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      Charlie sat at the head of the bed, holding his father’s hand as he tried to wrap his mind around the abrupt left turn his life had taken. His daughter, the one he’d just found out about a few months prior, sat beside him, her legs swinging back and forth as she wiggled on the stool.

      Charlie’s father, Brock, stared in rapt fascination at the dark-haired six-year-old. His granddaughter. The one he’d never live long enough to see grow up. Tears shimmered in his father’s eyes. Charlie stifled a sob and steadied himself. He could not afford for Grace to see his grief. It felt like the world was about to open up and swallow him whole, and if he’d been alone, he would have considered letting it. His father was his world. His best friend. Charlie had left his parents alone because the travel bug had gotten a hold of him. His phone calls dwindled until they were down to maybe twice a month.

      He’d come home to watch his father die. It was the worst sort of irony. Charlie wanted to come home successful and make his parents proud. He’d done that. At the expense of the time he could have spent with his father. Guilt swam in his veins. He’d accomplished all these amazing things and the one person he wanted to share it with was going to leave him soon.

      Cancer. Terminal. Those two words shook Charlie to his core when he’d found them out. He couldn’t even manage to tell them about Grace when he’d heard the news. Granted, his daughter was a wonderful surprise in the face of all of this darkness, but he didn’t have the heart to shock them with it. So he’d gotten his daughter a passport, arranged all the necessary legal documents and brought her home from Scotland to Pecan Grove, Texas. Two vastly different places with vastly different people.

      "How old are you?" his father rasped.

      Grace stared down at her chubby fingers and concentrated before holding up six of them.

      "Six?" His father's eyes widened comically. "That's so old."

      Grace giggled and put her hands over her mouth, her blue eyes bright.

      "Do you have a driver's license?" he asked.

      Charlie's heart was breaking, one piece of it at a time. He sucked in a shaky breath and blew it out, his head bowed and his hand still tight in his dad's.

      She giggled again and shook her head. "Daddy drives me everywhere."

      "So he's like a chauffeur? Does he have a limo?" Brock Evan's chest rose and fell with effort, a testament to how much he wanted to know his granddaughter. He hadn't spoken this much in weeks.

      Grace shook her head. "An old truck." She pinched her nose. "It smells when he turns it on."

      Brock laughed, a rattle in his chest. "That's because it used to be my truck, so it's really, really old."

      "He should buy a new one," Grace pronounced.

      "I agree," his father said. "He can afford it."

      But Charlie wouldn't because his father had given him that truck and every time he started it, he thought about the hours he'd spent in the garage with him tinkering with it. As a photographer, memories were everything to him. He captured them on film for himself and other people, but the best memories were the ones he held in his heart. He  pulled them out only when the darkness became too lonely.

      Before his life had changed so much, he was content to be alone, to see the world, to give other people their memories with the click of a shutter, but the second he found out he was losing his father, all of those memories became more precious than gold to him and he held on to them, even as he felt them slipping through his fingers like sand. He wanted more than the memories. He wanted his father.

      Mary Evans popped into the room. His mom, even with this current heartache, was still a stunner. She visited the salon once a month to keep up with the silvery blonde color of her hair. There were few wrinkles on her face, but where there was once smooth skin around her mouth, grief had formed light lines. Her eyes, the color of a summer sky, were darker now with tears constantly being shed at the thought of a life away from her husband of twenty-five years.

      But since Charlie had come home with a precious little girl in tow, his mother's step was a touch lighter. She'd always wanted grandchildren, though he knew she didn't exactly want them like this.

      "Grace, honey," his mother said, "how about some lunch?"

      Grace, still not used to her new grandmother, peered up at Mary. "Grape jelly?" she inquired, a suspicious glint in her eye. Last week, she'd been given strawberry jam, and so had refused to eat her lunch for days. Mary, smart enough to choose her battles, had gone to the grocery store as soon as she realized it was one she wasn't going to win. There were now three jars of grape jelly in the pantry and the softer bread Grace liked.

      "Of course," she said, a smile peeking out. She held her hand out, and Grace slid off the chair and followed.

      As soon as the door shut, his father sighed. "Her mother must have been a real stunner. She doesn't look a thing like you."

      Charlie chuckled because it was true. "DNA proven and everything," he said. "And thank goodness, she doesn't. Her mother was a way better sight than I am."

      It wasn't true. One look at Charlie caused more than his fair share of girls to turn their heads. For a while, that was all that mattered. He'd met Grace's mom on one of his trips and had no idea their night together had resulted in Grace. It wasn't until the woman had passed away and his phone rang in the middle of the night that he realized it. Going back to Scotland and facing her parents was one of the most difficult things he'd ever done, even if it wasn't his fault he'd left.

      Grace would be going up there every summer, and she Facetimed them regularly. They seemed to be genuinely good people and guilt plagued him every time they talked. But then again, they were much older than his parents and seemed to think Charlie was Grace's best chance for a good life.

      "She's absolutely beautiful, son. Smart as a whip and pretty as a picture."

      "She didn't get the brains from me, either," Charlie said, grinning as his father choked out a laugh.

      "Ah Dad," he said with a sigh. "I wish I would have come home earlier."

      "Don't say that," his father said. "Don't live your life on the what-ifs. You're here now and that's what matters to me. I wish it could have been different. I wish -" His father broke off and tears shimmered in his bright green eyes. His body was broken, but his mind was still there. He had good days and bad days, and the bad days were starting to win. But today ...

      Charlie wrapped this memory up in his mind and tucked it into a place where he would examine it every day. Today was one of the good days.

      "I love you, Dad," Charlie said, his throat working with emotion.

      "I love you back." His father's eyes gently drifted shut.

      A shaky breath escaped him and Charlie laid his head down on the edge of his father's bed. A feeling of hopelessness overwhelmed him. There was nothing he could do to help his father. His mother would be a widow and Charlie would lose his dad. He never dreamed he'd see this day, and over the years when he’d thought about it, he never imagined it would be this soon.

      Releasing his dad's hand, Charlie quietly stood up and left the room. The only sounds heard were the soft beeps of the machine Brock was hooked up to. He'd come back tomorrow around the same time and hope his dad was lucid again.

      

      Grace had grape jelly smeared across her face and was grinning at her grandmother. An overwhelming feeling of gratitude struck Charlie in the heart as he stared at the two of them. Grace's hair looked like night next to his mother's lighter color. Charlie could see Grace had the stubborn tilt of his mother's chin and the slight upturn of her nose.

      "And then the bear rolled over and roared at Piglet for daring to interrupt his honey lunch!" His mother tapped Grace on her nose.

      "That wasn't very nice," Grace announced. "Piglet just wanted a friend."

      Mary nodded seriously. "Yes, and that's why we don't roar at our friends, right?"

      Grace gave her a thoughtful look. "Even if they wake us up from our nap?"

      Mary's lips twitched. "Especially if they wake us up from our naps. Maybe something went wrong and they really need us!"

      His daughter shoved another bite of sandwich in her mouth and studied her grandmother dubiously. Naps were important business to Grace. His mother was shocked when he'd brought her over and Grace asked where she could sleep at. Apparently kids who liked to take naps were an anathema. She told Charlie a story about when he was a kid and how he used to break out of his crib like he was escaping Alcatraz. Charlie was still averse to sleeping during the day. Sometimes he couldn't even sleep at night. There was just so much to see and do, and the world didn't wait for you to wake up. It went on without you.

      Charlie dropped a kiss on top of Grace's head, then reached over and hugged his mother. The smell of her lilac shampoo tickled his nose. She sighed and patted his arm. "I'm glad you're here," she said.

      She said the same thing to him every time he came over. Like there was anywhere else he'd rather be.

      "Me too." His mother pulled away and went to the fridge. "You want a sandwich?"

      Charlie held a hand up. "No thanks, Mom. I ate before I came over." He reached over and pulled a couple of paper towels from the holder and dampened them in the sink. Grace, realizing what he was about to do, held her grape jelly smeared fingers up and wiggled them.

      Charlie laughed and started cleaning her up, one dirty finger at a time. A few years ago, he would have been in a truck somewhere in a distant land, or embedded with troops. Not cleaning food junk off a feisty six-year-old. His world had changed, that was for sure, but life with Grace was constantly interesting. He had to watch her with the eyes of a hawk and the hearing of a lion if he wanted to keep his house in one piece. She was curious about everything.

      It was hilarious and yet maddening at the same time.

      "Come on, Bump. We gotta go." The nickname had come during the first two weeks Grace was home with him. Unused to the house or American hours, she'd get up and try to find him, only to constantly run into walls and furniture in the dark house. Charlie would be woken up every night with the sound - bump, "ow!", bump, "ow!" until he finally started keeping the kitchen light on. Grace was only trying to make it to him, so he ended up buying a trundle bed for her that he could pull out. Just until she got used to sleeping in her own room. It took her about three months before she was ready. The first night she did, Charlie had lain awake for hours, missing the sound of her soft breathing.

      Having kids was weird. He never would have thought about having one until much later. But when he got the surprise of his life, he decided to be all in. There was a small part of him that chafed about it. Where once he had freedom, now he had major responsibilities. Where once he could live wherever he wanted, now he had to worry about schools and safety and grocery stores.

      But looking down at her sweet little face and seeing the world through her eyes had tempered most of it. He was the one responsible for guiding her, shaping her, molding her into the best person she could possibly be.

      Without being overbearing.

      It was a nightmare thinking about it.

      She held her arms up and Charlie scooped her out of the seat, her chubby legs wrapping around his waist and her arms around his neck. She dropped a damp kiss on his cheek and waved at her grandma.

