you how many times I have rewritten this, trying to get it just perfect. I know that no matter what I say, you are probably still going to be angry and hurt. The only thing that I can say is that I am sorry. I am sorry that I couldn’t be the mother that you deserved and needed. I hated having to give you up but knew that it was the best thing that I could have done for you. There are so many reasons that I could give you, but honestly none of them will ever excuse the fact that I gave away my beautiful little girl.  
 
    I want you to know that not a day has gone by where you have not been on my mind or in my heart. I hope that Shelby and Jacob have given you the life that I always wanted for you. When I met them, I knew that they would be the best parents for you. Giving you up was the hardest thing that I have ever done.  
 
    Please don’t hate me for giving you up or your parents for taking you. Just know that I have always loved you and will always love you. I hope that one day, you will come find me and give me a chance to tell you the real story of where you came from. I will tell you this much, I have loved your birth father every single day since I have met him. I will love him until the day that I die. He is a good man and I don’t think that he will ever forgive me for giving up his baby girl.  
 
    My name is Keisha Grant and I live in the small town of Allenville, South Carolina. I don’t think I will ever leave here. I will be here waiting for the day that you want to meet me.  
 
      
 
    I love you Ellie! 
 
      
 
    Now and Forever,  
 
    Your First Mother ~ Keisha 
 
      
 
    “Ellie.” My mother said, from the doorway. “I can explain.”  
 
    “Is it true? Is what I just read true?” I demanded, hoping that she wouldn’t lie to me.  
 
    “Yes,” rushed out of her mouth with the breath the she was holding. Reaching out to brace herself on the wall, “I can explain.”  
 
    “There is no need.” I said, as the letter that I just read feel from my hands. Desperately needing air to process what I had just learned; I pushed past my mother and made my way to the front door. Opening the door, I turned back to see her with tears streaming down her face. “Don’t wait up for me.”  
 
    “I don’t care what that paper said Ellie. You’ve always been mine.”  
 
    Slamming the door behind me, I made my way down the driveway and hopped into my car. Thankful for my purse that was still sitting in the passenger seat, I grabbed the key and started up the car. Reversing down my driveway, I hit my street. Not knowing where I could go, I just drove. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Shelby 
 
    Three Months Later 
 
      
 
    “Cole, I don’t know what I am going to do. It has been three months since Ellie found the letter from her birth mother and she hasn’t been the same ever since.” I said, as I laid my head on Cole’s shoulder. So much had changed in the past three months and I finally felt like I wasn’t drowning. Cole came back into my life just when I needed him the most. He has been by my side ever since the day my beautiful daughter found out that I didn’t give birth to her.  
 
    “Shel, I know it may feel like there is no bright side to life right now. I promise that things will get better. Ellie has had a ton to process and she is honestly doing as well as can be expected.” Leaning over, he placed a gentle kiss on my forehead. “Give it some more time. Things will get better.” 
 
    “Thank you. I don’t know what I would have done without you.” I admitted, meaning every word and returning the kiss that he just gave me. 
 
    “Oh geez! Do you know how disrespectful it is for you two to be all over each other, here of all places?” Ellie asked, as she slammed into the house. Dropping her backpack on the floor, she just stood in the living room doorway and glared at Cole and I. “It is bad enough that you are now dating my teacher, but to bring him here of all places.” 
 
    “Wait just a minute young lady. This is my house and I am fully grown. Cole and I are both consenting adults.” Jumping up, I stared Ellie down. I know that she is processing a lot right now, but I will not tolerate this disrespect from her. Taking a deep cleansing breath, “Ellie. I don’t want to fight with you anymore. I love you more than life itself and I hate that we are in the place.” 
 
    “You lied to me my whole entire life!” She screamed at me.  
 
    “Ellie, don’t yell at your mother like that.” Cole said, getting up and taking the two steps that were separating us. Placing his hand on my back for support, “I know you are processing a lot right now, but I will not just sit here while you beat her up.” 
 
    “You’re not my father!” Ellie roared, focusing her rage at Cole. “Well, she is not my mother either, so you too are actually perfect for each other.” Turning on her heels, Ellie marched up the steps and slammed her bedroom door behind her. 
 
    The house shook as I collapsed into Cole’s waiting arms, I let out the sob that had been building up. “I’ve lost her.”  
 
    “No, you haven’t. She is an angry teenager.” Cole said, as he rubbed my trembling back. Leading my back to the sofa, he gently sat us both down and wrapped me up in his strong arms. “Shelby, it’s going to be okay. Maybe not today or tomorrow, but it will be okay. She loves you and knows how much you love her. She’s angry and you are the only one here, so you are going to take all of what she has to dish out.” 
 
    “When did you get so good at this?” I asked, wiping my eyes and looking up into his deep chocolate eyes. 
 