      "Bye, Nana!" she called.

      His mother's eyes filled with tears and her mouth turned down, but she wasn't unhappy. She was overwhelmed.

      So was Charlie.

      He waved at his mom and grabbed Grace's bag. They had to register for school before he got into big trouble. All these things were coming up that he had no idea about. His mother had told him about school a month ago and he was just now getting around to it. He would have realized it eventually, but Grace might have had to start late.

      He navigated the steps carefully while he carried Grace and as soon as he snapped her into the car seat, he tucked a warm blanket around her. A big cold front had moved in the day prior and Texas was finally cool.

      The humidity had mostly been sucked out the air, the temperatures were jacket worthy and all the mosquitoes had finally perished in what Charlie hoped was a horrible way.

      This was his favorite time of the year, especially in Pecan Grove. The town transformed itself from a small town with some tourism into a winter wonderland, minus most of the snow. This was Texas, after all, and snow was a rarity. Not unheard of, just rare. It would be nice for it to snow here so Grace could see it, but she'd come from Scotland so she'd seen it before. She was still so young, though, and wouldn't remember it after a while.

      Charlie drove through the downtown area of Pecan Grove, slowly because Grace liked to point out everything. "Dad!" she cried. "Look at the big Santa!"

      This was at least the tenth time she'd pointed it out, but he grinned nonetheless. In the middle of town, every year, an enormous inflatable Santa was erected, right next to an even larger Christmas tree, complete with ornaments, tinsel, and softly glowing lights. He'd brought Grace out when the lighting ceremony had taken place and everyone was delighted with her. Charlie wasn't sure what to expect coming home with a child and no wife, but he was pleasantly surprised by everyone's reaction. He had to admit a good portion of it might just be how darn cute and intelligent Grace was. It was hard to judge someone when they got such a gift out of what happened.

      "I see it." He glanced in the rearview mirror. "What are you going to ask Santa for this year?"

      Grace's brow furrowed as she thought about it. She'd been here for a few months but still had the beautiful lilt of a Scottish accent. Charlie saw it slowly starting to fade and it saddened him that he'd taken her away from the rolling hills and green grass. But he had no choice really. His family was here. Everything was here.

      "I'd like to see Mama again," Grace said quietly.

      Charlie sucked in a breath of air and let his foot off the gas; the car slowing to almost a standstill. He blinked once. Twice. His heart finally took a beat and he squeezed his eyes shut for a brief second before he could finally respond.

      "Oh, Gracie." He reached behind him and squeezed her tight-encased knee. "That's a beautiful wish. But Santa can't grant it, honey. Your mom is with the angels now. But know she looks down on you every single day."

      Their eyes met in the rearview. Grace's so bright and blue, just like her mother's were. "I miss her," she said.

      She was only six, but sometimes Charlie felt like his daughter was twenty. There were times she would say something so spot on or devastating that he had to stop for a moment and gather his thoughts.

      "I do, too," he said. When he took the time to think about it, he did. Her name was Elara and she had a sunny smile and hair as dark as night. He'd been captivated by her, but at the time, his mistress was his job, and he'd left her with a kiss and a note that he'd find her again.

      Grace turned away and looked back out the window. He didn't have the heart to ask her if she was going to ask Santa for anything else.

      Charlie had no idea if he was doing this parenting thing right, but on days like this he felt completely helpless.
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      "Can you get me a cup of coffee?" Jet Correy asked her, his lips turned up in a sneer. "And this time make it correctly?"

      Cleo wanted to upend the coffee pot right over his smug head, but instead she smiled. "Of course, Jet. My apologies." She turned and walked out the door, feeling Jet's creepy eyes on her rear end as she did so.

      She hated this job with the fire of a thousand suns. She also needed this job or she and her young son were going to find themselves tossed out on their ear.

      Cleo headed over to the coffee pot and poured another cup for the law firm partner. The guy was a smug piece of work and every day he made her dance to his tune. He'd asked her to put cream in his coffee and as soon as she'd brought it in, he made her redo it.

      In her head, she poured scalding coffee right in his lap. A smile played over her lips as she imagined him jumping out of his seat and screaming she was fired. But, of course, in her daydreams, Cleo had a padded bank account and was driving a convertible Beamer.

      In reality, Cleo’s account was down to two dollars and fifty two cents and she drove a Honda with almost 200,000 miles on it. Every day it actually started was a miracle to her.

      She walked back in, holding the steaming mug. Jet held a finger up to make her wait as he yammered on about clauses and making someone pay.

      Cleo loved the law.

      But she hated lawyers. Or at least the ones who worked in this firm. They were way too smug to be working in a town like this and why the townspeople hadn't revolted, she had no idea. Maybe because there wasn't another firm around. Job security and all that. If Cleo ever needed a lawyer, she'd drive all the way into Austin. There was no way any of these guys would be getting her business.

      Jet hung up and pinned her with his hazel-eyed intense stare. "Did you get it right this time, sweetheart?"

      Cleo's hand tightened on the cup at the unwanted endearment. "Black," she said, keeping her voice even. "Easy peasy."

      Jet snorted. "Apparently not since you had to do it twice." He flicked his fingers at her in a dismissive gesture and Cleo set the cup on the edge of his desk, far enough away he couldn't "accidentally" touch her. Jet had been getting handsy for a while so Cleo had to deviate from her usual routine. She avoided the lawyer at all costs, but it was difficult because she was the main legal secretary. He called her in for the most ridiculous things and it was getting to the point where she was either going to have to tell him to keep his hands off of her or she was going to have to find another job.

      Neither of those options made her happy. Pecan Grove was a small town and this was the only firm here. She couldn't risk adding any more miles to the Honda than she had to.  The sad truth was Cleo didn't have many skills. She never finished college and regret hung like a cloud around her. She was good at the law, even though she didn't have the degrees to back it up. It was a catch twenty-two. Being too knowledgeable could get her fired by the tender egos around there, but so could screwing up.

      Even if it wasn't her fault.

      Cleo backed up a few steps before she turned and rushed out of Jet's office. A slow, relieved breath left her as she made her way back to the coffee pot to get herself some caffeine. She'd been here for two hours now, fetching coffee and paperwork, and hadn't had the opportunity to caffeinate herself yet.

      On her way back to her desk, one of the other secretaries waved at her and gave her the thumbs up. She knew how Jet was. They all did.

      A wry smile crossed her lips and Cleo raised her styrofoam cup in acknowledgment. There were so many what-if's in her life she couldn't even stand to think about it. She sank gratefully into her office chair and set her coffee down. On the side of the sparse desk, next to the file holder, sat a picture of Cleo and her husband, Tanner. He was in his uniform, his grin wide and happy. Cleo wore a brand new, white lace dress. Her eyes glittered with happiness and her smile was genuine.

      Cleo's mouth turned down. Tanner had been gone for two years now. Two years without a father for her son. Two years without him. She resisted the urge to put the picture face down because it hurt too much. Tears swam in her eyes and she swallowed hard. She exhaled a ragged, steadying breath before she shut her eyes once and focused on the computer screen in front of her. There was no time to mull over the past. There was only today, and today she had a legal brief due.

      

      A roar went up by the partners’ area, shouts of jubilation and excitement coming from the conference room. Cleo's head shot up like a gopher as she stood up from her chair. This could mean only one thing. Her heart pounded in excitement as she waited to hear the news. It would be bad form for her to go over there and see what it was, but she knew it had to be the Johnson case.

      She'd slaved over the filing paperwork for him and did her absolute best to ensure a victory. This was one of the best and worst things about her job. If there were victories, a lot of times they were from the legal briefs written by the underpaid ladies and not the lawyers.

      Rarely were they given credit for their work. Today would probably be no different.

      From across the room, her eyes met Jet's. He smirked at her, raised a glass of wine, and shut the glass door so no one could hear them anymore.

      It was her. She'd won it.

      She knew it in her bones.

      Cleo only wished her paycheck reflected it. She pushed her chair back, ignoring the sympathetic glances of her co-workers and made her way into the bathroom. The smell of false freesias filled her nose, making it crinkle with distaste. She quickly bent down to check to make sure she was alone before she went to the sink, turned the water on full blast, and splashed her hands up to her face. Cleo couldn't afford any tears to fall.

      She had to content herself with knowing Mr. Johnson would receive what was due to him and maybe even more. The man worked his entire life in a manufacturing plant and six months before he was supposed to retire with a full pension, the company fired him. Mr. Johnson was devastated and had no idea what had happened. He suspected the owner's son had something to do with it since he was set to step in as the CEO any day now.

      Turned out Mr. Johnson was right and she was able to prove it through some meticulous research. The company recorded all of their board meetings and, unbeknownst to them, their secretary was uploading all of the meeting minutes to the internal servers for the employees to read.

      Granted, most of them never read the minutes, but they'd forgotten to revoke their former employees access to their intranet. They were able to pull down all the policy info and meeting minutes, and she’d spent the last two weeks going through everything.

      The smoking bullet was the meeting where the son mentioned doing away with the pension plan as soon as possible because it was costing them a fortune. When the other people mentioned there were only three other employees due to receive the pension because they'd been grandfathered in, everyone could hear him go quiet. Then the leading questions had started about Johnson's performance.

      Two days later, he'd been let go.

      She was dying to know the settlement, but Cleo wouldn't dare beg for it. It would most likely go to her to file anyway, so she’d see it soon.

      Cleo pulled a few paper towels down and pressed them into her face, not daring to rub. She needed to go back to work and didn't want to smear her makeup.

      "You are awesome," she whispered to herself. "You're kind and competent, and you can write legal briefs like nobody's business." She pointed to her reflection. "You are going to do better things than this, Cleo Martin, but until you can, you have to do the best you can with what you have. You're going to go on and do wonderful things."

      She nodded at her reflection, feeling marginally better, and tossed the paper towel into the trash receptacle.

      These pep talks were becoming a daily occurrence because life was getting harder, not easier. She fluffed her hair, peered into the mirror to make sure her eyes weren't too red, and walked back out, ready for some more abuse.

      They could beat her down with words, but they would never win. She had too much to lose to let them force her out.

      Slapping a smile on her face, she walked back to the desk, a spring in her step she didn't feel.
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      Cleo's son, Harris, stood in front of the ice cream display, his fingers pressed up against the glass, smudging it with every touch. Cleo sat at a small table, a few steps away as he made up his mind. The woman behind the counter waved at her, knowing it might be awhile before he decided. They'd been going through this ritual at least once a week now.

      The bell over the door jingled and in walked the most adorable little girl Cleo had ever seen. She grinned at the picture of cuteness as she skipped over to stand beside Harris. They were a direct contrast to each other - curly hair dark as night and wispy hair so pale it was almost white. She smiled at him, one dimple peeking out from her right cheek. Harris frowned at her and went back to looking at the flavor selection.

      Cleo looked up and swallowed down a gasp at the man who walked in with the little girl. He towered over Cleo and she knew if she stood up, she'd still have to tilt her head up to see him. His hair was a yellow blonde and his eyes were the color of a forest during spring time. He moved with a casual air, but he was graceful. Cleo bet he was the kind of person who never tripped over their shoes or said anything wrong.

      His eyes were all for the little girl standing next to her son, but they looked nothing alike so she wondered if he was the stepdad, maybe.

      Harris looked back over to Cleo and pointed to a flavor in the case. She grabbed her purse, muttered "excuse me" to the handsome man and tried to brush past him, but he stepped in front of her.

      "She'd like a buttered pecan," he said to the woman behind the counter.

      Cleo's eyebrows rose at his startling rudeness, but she swallowed her words. If he was in that much of a hurry, he could have the ice cream.

      Harris' brows beetled together and he sent a curious look up to Cleo. She shook her head and put a hand on his shoulder to keep him from blurting out something he shouldn't. That was the thing about kids. They always said the things you wanted to say but shouldn't because it wouldn't be polite. Cleo didn't have many friends in this town, so she was very careful not to alienate anyone. It took awhile for her to make friends and she was going about it very carefully.

      Harris fidgeted around, his gaze hot on the side of the little girl's face. She bent down and whispered in her son's ear. "It's okay. Our turn is coming up next."

      His face was beginning to turn red. "But they cut," he whispered back.

      She sighed. "I know, honey. Sometimes people can't wait even when they should." Their voices were low enough that she hoped they wouldn't be able to hear them.

      But when the woman handed the girl's ice cream cone over the display, Harris could no longer contain himself.

      "Buttered pecan is gross," he lisped. "It tastes like butt and that's why they call it BUTTered pecan."

      The little girl blinked at him. Tears welled in her big, blue eyes. Cleo's gaze locked with the man's, but before either of them could say anything, the small girl began to cry. Big, heaping, noisy sobs garnering the attention of the few people left in the shop.

      "Oh. Oh, Harris, honey. That wasn't very..." Cleo began.

      The little girl stepped forward and shoved her ice cream cone right into Harris' face. A shocked gasp came from Cleo and her hands scrambled for the napkins.

      Harris began to cry. The little girl was still crying, her mouth wide and angry like a little warrior goddess.

      Ice cream dripped from Harris' nose and chin and it plopped off of her cone and right onto the floor, which made her cry even harder.

      "Grace!" her maybe dad exclaimed.

      The adults’ eyes locked again.

      "I am so sorry," the man said. "I don't know what happened here, but your son shouldn't have said that to her."

      Cleo's spine went rigid. "Excuse me? Your daughter shoved ice cream in his face!"

      "Well, he shouldn't have been mean!" The man's eyes glittered in anger and Cleo couldn't help but get riled up about how pretty they were.

      "Mean?! He's a child. And your daughter assaulted him!"

      Their voices were raised in anger, both of them standing in the other's personal space wearing glares hot enough to rival the sun.

      He scoffed. "Assault? Please, lady. Your kid started it."

      Cleo wanted to smack him right across his perfect face. "I don't even know you and I don't think I like you!" she shouted back.

      The man blinked. "Yeah, well you seem to be a real pain and I'm not too sure about you either!"

      Cleo's chest rose and fell like she'd just ran a marathon. Her finger was up in Charlie's face and she slowly lowered it. A quick glance at the kids showed them both staring up at their respective parents, mouths open wide in surprise.

      She straightened, adjusted her purse on her shoulder, and took Harris by the hand. With her other, she pulled several more napkins from the container. "I apologize for this mess," she said quietly to the woman behind the counter before she led Harris out of the store.

      It was so quiet in the shop, the doorbell jingling sounded like the Liberty Bell bonging. Cleo pressed her lips together to keep from crying. She said nothing as she helped Harris buckle into his booster seat. With shaky hands, she put the keys in the ignition.

      A few minutes later, Harris spoke. "Mom, are you okay?"

      She blinked the tears away. He was only six and started calling her Mom after his father died. She longed for the days he'd call her Mommy. "I'm okay, honey." She looked in the rearview. Harris' bright blue eyes stared back at her. "I need to apologize to you."

      Harris blinked. There was still ice cream on his forehead.

      "I never should have raised my voice to the man in the ice cream shop."

      Her son nodded. "But that girl was kind of mean."

      A soft laugh burst from her. "Well, she was really mad at you, Harris. Do you know why?"

      Harris looked away. "I said her ice cream tasted like butt."

      "Yes. Do you think it was mean to say that?" The town of Pecan Grove was decorated beautifully for the season and if Cleo was being honest, it was too cold to be getting ice cream, but it was the one thing they'd done since Tanner passed away that felt comfortable.

      Harris nodded. "She cut in front of me."

      Cleo sighed. "She didn't. Her father did. She probably didn't even realize."

      "It still wasn't right," her son grumbled.

      Her hands tightened on the steering wheel. Harris was right. It wasn't okay that it happened, but she never should have lost her temper like that. She'd had a terrible day and she'd taken it out on that man. He deserved to have something said to him, but he didn't deserve for her to raise her voice. Especially not in front of the kids.

      She shivered as his condescending words came back to her, blaming Harris for what happened.

      "When people wrong us, sometimes the best thing to do is turn the other cheek."

      "Your cheek? What does your cheeks have to do with it?" Harris' confused gaze met her before she looked away. It was cold outside and the roads were a little slick.

      "It means to do nothing. It isn't always the best path, but it does keep us on a higher level than someone who wrongs us. Sometimes people are going through things and they may do mean things, but they don't mean to. They may not even realize it. We should always keep that in mind before we say something we can't take back."

      She could see her son thinking about that. His brow was furrowed and his hands fidgeted in his lap.

      "Are you going through something, Mom?"

      Cleo blinked, realizing he'd caught her in her own web. "Uh. Yes, honey. I think we're all going through something. Maybe the little girl's dad is too." Grace was her name. The little adorable girl with a fierce temper.

      Her lips twitched as she remembered the scene. It wasn't the right reaction, at all, but it might have been funny if it hadn't escalated so horribly.

      "I'll try to remember that next time," Harris said, begrudgingly.

      "Good. I'm sorry we didn't get any ice cream, but I think we have cookie dough in the fridge."

      Harris yawned. "I don't want any cookies."

      Sadness filled Cleo. "Okay honey." She'd gone and messed up the one thing they did together. Their new thing after Tanner passed. They had so little and she managed to sully it by not keeping her temper to herself.

      When she looked back one more time, Harris' eyes were closed and his mouth was slightly open. He'd had a long day at school and then witnessed his mom acting insane.

      She let out a deep sigh. Things were going to get better than this.

      They were going to make it.

      They had to.

      

      Cleo pulled into the property about fifteen minutes later, her eyes crinkling at the edges as she smiled at her dad's handiwork. The small white house was decorated in glowing white Christmas lights. A tall light up deer was in the front yard, grazing in the snow. She loved this property, though every time she got out of the car, guilt hit her for how it had come to her.

      This was Tanner's home, bought and paid for by him when he was still in the service. He'd sucked every bit of his savings and made double, sometimes triple payments on it when he was still in. He always said they'd retire here. Tanner planned on getting out of the service after his last deployment and getting a regular job. He wanted to be with them and not so bound to duty.

      They planned and scrimped and sacrificed in order to allow him to do that. Then she received the phone call.

      Cleo squared her shoulders and blinked away the moisture in her eyes before she rounded the car to get Harris out of his seat.

      He sighed and shifted in his sleep. Cleo was able to haul him out and hold him close without waking him up. He was completely zonked.

      Her dad came out from around the corner of the house wearing his familiar black and red flannel shirt, work jeans, and old beat up boots. He'd grown a scraggly beard over the last few months and announced since he was retired and widowed, he never had to shave again.

      Right now he looked like a friendly Santa Claus, but if the beard grew any longer, it might whip him into crazy old man territory.

      "Hey, honey," he said quietly and bent down to give her a kiss. Her father towered over her. He gently pressed his hand in to Harris' back. "Long day?"

      Cleo snorted. "You have no idea. Let me get him inside and I'll come back out and check out your handiwork."