    “I was born this way.” He said with a wink. 
 
    “Oh goodness.” I responded with a chuckle. Taking a much-needed deep breath, “thank you for everything. I don’t know if I will ever be able to thank you for just being here through all of this.”  
 
    “You don’t have to thank me. Shelby, I have to tell you something. Now probably isn’t the right time, but this can’t wait anymore.”  
 
    “What is it?” I asked, sitting up and fearing for the absolute worse. 
 
    Turning his body to face me and taking both of my hands in his, “I have been in love with you since the first day that I saw you walking across the quad with your books in your arms. You were walking with Rebecca Morrow and I think you ladies were headed to Mr. Myers’ science class.”  
 
    “Why didn’t you say something then. It was months before you actually talked to me.” I asked, shocked by his confession. 
 
    “When I told Jacob about you, he thought that I should make my move. When I had finally gotten up the nerve to talk to you, he saw you and fell head over heels in love. I remember that day as if it were yesterday. We were all at the bonfire and I was about to go talk to you, but then he saw you. The look on his face told me that I had blown my chance and I knew that I had to take myself out of the equation.”  
 
    “I didn’t know…” 
 
    “Shh. He didn’t know what effect you were going to have on him. It was instant and hit him like a ton of bricks.” Leaning into me with a thoughtful look on his face, “when we were walking home that night Jacob told me something that I will never forget.” 
 
    “What?” I asked, becoming impatient and needing to know everything. 
 
    “He told me that he was going to marry you one day.” Cole confessed.  
 
    “Really?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes really. Shelby, there was no one else for him after that day.”  
 
    “I loved him with every bit of my heart. We had a good life together. We made a beautiful family…” 
 
    “No! You took someone else’s child and played house!” Ellie roared from her across the room. I didn’t know that she came back downstairs. 
 
    “Ellie. That’s not fair.” Cole said, instantly putting some distance between us. The temperature in the room dropped and my heart shattered into a million pieces.  
 
    “It’s the truth.” Ellie spit out. Shifting her attention from Cole to me, “it seems like I was interrupting something important.” 
 
    “No. We were just talking…” I started. 
 
    “I just came to tell you that I am leaving.” Ellie interrupted me and picked up her backpack off the floor.  
 
    “Will you be back for dinner tonight?” I asked, not wanting to fight with Ellie anymore. I was tired and just wanted things to go back to the way that they used to be. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What do you mean? When are you coming back home?” I asked, noticing how angry and hurt my child really was. She was not the Ellie that I raised anymore. She was someone that I didn’t recognize.  
 
    “I don’t know.”  
 
    “Ellie, where are you going?” I asked, standing up on shaky legs.  
 
    “I am going to find my mother.” 
 
    “I’m right here.” I said, not really understanding what was happening.  
 
    “No! I am going to find my real mother. Keisha Grant.” Ellie informed me, as she picked up her backpack off the floor and flung it over her shoulder. 
 
    “I…I…I don’t understand.” Feeling the room start to spin around me, I plopped down. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Cole asked, worry etched on his handsome face. 
 
    “She will be fine.” Ellie said, with a venom laced voice.  
 
    “Why don’t you slow down for a minute?” Cole asked, hoping to restore some kind of order to the situation that was unfolding.  
 
    “You’re not a part of this! You’re not my dad! I thought my dad died but turns out he was lying to me too.”  
 
    “Enough!” I roared, instantly regretting my tone with Ellie. “Listen, I understand that you are hurt and angry. You are allowed to be. You just found out something that shattered your whole world. Ellie, I love you and will give you all the space you need to process this. One thing I will not tolerate is the disrespect that you have been heaping on me, Cole, and your father.”  
 
    “I don’t have to listen to you!” Ellie roared back, interrupting me and causing my heart to break a little bit more. I was losing my baby girl and didn’t know what to do to get her back. Looking at Ellie, I didn’t recognize the young woman who was standing in my house. I missed my daughter so much and wanted her back. 
 
    Taking a deep breath and staring me down, “I didn’t come in here to fight with you anymore.” The tone of Ellie’s voice was eerily calm, and I knew that this was it. This was the last time that I would see my baby girl. The next time I laid eyes on her, she would be someone else. “I just wanted to tell you that I was leaving to go find my mother. You don’t have to worry about me anymore.” Turning her back to me, Ellie made her way to the front door. There was a moment of silence before my front door opened and then instantly closed with a loud bang.  
 
    “Ellie!” I called out, hoping that she could hear me through her pain. Collapsing into Cole’s arms, “Ellie come back!” The tears flowed with no sign of stopping, “you’re mine! Always mine…” 
 
    “Shh!” Cole soothed as he wrapped his arms around me and held me tight. “She’s yours and will come back home.”  
 
    “Do you promise?” I asked, hoping that he would say the magic words that I needed to hear. 
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