      Her father nodded, his brown eyes warm as he looked at both of them. "I made up his bed earlier and cleaned up some of the toys in there so you won't trip."

      "Thanks, Dad," Cleo said. There were few fathers as awesome as he was. Cleo was all he had left. Mom passed away in an accident several years ago, and after Tanner died, her dad decided to come to Pecan Grove. There was a little hunting cabin in the back of the property, perfect for him. All he needed was a little space, a place to lay his head, and a purpose. All of which he’d gotten by living on Tanner’s land. Or … her land, now. It was all too strange and painful to think about.

      At night sometimes, she’d lay her head down on the pillow and also think about how beautiful it was. For so many years, it had been her mother taking care of her. Kissing her boo-boos, mending her heart when she was adamant another dumb boy had broken it, all the while missing out on the warm, steady heart of her father, content to stay on the sidelines and watch her mother nurture her.

      When she died, it was like the soul had been ripped out of their home. But when Tanner died some time after, Cleo wasn’t sure she could go on, even knowing she would leave Harris behind. It was all just too much. Her life had become heavy and burdensome and every day it became painful to wake up. Her father had been her rock during that time. He was the one who convinced her there was always sunshine behind the clouds. It just might take a while to see. She and her father grieved together and yet so far apart, and when they finally pulled their heads out of the ground looking for that spot of sunshine her father was so adamant was there, they’d found each other and held on so tightly there was no choice but for them to move forward together.

      She laid her son down in his race car bed and brushed her fingers through his wispy blonde hair. Cleo knew she should wake him up soon or he’d be up all night, but today wasn’t like normal days. She’d make dinner and wake him up then. He might be bleary eyed for a while, but he should go right back down come bed time.

      Cleo stepped out of the room, quietly shutting the door behind her. She leaned against the frame, her face tilted up toward the ceiling and just breathed. In. Out. In. Out. It was something her therapist taught her. Breath was life. It was all she could do after Tanner died to keep breathing. She’d catch herself strung so tightly she could barely move every morning and she always realized she’d be holding her breath. Now when she caught herself doing it, she took about ten seconds to remind herself to keep going.

      Today had been a nightmare. First off with Jet, then with the guy at the ice cream parlor. Cleo wasn’t a woman prone to fits of emotion. She was rock steady. Calm. Even in the face of chaos. But like every mama on the Lord’s green earth, heaven help the person who hurt her child.

      Grace hadn’t hurt him physically, but she had hurt his feelings. Both of them and neither of them were at fault. She smiled when she remembered Grace’s adorable little face. She even smiled when she remembered Grace’s angry squint as she shoved a cone full of buttered pecan ice cream in her son’s face.

      Chuckling, she pushed away from the door and into the kitchen. She was sure Harris would take care with his words next time. No one had ever reacted to him quite like that when he’d been unkind. Though she hoped it wasn’t something Grace did all the time. If she did, that rude gentleman might have his hands full.

      Cleo pulled her mama’s old cookbook toward her and flipped to one of her dad’s favorite recipes: beef stroganoff. It was one of her favorites, too, though this one was a little less traditional and a little more American.

      She defrosted a pound of ground beef and while it was in the microwave, chopped up an onion and a few cloves of garlic. Right afterward, she rinsed a pound of bella mushrooms and added those in the hot pan she had butter melting in, along with the other vegetables.

      Cooking was one of her favorite things to do and it reminded her of Tanner. He loved a home-cooked meal, and when he realized she was no slouch in the kitchen, it had made his year. Cleo was born and raised in Baton Rouge, a place where it was common for people to know how to cook at an early age. She grew up stirring her Mama’s roux for gumbo and eating jambalaya come Christmas time. She’d toned down the spices due to her dad’s older age, but she still loved putting a meal together.

      She just wished Tanner was still here to enjoy them.
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      The ice cream shop incident stuck with him far longer than he was comfortable with. He couldn't recall a single time he'd risen his voice to a woman like that. The entire thing blew itself out of proportion. Maybe he owed her an apology. Charlie's teeth ground together at the thought of it. Her son was the rude one.

      But something about it bothered him. On the way home, Grace told him she saw the little boy standing at the display trying to choose an ice cream. Grace didn't think much about it, but Charlie wondered if maybe he'd cut in front of them. That was the thing about incidents like that. Could it have been prevented by communicating? Maybe asking if they were in line?

      He reached back and scratched his neck as he waited for his friend to answer the door. He did his best to pop over at least a couple of times a month to see Nick and Megan. They'd just brought an adorable little girl into the world a few months ago and she was the light of her parents’ lives.

      Grace was enamored with Avery, but she was staying with his mom today. Charlie wanted to talk to Nick for a little while to see if he knew anything about the woman with the grumpy son.

      His hand was poised to ring the doorbell one more time when the door opened and a bleary-eyed Nick pulled the door open. He scratched at what appeared to be a five day beard.

      Charlie's hand lowered and he blinked at his disheveled friend. Nick didn't even make eye contact before he turned around and walked back inside the house, leaving the door wide open. He hesitated before stepping in because he wasn't sure what was waiting for him.

      Charlie closed the door behind him, quietly, just in case the baby was sleeping. If Nick's appearance was any indication, Charlie suspected the baby was never sleeping.

      He followed his friend into the kitchen and watched him pour an enormous mug of coffee before grunting at Charlie and pointing to the cabinet. A snort escaped him as he helped himself to a cup.

      Nick shuffled over to the couch and collapsed. Megan and Avery were nowhere to be found.

      "Long nights?" Charlie asked unnecessarily.

      Nick opened one eye to glare at him. He scrubbed a hand over his face and sighed. "I can't remember the last time I slept."

      "Where's Megan?" Charlie looked around and grimaced. Baby toys and equipment was everywhere. Burp cloths were strewn around the coffee table and slung on various surfaces. There was the faint smell of baby powder and sour milk.

      His friends were due for an intervention soon.

      "She's in the back with Avery, doing her best to get her down for a nap." Nick frowned. "She resists. Violently. She usually just ends up rocking her for a while and giving up." He put his head in his hands. "It's a nightmare, man. How can one tiny human just completely wreck you?"

      Charlie's thoughts strayed to Grace. He didn't have to do the long, sleepless nights, but he was thrust into parenthood with zero safety net. "No one is ever prepared for parenthood. All of my friends with kids tells me it gets better." Charlie shrugged. "I'm getting some sleep, but I still feel like I'm going to majorly screw this up one day."

      "Megan gauges her parenting success on whether Avery is still alive at the end of the day." Nick snorted and reached for his coffee, his motions slow and tired.

      A crack of laughter burst from Charlie. "Set the bar low and get through it. I like her style."

      A faint smile crossed Nick's lips as he sipped the hot drink. "Parenting, man. I don't know how people survive it."

      "I think they make kids cute so we forget about all the insanity. One cute, clever moment and we become toast. It's like it erases all the bad and then when something else happens, we suddenly remember and question everything."

      Charlie eyed his friend. He couldn't help but be amused. Nick was never all that put together clothing or style wise. He had what Charlie liked to call writer chic. Jeans, clean if it was a good day, a button down and halfway serviceable Converse would be considered formal wear for him.

      Now his friend was unshaven, shaky, and red-eyed like he'd been on a five-day bender.

      He heard the soft cooing of a baby and Charlie turned in his seat. Megan, Nick's wife, stood there cradling a dark-haired little girl with the biggest, bluest eyes he'd ever seen. He sucked in a breath. There was cute and then there was devastatingly cute. Avery was devastating. Megan smiled at him and walked over to the couch to sit beside Nick. She put her head on his shoulder and Charlie watched as Nick's entire being relaxed. They might be stressed out and tired, but those two were wildly in love with each other.

      A smile tugged at his lips. Megan was drop-dead gorgeous and always had been, but she'd been a nightmare for most people in this town. Now, with motherhood and the love of his best friend, her edges were softened. Her face was kinder and her smiles were more genuine. Nick had tamed the lion and gotten the best of both worlds with his new life.

      It would be Avery’s first Christmas and Megan had gone all out for it. Their fireplace was decorated to the nines with greenery and ornaments. A Christmas scene was placed in the middle of it and above the fireplace was a large picture with Peace on Earth written in gold script. Their Christmas tree sat in the corner of the room, complete with perfectly tied flannel bows and matching ornaments. Charlie couldn't wait to see what happened when Avery started bringing homemade ornaments home and wanted Megan to stick them on her perfect tree.

      "I met a woman at the ice cream place down the road a few days ago."

      Megan's gaze lifted, one eyebrow quirked in curiosity.

      Charlie held up a hand. "Not like that. We had an ... incident."

      "An incident?" Megan was staring at him now. "What happened?"

      He reached up and scratched the side of his face. "I might have yelled at her."

      Megan's blue eyes  glowed with amusement. "You yelled at her?" she repeated, delight in her voice.

      "Why do you make that sound like I did something good?" Charlie grumbled. "I was a jerk."

      Nick was grinning at him. "You never yell at anyone."

      "I know!" He sighed. "Grace shoved her ice cream in her son's face."

      Megan burst out laughing. "Little sweet, calm Grace? I don't believe you."

      "Her son said her buttered pecan ice cream tasted like butt." His lips twisted in amusement as he recalled the incident.

      "Oh," Megan breathed. "That's her favorite."

      He nodded. "Yes. And instead of using her words, she resorted right to the physical. Anyway, the mother was understandably angry, and then I got angry." He sipped his coffee for a moment. "It got way out of hand," he concluded.

      "Had you ever met her before?" Nick asked, his hand absently stroking his daughter's dark hair.

      "Never. She had red hair and a son with blonde hair. He was a cute little kid."

      Megan sat up straighter. "Red hair? Brown eyes? Kid about six or so?"

      Charlie nodded, his heartbeat picking up in anticipation. "Do you know her?"

      "I think so," Megan said. "There aren't a lot of people around here with red hair. If she works at a law firm, her name is Cleo. Our company used her firm a few times. She seems smart."

      It was high praise from Megan. She rarely complimented anyone except for Nick and now Avery. If Megan said she was smart, this Cleo woman might be a genius.

      "I might need to apologize," Charlie said.

      "Did she apologize?" Nick asked.

      "Not even a little. In fact, she said she thinks she might hate me."

      A laugh burbled from Megan. "Oh, I think I might like her."

      "Megan," Nick admonished, though he was unable to keep the smile off his face.

      "What? This is the most interesting thing to happen in months around here!" She bounced her daughter on her knee. "Isn't that right, Avery?"

      The baby burbled and drooled happily.

      "She agrees," Megan said. She eyed Charlie. "She's pretty, isn't she?" The nail polish on Megan's left hand was chipped and if that wasn't an indicator of the change in her personality lately, he didn't know what was. A few years ago, Megan wouldn't have stepped out of the house without looking flawless.

      "I'm sure I didn't notice," Charlie said. He definitely noticed her peaches and cream skin and the fiery shade of her hair. Her eyes were the color of warm caramel and her voice had a deep and husky timbre he'd never heard from a female.

      Megan's knowing gaze burned, but she didn't comment on his obvious lie.

      "I know her," Nick mused. "Not well. I run into her sometimes at the coffee shop I go to." He smiled down at Megan. They'd met there again after years apart and that meeting ended up with the two of them getting married. "She mentioned she moved here a couple of years ago, but I don't know anything other than that. She seems nice enough. Not prone to flying into a rage at an ice cream shop," he added.

      "It's a small town. Maybe I'll run into her at a school event. They have a Christmas luncheon coming up."

      "Maybe so," Megan murmured. By the gleam in her eye, Charlie suspected he might be running into her sooner rather than later.
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      Cleo tugged the jacket around a squirming Harris and zipped it up. The temperature had dropped even further over the past several days and it was now in the forties. For a southerner, that was practically blizzard weather.

      "Mom!" Harris protested. "It's hot!"

      "It's cold," Cleo corrected. "You can take it off when we get into the store. Besides, you wouldn't want to get a cold, would you?"

      Her son huffed in annoyance. "Not wearing a jacket doesn't cause a cold," he grumbled. "A virus does."

      A laugh burst from her. He was right. But maybe he was also watching too much of the Science channel. "You're right," she agreed. "But when you get cold, it affects your immune system, which could make it easier for germs to get inside of your body, which also makes it easier to get a cold." Cleo had no idea if that was true, but it would give Harris something to chew on for a while. She glanced down and saw his small brow furrowed as he tried to puzzle through that one.

      Harris didn't try to take his jacket off again until he got inside the store, though.

      She grabbed a basket and pulled her list out of her coat pocket, along with a pen. "Alright bud. We have to get home in time to make dinner for Pop Pop, so let's get this done as soon as possible, okay?"

      "Okay," he agreed and led the way to the produce.

      Cleo shrugged off her coat and tucked it into the front area of her basket. She adjusted her sweater and sent a hand over her hair, wincing as it crackled with static electricity. It was bad enough being a redhead, but sweater weather made it frizz like she'd stuck her finger in a light socket.

      Harris put apples and oranges in the basket even though neither one was on the list. She didn't say a word about it because having a kid meant knowing what battles to pick. In her eyes, it could have been candy, so even though she had to mentally shift her budget around, she wouldn't begrudge her son fruit.

      Everywhere she looked, there was Christmas. It used to be her favorite time of the year, but now it just reminded her of what she'd lost. She'd never let Harris see, though. This was his favorite time. Not just because of the gifts. He loved the temperature and the fires he and Cleo's dad set up in the firepit most nights. He'd sit out there roasting marshmallows, soaking up the advice his grandpa would give him about life and other things. Cleo wasn't quite sure what those two talked about, but both of them would come into the house a few hours later looking at peace with the world. On the few times she'd ventured outside to bring them cider, they'd clam up until she left, so now she knew - if her father started a fire, it was man-time and she was not to disturb them.

      A smile played on her lips as Harris dropped things in the basket she'd call out to him. Every once in a while, he'd turn back to her and give her a hopeful stare as he stopped in front of something he wanted that wasn't on the list. Most of the time she said no because of the budget, but she had a hard time ever saying no to caramel popcorn.

      She was just about to turn the corner into the cereal aisle when a man and a little girl pushed their basket out.

      "Oh! Excuse me," Cleo murmured and went to move her cart to the other side.

      Harris stiffened and stopped in his tracks. At Cleo's curious stare, his face darkened. When she looked up to see what the fuss was about and saw who was there, her face burned with embarrassment.

      The horrible man with the cute daughter stood in front of her, his face an adorable mix of annoyance and resignation.

      They both owed each other an apology. Cleo just wasn't sure who was going to break first. She glanced down to see Grace there, wearing an adorable purple dress with black tights and Mary Jane shoes. Her dark hair was perfectly curled and up in a ponytail with a black bow. She wondered if the man did her hair. She'd never known a little girl whose hair looked that good unless they had a patient parent.

      Maybe she'd misjudged the man. Cleo let out a breath and met his eyes.

      "Hello," she said.

      He grinned at her belligerent tone. She hadn't meant it to sound so aggravated, but she was still upset by what had happened.

      "Hello," he said back. "I'm Charlie." He stuck out his hand.

      Cleo tentatively gripped it. "Cleo," she said.

      "It's nice to meet you," he said as he held her hand for a hair too long. His was warm but calloused. Working man's hands, though he didn't dress like he worked for a living. He dressed like he was on a permanent vacation. Today he wore a pullover sweater, a pair of dark wash jeans, and a comfortable set of loafers. His blond hair was artfully combed back and he was clean shaven.

      Charlie smelled like fresh air and a pine forest. Two of Cleo's favorite things. It was one of the main reasons she didn't live in the city. She liked the trees and fresh air. If she could get away with not having a car, she would, but Texas was too large of a state to live in without one.

      She wasn't sure it was nice to meet him. Even though she knew people said it out of politeness, she tried never to lie to someone.

      Grace put her small hand into Charlie's and stared at Harris, her expression a mix of curiosity. It seemed like she wanted to speak, but she didn't. She just set her wide-eyed stare on her son.

      Harris moved a little closer to Cleo, but he couldn't keep his eyes off of Grace.

      The silence stretched until it became uncomfortable. "Ah," she began, "I feel like I should apologize for raising my voice the other day."

      Charlie tilted his head, those amazing green eyes sparking in the harsh lights of the grocery store. "Just for raising your voice?" His lips twitched in amusement.

      Cleo gritted her teeth. She wasn't sorry for anything she said and she'd be darned if he was going to make her feel guilty about it. His daughter had shoved a cone full of ice cream in her son's face!

      "Yes," she said shortly. "That's it." She offered him a closed lip smile, but it was more of a grimace.

      He let out a soft snort. The children were rapt with attention. "Then I should offer you one as well, Cleo." The way he said her name made the hair on the back of her neck stand up. Cleee. Sharp Oh. Like he was taking the time to make sure he dragged her name out as long as possible. "I apologize as well." His mouth widened into a grin. "For raising my voice."

      Cleo crossed her arms over her chest. "And that's it?" She couldn't believe the nerve of him not apologizing for Grace's behavior. She breathed in once and bent down to her son to whisper something in his ear. It was time for her to be the bigger person.

      "Mom!" Harrison whined when she told him what she wanted.

      "It's the right thing to do," she said.

      Harris looked at Grace. "I'm sorry for saying your ice cream tasted like butt."

      Grace's eyes widened before a sunny smile spread across her face. "That's okay!" she chirped. "I'm sorry for wasting my ice cream and getting it on you."

      Harris frowned before he shrugged and put his face into Cleo's side. He was done talking.

      Charlie's expression went contemplative. "So, Cleo, I was wondering if you would want to maybe get a cup of coffee or something soon?"

      Cleo went cold. "Excuse me?"

      Charlie's smile was infuriating. "Coffee. It's dark. Bitter. An acquired taste for some people."

      "I know what coffee is," Cleo snarled.

      "Good, then you know what I'm asking," Charlie said, his eyes sparkling with amusement.

      "Not if I were the last woman alive," she said, her voice taking on a growling sound.

      Charlie tsked. "There's a lot of evidence concerning global warming and the devastating impact humanity is having on the environment." He inched forward with his basket. "It could happen sooner than you'd like, but by then we might have to console ourselves by sharing a canteen because the coffee shops will probably all be shut down." Grace followed Charlie as they began to turn down another aisle. "I'll see you around, Cleo," he said as he disappeared.

      "Bye!" Grace called.

      Cleo stared at the place they were just standing before she shook her head. "What a weirdo," she muttered to herself.

      Harris sighed and stepped away from her side. "I'm not sure I like Grace. She seems too happy all the time."

      Cleo laughed and ruffled her son's hair. "I'm sure she's a sweet girl." It was the girl's dad she was worried about.

      Why did her heart flutter so much whenever he smiled at her? It was unnerving and a distraction she didn't want to deal with.
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      Cancer was an insidious beast. For three years now, Charlie had watched his father fight it. Some days there was hope. There would be a sparkle in his eye and good humor in his voice. Other days, Charlie could see the toll it took on his dad just to stay alive. When he first fell ill, the doctors thought he might have a chance. Colon cancer could often be beat. When he came home, he was optimistic things were going to work out.

      The cancer had a mind of its own, though.

      Charlie left Grace with a trusted sitter after his mother had called and told him he'd taken a turn for the worse. This wasn't the first phone call he'd received like this, but his mother ... there was something different in her voice this time. Something Charlie couldn't quite place. Because of it, he'd called the babysitter, kissed his daughter, and drove as fast as he could to his parent's house. He wasn't a religious man, but he did believe there was a higher power. Somewhere. He spent the short drive over praying to that power, asking if he could have just a little more time.

      But higher powers don't work like that.

      Charlie knocked once on his father's bedroom door and pushed in without an answer. His mother sat beside her husband, her head bowed and eyes squeezed shut. Her hand gripped his gently as she whispered a prayer. Charlie touched her shoulder and he felt his mother shudder.

      "Mom. Do you want me to sit with him for awhile?" Over the last couple of weeks, his dad had lost a tremendous amount of weight. Charlie's eyes filled with tears as he looked at the man who'd once been so strong and sturdy. His once ruddy cheeks were hollowed out and his collarbones showed through his t-shirt. He inhaled a shaky breath and sat down beside his mother.

      She shook her head once, violently. "No. I can feel it, Charlie. I know his soul is slipping away from me." Her lower lip wobbled and she looked up at the ceiling. "I want to be strong and tell him it's okay to go, but I also want to be selfish and hold him close to me forever."

      Charlie reached over and pulled her closer. "I know. Whatever you decide is the right decision, Mom. But I think we both see the end."

      Tears spilled down his mother's cheek. "And right before Christmas, too. Well. Isn't that a bummer?" She snorted with dark amusement and Charlie laughed. Gallows humor had always been popular in that house. Any time anything dark happened, one of them would crack a morbid joke. They just never thought it would be about the most important man in their life.

      "I hope Dad left me some gifts," Charlie said.

      His mom snickered. Her shoulders shook with laughter. "The Lord is going to strike us down if we don't stop, Charlie."

      "If Dad weren't high on morphine, he'd think it was funny, too." The nurses were coming in around the clock now, and one thing a hospice nurse knew was when the end was close. They'd kept up a steady drip of morphine and now his father was no longer aware. "How long does he have?"

      His mother shrugged. "They said it could be hours. No one knows the exact moment, but they can time it pretty well."

      "Should we get the scotch out?" Every time one of their family members passed away, the scotch was taken out and all of the family members took a sip. Charlie grew up with the tradition, though his parents wouldn't let him touch the stuff until he was 18.

      His mother patted his knee. "Not yet. Once he passes, we'll honor his memory."

      They watched the man they loved take his last breaths and when the time finally came, he took one final breath and let it out in a long sigh, as if he was finally relieved to leave his earthly shell behind.

      The nurses came a little while later and quietly unhooked him from everything. They murmured their condolences and Charlie and Mary Evans whispered their last goodbyes.

      

      The scotch burned like fire going down. He and his mother sat at the kitchen island, both of them watching the fire flicker in the fireplace. His mother had decorated the mantel like she always did, with garland and pinecones, and glittery ornaments attached. Even with everything going on, she'd put up a tree, beautifully decorated with slow blinking lights.

      "We still need to have Christmas," she said as she sat straight up and tossed back another shot glass of scotch.

      Charlie set his glass down and stared at his mother. "Mom. No. It's too much right now."

      Mary Evans glared at her son. Charlie instantly quailed under it. There were few looks Mary gave her son that knocked him down a few pegs, but this was the one that always won every argument, so she rarely used it.

      "I just lost the love of my life a few weeks before Christmas. I have a granddaughter old enough to remember things, and a son without a father. As soon as we lay Brock to rest, we're going to have a Christmas shindig."

      He blinked and nodded. There was no use arguing with her when she was like this. People grieved differently. Right now Charlie felt like he was under fifty pounds of wet wool. The colors were dimmer. The sounds were muted. Brock Evans had left the world a better place, but it would take Charlie a while to see it.

      The redheaded woman, Cleo, stole through his thoughts and he frowned. Of all the people to think about at a time like this, he never thought it would be someone he didn't think could stand the sight of him.

      So why did he want to tell her about this?

      He sipped at the scotch his mother poured pondering over it. She would have loved his dad. They both were feisty and opinionated.

      He started to argue, but then exhaled and decided it wasn’t a battle he wanted to fight. "I'll bring over a ham," he finally said to his mom. "I don't exactly agree with this, but I'll do whatever you want me to."

      "Good," Mary said and nodded her head decisively. "This is exactly what Brock would have wanted. Us to keep living." She swallowed hard. "I've already made the funeral arrangements. We just need to pick a day to have it."

      Today was Saturday. It would take a least a few days to prepare everything more than likely. "What about Tuesday?"

      "Tuesday is as good a day as any other," she said. His mom put the cap back on the booze and pushed it away from them both. "It won't do either of us any good to keep nipping at that now, will it?"

      Charlie pushed his glass away. "Not at all. Want me to cook something?"

      Mary sighed and got out of her seat. She walked over to the fridge and opened it. "I'm not very hungry, but I can whip something up if you'd like."

      "Mom," Charlie sighed. "Let me help you."

      Her eyes tightened at the edges. "Honey, I've had to get used to doing things myself over these last few years. Your father slipped away from me a long time ago. I'm okay. I really am. I'm devastated, but this is not unexpected. So please. Allow me to keep busy."

      Charlie studied his mother, her face tight with grief. She wore no makeup today and her hair was silvering at the edges. Mary Evans was still a handsome woman, despite her age, but today she looked every bit of her years and then some. He nodded. "Okay then. How about a stroganoff?"

      Mary grinned at him. "That's a lot more than a sandwich." Her laughter was hoarse.

      "You're the one who said you wanted to keep busy," Charlie said lightly.

      "Fine. That actually sounds pretty good." She reached into the pantry and tossed an onion out to him. "You chop."

      He caught it before it bounced off the wall. "As long as you do all the rest of it."

      Mary brought him a knife and a cutting board. She messed with her phone for a minute and brought up Motown on the Bluetooth speaker. Dad's favorite music.

      "The best way to honor his memory is to remember the things he loved." She reached over and pulled Charlie in for a hug. He breathed deep of her floral perfume and the scent that was so uniquely her.

      "I love you, Mom."

      "I love you too, baby." She patted him on the back and pulled away to look up at him. "Make sure Gracie does her Christmas list, okay?"

      Charlie knew how unimportant all of this was, but he nodded. If it made his mother happy and it kept her mind off of the abyss in front of her, he'd do whatever she wanted.

      "Good." She pointed at the cutting board. "Now get to chopping."
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      Cleo was in the bathroom fielding a phone call from her son's school. The lawyers had crazy strict policies about cell phone use in the office, even though they were never without their little devices stuck to their ear or in their hands.

      "Wait. Why are you moving Harris?" she asked. The principal never called her and she rarely got a call from anyone at the school unless he was sick. She'd rushed into the bathroom to answer the call just in case and was surprised to hear the reason for the phone call.

      "Miss Martin, we have several new families who've moved to the area, so we need to balance out our class numbers. Harris' class is too full, so we're moving him with a new teacher."

      Cleo frowned in the bathroom mirror as she exposed her teeth to make sure she didn't have any lunch left in them. One time she'd attended a staff meeting with a piece of spinach right between her two front teeth and not one of her surly coworkers said a word. When she opened her mouth to brief about the open cases, Jet humiliated her soundly.

      She'd made it her mission in life to never, ever tell any of her coworkers if they had anything in their teeth or if any one of them walked out of the bathroom with their skirt tucked into their hose.

      "What teacher is it?" She wasn't too concerned about this. Harris seems ambivalent about his teachers, so she didn't think he'd mind too much, but she didn't want him switching around all of the time.

      There was a shuffle of papers. "Um, it's Miss Hartwell," the principal said. "She's well-loved by both the students and their parents."

      "Did you do a poll?" Cleo asked, a little annoyed he was trying to sell her on his new teacher. She wanted to decide for herself if she was well loved.

      "Excuse me?"

      "A poll," she confirmed. "How do you know she's well-loved without scientific evidence?"

      There was a long pause.

      "I'm kidding," she said and sighed. "Just my weird sense of humor. I love numbers and data. I'm assuming this is just a poll of personal opinion and not something sent out to the parents like a rate your teacher survey or something."

      Another long pause.

      Cleo huffed. "I understand, Principal Watters. Thank you for letting me know. I'll break the news to Harris when he gets home tonight."

      "No need, Miss Martin," he said. There was a definite strain in his voice now like he couldn't wait to get off the phone with her. "We've already told him. He's going in next period."

      "Ah okay. Well thank you for letting me know." She'd have to remember to ask him how his day went when she picked him up. She usually did, but this would be a big change for him.

      "Thank you, Miss Martin. Have a good rest of your day."

      She was about to repeat something similar when the bathroom door creaked open. She pushed the disconnect button and shoved the phone in her skirt without saying goodbye.

      Trinity Glover let the door bang shut behind her and gave Cleo a look. "Who were you talking to?" she asked sweetly. Every office had the girl who was prettier than she was bright. Trinity was that girl. Long, perfectly curled blonde hair fell almost to her waist. Her skin was a perfect golden brown and her bright blue eyes were highlighted with eyelashes so perfect, they looked fake. They were probably fake, but Cleo never looked too closely. Her skirts were always too short and her heels were always too high, but the lawyers never made a fuss about it. Probably because they were all dumbfounded by the cleavage she put on display at least twice a week. She did two things well: gossip and cause drama.

      Cleo was way too smart to fall for Trinity Glover’s sweet voice. If she let her know she was talking on her cell, Trinity would report right back to Jet and get her in trouble.

      "Pep talk," she said instead. "Once a day in the mirror I say, who's awesome?" Cleo put two thumbs up and pointed them at herself. "This girl is awesome." She winked at Trinity. "It's great for the self-esteem."

      Trinity's lips curled like Cleo was something stuck on the bottom of a shoe. "I don't need pep talks," Trinity declared. "I'm perfect the way I am." She brushed past her and into the stall.

      Cleo rolled her eyes. As Trinity walked out, Cleo murmured, "You can't be too perfect if you keep dressing like a woman on the prowl for a rich husband."

      "Did you say something, Cleo?" Trinity called.

      "Just finishing up my pep talk!" Cleo called back and left the restroom. She patted her pocket to make sure she'd taken her cell and went back to her desk. She'd been gone for less than two minutes. That wasn't too bad.

      From across the hall she could feel eyes boring into her. She refused to look Jet's way. He was the only one who could make her feel like she was doing something wrong just sitting there.

      Cleo exhaled a long breath, steadied her nerves, and opened up the next brief she needed to work on. Not two hours later, her phone rang again. This time, she broke out into a cold sweat. The school never, ever called her twice in one day. She grimaced as she thought about how it would look to everyone if she ran into the restroom again, but she couldn't risk missing the call.

      As soon as she confirmed no one was in the stalls, she answered. "I don't have a lot of time. What is it?"

      "Uh," the principal said, taken aback. "We have your son in here along with another classmate. We're going to need you to come in and pick Harris up."

      "Excuse me? It's the middle of the work day. What happened?"

      "He was involved in an... altercation."

      Cleo straightened. The blood ran from her face. "Altercation? Is he okay? What happened?"

      The principal sighed, sounding aggrieved. Cleo wondered how many phone calls like this he had to make every day. "Everyone is fine, but I need you to come by the school as soon as you can."

      This time the principal hung up before she could.

      Great. This was all she needed. Requesting to leave early never went over well and she'd have to beg for the time off. Plus it would affect her paycheck. What in the world did Harris do for them to force her to pick him up before school was over?

      She tucked her cell into her pocket and walked out of the restroom and straight to Jet's office. He sat there, one ankle crossed at the knee as he studied something on his computer.

      Cleo didn't think it was work. She hadn't seen the man work an honest day in his life, but she would never say anything about it. That's a quick way to lose a job.

      "Jet?" she called quietly as she knocked on his door jam.

      His gaze lifted. "Come in." He looked a little more somber than usual. This only happened when there was a real possibility of losing money.

      She stepped into his office, well out of the way of his questing hands. "I just received a text from my son's principal. There's been an incident and I have to go pick him up."

      "What kind of incident?" Jet's voice was curious. She wanted to tell him absolutely nothing.

      "I'm not sure myself," Cleo said. Though she wouldn't tell him even if she found out. "They just said I needed to come get him. I can make up the hours by coming in early the next few days."

      Jet seemed preoccupied with something. He flicked his fingers. "That's fine. Have Trinity field my calls. Tell her no one gets through to me. Everything straight to voicemail."

      Cleo nodded and left before he could change his mind. Usually he wasn't so easy to deal with. Something must have happened.

      She picked up her purse and slung it over her shoulder. Hurrying out the door, she didn't bother to say anything to anyone. Cleo had never felt like this place was home so she never went out of her way to befriend anyone.

      It was easier that way, especially since she didn't plan to stay.

      

      "You," she accused. Cleo tried to never point at anyone, but this particular moment deserved it. "Of course it's you."

      She stood in the doorway of the principal's office and stared agape at the scene in front of her. Harris’ brand new shirt was smeared with what she hoped was only peanut butter and not something more sinister. Half of his hair was plastered to his head with the same substance.

      Grace, sitting right next to him, had not fared any better. Something sticky and purple was all over her shirt, cheeks and hair. Her cheeks were bright red and blotchy, and tears glistened in her big, blue eyes.

      Charlie, the “you” in question, stood behind his daughter's chair, his arms crossed over his powerful chest. If Cleo were a weaker woman, she would have quailed at the rage in Charlie's eyes.

      "Please come in," the principal said, holding the door open. The poor man's eyes betrayed his nervousness as he looked over both parents. He was on the shorter side. Dark skinned with warm brown eyes full of wit and intellect.Neither of which was forthcoming. The principal sighed and pulled out another chair for Cleo. She refused with a quick shake of her head.

      "What did she do?" she demanded.

      Charlie straightened, his face a mask of outrage. "She?" he hissed. "I think you mean what did your son do?"

      Cleo calmly turned to fully face him. "I think we have to start with the facts here and remember your daughter's tendencies to act first and ask questions later." She gestured sharply to the state of Harris' hair. Now that she was standing right behind him, she knew it was peanut butter. If there was anything good about today, it was that.

      "You are a vile piece of work," Charlie said. "Grace is the kindest, sweetest child there ever was. Your son did this to her and you're going to pay for her dry cleaning."

      A sharp laugh escaped her. "Dry cleaning? Who dry cleans their kindergartner's clothing?" She scoffed. "Have you ever heard of a Tide stick, sir? Or are you so high and mighty, you don't even do your own laundry?"

      "Um… " the principal began, but pressed his lips together when two pairs of angry eyes swung his way.

      "This dress is brand name!" Charlie said, his voice full of heat. "It's dry clean only."

      One of Cleo's brows rose and Charlie realized what he'd just said. "For the love of all that's holy," he muttered. "That is not what's important here!"

      "What's important here," the principal interjected, "is the behavior of your two children."

      "What happened?" Cleo demanded, knowing in her heart her son didn't start it.

      Before the principal could say another word, Grace blurted out, "he said my hair looked stupid!"

      Cleo shut her eyes for a moment and counted to five.

      "That's because you said my shoes weren't fast!" Harris shouted.

      "Daddy says no one's shoes are fast because shoes are inantimate." Grace stuck her tongue out at Harris.

      She pressed her lips together to keep from smiling at Grace's mispronunciation. Cleo would not be swayed by the adorable girl.

      Charlie's nostrils flared and he tilted his face up to the ceiling. His eyes were shut and her gaze settled on the long length of his golden neck and how his throat worked with anger.

      "She opened up her sandwich and smeared her peanut butter all over me." Harris looked away from her and crossed his arms.

      "Another issue here is the peanut butter, Mr. Evans. Fortunately, none of the other children in the class have a peanut allergy, but we've had to hire a cleaning service to come in and thoroughly sanitize all of the surfaces. If a child with an allergy came into contact with it, today could have gone a lot differently."

      Charlie tilted his head back and had the grace to blanch. "I… I didn't even think about that," he whispered.

      Sympathy for him panged in Cleo's heart, but she squashed it down. She could not feel sorry for the enemy.

      "We do ask that our school remain peanut free." The principal cleared his throat. "The policies were sent home earlier this year with their parenting packets."

      Charlie sighed. "I apologize. We've had our hands full lately. I'll go home and take another look at everything."

      "Unfortunately, Grace and Harris will serve a 2-day suspension. They'll be allowed to come back to school on Monday.”

      "What?!" Cleo barked. "Over peanut butter?"

      The principal's eyes flashed. "Over a physical fight with a dangerous allergen, Ms. Martin."

      Cleo chewed on her lip. Her dad was getting up there in years and she didn't like to ask him to watch Harris, but there was no possible way she could miss two days of work and not get fired. "Harris is now in Grace's class, I assume?" They didn't even last two hours together.

      "He is," the principal said.

      "Then I would like him moved to another classroom," Cleo demanded.

      Charlie's head snapped around. "Grace has never had any behavior issues until you came into his life!"

      Cleo burned at the assumption. "And since your daughter has come into our lives, my son has been assaulted. Twice!"

      They glared at each other until the principal cleared his throat. "We've done all we can with our numbers. It's not out of the realm of possibility, but I would like to hold off on any more switches. I think Harris and Grace should remain classmates. Perhaps they will learn to respect each other's space."

      Harris and Grace looked like anything but they were going to learn respect. They refused to look at each other and stared straight ahead. If this were with anyone other than the insufferable Charlie, she might have laughed it off.

      As it was, this was the third time she's had a run-in with him and not a single one of them had been anything but negative. But ... since they were both in Pecan Grove and had the possibility of attending the same school together for the next ten years, it made sense for them to see if they could build at least a tentative relationship.

      "Fine," she said. "But if anyone lays their hands on him again, I want him moved first thing."

      "Since anyone means Grace," Charlie drawled, "we agree as well. Grace, honey, I want you to apologize to Harris."

      Grace's frown became thunderous. She shook her head. "He's mean, Dad," she whispered.

      "Even so, it's never okay to put your hands on someone." His gaze flicked to Cleo. "Even if they make you angry."

      Cleo's lips thinned. She bent down to Harris. "Honey, you should apologize, too. It's obvious that you were involved as well." Their stares still held. "Even if the other person started it, it's never okay to get down to their level."

      Charlie's lips twitched. Was that a smile? Or annoyance? Cleo couldn't tell.

      "She's mean to me, Mom," Harris said. "I only put the jelly on her because she put her bread in my face."

      Cleo squeezed his shoulder. "I know, honey. But we should apologize when we're in the wrong."

      The children turned to face each other. "Sorry," Grace muttered, still wearing a massive frown.

      Harris seemed more perplexed than angry, as if he couldn't understand why this slip of a girl had such a mean streak. "I'm sorry for putting jelly in your hair."

      "Thank you," Grace said. A dimple peeked out of her cheek and Cleo's heart skipped a beat at the cuteness. Her mother must have been a stunner.

      "Thank you," Harris repeated. He turned back in his seat to face forward.

      "Good," the principal said. "My secretary has some papers to sign. Try not to let the kids touch anything on their way out. They'll be welcome back to school on Monday morning." His gaze lifted to study Charlie. "Minus any peanut butter sandwiches, Mr. Evans."

      Color bloomed on Charlie's cheeks. "Heard and heeded," he said. He helped Grace out of her chair, grimacing at the jelly all over her.

      Cleo stifled the urge to laugh. She had no idea what kind of sandwiches he'd been making for her, but they seemed to be inordinately filled with both peanut butter and grape jelly. How in the world had she not been ruining all of her clothes?

      Harris hopped out of the chair and kept a wide berth from Grace. "Can we go now?" he whined.

      Cleo nodded at the principal and allowed Charlie to lead Grace out first before she followed. She let him get quite a bit ahead of her before she sped up.

      "What a day you've had, kiddo," she said as she ruffled his hair.

      "I don't like Grace," he murmured, his head down and his shoes squeaking on the white tile.

      "Maybe if you're classmates, you'll get to know her a little better," she offered. Grace didn't seem like a bad kid. Just one with impulse control issues.

      "I don't want to get to know her better," he confessed causing Cleo to laugh.

      She thought about the times she’d judged someone on their appearance before getting to know them. It wasn't often, but it had happened. She slowed down and stopped. Harris looked back and slowed his steps.

      "Mom?"

      She knelt down so she was face to face with him. "I think you should give her a chance."

      Harris looked down at his feet. "I don't want to."

      She gently took him by the arms. "I know. Which means it's even more important. We don't really know Grace or what's happened to her. Or Mr. Charlie. So maybe we should give them the chance to show us who they really are."

      "You're going to be nice to Mr. Charlie?" Harris asked, his blue eyes meeting hers.

      She would rather get run over by a dump truck. "Yes," she said. "Pinky swear." She held out her pinky and Harris took it. They shook and an unbreakable promise was made. No one could forswear a pinky promise. It was sacrilege.

      Even if being nice to Charlie would take every ounce of acting skill she possessed, she would keep her word.

      Cleo stood and put her hand on Harris's upper shoulders. "Come on, kiddo. Let's get home and see if Pop Pop will build a fire."

      "Will you make tacos for dinner?" Harris beamed up at her and she weakened. Tacos weren't that hard.

      "Of course I will."

      Cleo walked with her son out into the parking lot and wondered if she'd made the right call with Grace and Charlie. She wouldn't see much of him so she wouldn't have to be nice to him often, but Harris would see Grace almost every day.

      Time would only tell.
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      The air smelled like pine and peppermint. Charlie inhaled deeply, his shoulders relaxing as he stood right next to his car. The law firm was right in front of him and he knew he needed to go in, but he’d rather do anything else.

      He never realized until now how complicated death was for the living. His father had left his earthly shell. He had no more bills, no more worries, no more anything; but Charlie was left behind to take care of everything his father couldn’t. He didn’t want to walk in and let a lawyer go through his father’s possessions and dole them out like they were just things.

      Charlie sighed. They were just things, but to him they were everything. Christmas music filtered out from speakers in the shopping center behind him. There was a coffee shop and a bakery close to each other and mixed in with the smell of peppermint was the heady scent of cinnamon and warm coffee. He’d rather go sit in one of those shops and people watch.

      But his mother hadn’t been able to go today, so she’d sent him in her stead. She was doing okay, but some things were just too hard. Charlie reached up and scratched the back of his neck.

      He was stalling and his mom would be furious if he missed this appointment. With a heavy heart and feet that felt like lead, Charlie jogged up the steps and into the Correy, Hart, and Powell law firm.

      Before he’d taken two steps inside, he came to an abrupt halt as he saw the woman manning the front desk. His heart did an odd thump, thump, skip as his eyes skimmed over Cleo Martin’s face. Her face wasn’t perfect in the way a lot of beautiful women had, but it was uniquely her. Freckles skimmed the apples of her cheeks and the bridge of her pert nose. Her eyes were a chestnut brown and every emotion she had reflected in their irises. Her top lip was thinner but her bottom lip was plump and full. Right now, she was chewing on it in concentration as she stared off in the distance.

      Her hair was off of her neck in a high bun, exposing her long pale throat. She wore a deep orange blouse which set off the burnished red of her hair. Her expression, usually closed or angry around him, was surprisingly open.

      And surprisingly sad.

      Charlie felt like he was intruding on a private moment. He shifted and put his hands in his pockets. When she didn’t acknowledge him, he cleared his throat.

      Cleo jerked, dropping the pencil she held. “Oh,” she said, a fiery blush growing from her neck to her cheeks. “My apologies.”

      Then she noticed it was him. Her apologetic expression dried right up and she glared at him. “Are you here to torment me some more?” she asked.

      Charlie’s lips tugged to the side. She was adorable when she was angry. Which was all the time where he was concerned. “I’m here for probate.”

      Cleo blinked, her expression turning wary. She leaned over and pulled a book toward her.

      “Charles Evans,” she murmured. A soft sigh left her as she looked back up at him, her eyes warm with empathy. “My apologies, Mr. Evans.” She stood and came around the desk. “Cleo Martin,” she said as she stuck her hand out for him to shake.

      Charlie gave her a wary look, but he accepted her outstretched hand. It was warm and dry and he liked the feel of it in his own. Charlie shook it once and dropped it before he was tempted to tug her toward him. “Charlie Evans,” he said and smiled.

      This felt like a tentative truce and he wasn’t sure what to think.

      “Would you like some water or coffee?” she asked.

      “Ah no thanks.” Cleo was so petite he had to tilt his head down to speak to her.

      She held a hand out and gestured to the seats by her desk. “If you’d like to have a seat, I’ll let Mr. Correy know you’re here.”

      Charlie bobbed his head and took a seat. “Thank you.”

      She cleared her throat and turned away. After she disappeared from sight, he let out a shaky breath. How in the world did she affect him like that? He felt like he was twelve every time she came around. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to tweak her nose or kiss her soundly. Even the thought of it bothered him. When he found out about Grace, he stopped dating or even looking at women. His little girl had consumed his world from the second he’d stepped into her grandparent’s home in Scotland.

      There was a lot more to think about now. Anyone he dated now would have to be approved by Grace. He ran a hand through his hair and blew out a breath. He couldn’t think about this right now. If  he knew what was good for him, he wouldn’t be thinking about it at all. She probably wasn’t. The few times they’d seen each other, they’d been at each other’s throats. He hadn’t seen much hint of her softening toward him.

      Today was about his dad. His emotions were a whirlwind inside of him, tangled up with his grief and his surprise at seeing Cleo.

      She came back into the room, her heels tapping softly against the floor. She wore a pair of cream slacks and nude heels, and he almost smiled. He could see into the law firm and everyone there wore either black or a sedate navy blue. She was like a peacock in a sea of crows, spreading her fiery color everywhere.

      Cleo held two cups in her hands. “I wasn’t sure how you took it, so I added a little cream and sugar. I thought you might change your mind, especially since it will be at least fifteen minutes before they’re ready for you. Maybe longer.”

      He accepted the coffee with a grateful smile and took a sip, sighing as the lightly sweetened brew hit his tongue. She’d made his coffee perfectly.

      A hint of a smile touched her lips as she went back behind the desk.

      Perhaps this could be more of a permanent truce than a temporary one. She didn’t say anything else to him, only quietly typed away, her back turned to him.

      Charlie looked away after a moment and dropped his head into his hands. His shoulders slumped and he allowed himself a moment to just … be. The passing of his father left a massive hole in his chest and he wasn’t sure if it would ever go away. The funeral was a few days ago and Charlie didn’t think he’d ever get over the sight of his once larger than life father lying there so silent and still.

      Cleo shifted in her seat and clicked on the radio. The strains of Silent Night filtered from the speakers.

      Christmas. It was almost Christmas and Charlie wasn’t prepared for it. The air was cool and crisp. The town was decorated to the nines. People were cheery and bright. But Charlie could barely keep putting one foot in front of the other.

      “Mr. Evans?” a voice said.

      He blinked and looked up to see a tall man standing in front of him.

      “Jet Correy,” he said and held his hand out.

      Charlie stood, his eyes skimming over Cleo. He stilled at the look in her eyes. Charlie looked over at Jet and took stock of the man in the two seconds it took to reach out and shake his hand.

      Not a hair out of place. Polished, bright white smile. Perfect pores. Clean-shaven. Class ring. A suit that cost more than his mortgage.

      No wonder Cleo didn’t like the guy. But there was something more in her expression. Something he didn’t care to see. Jet and Cleo had some kind of negative history. He risked another look at her, but she’d already pulled her attention back to her computer. Her posture was a little more rigid and there was a bright red splotch on her chest.

      She was uncomfortable around him and it didn’t sit right with Charlie. He tried to catch her eye before he followed Jet to the back, but she refused to look up from her work. Cleo’s expression was pinched yet alert.

      Uncomfortable, he sat in the chair Jet pulled out for him and faced the man responsible for handling his father’s assets.

      Jet smiled that perfect, oily smile and sat down at his computer. In front of him was a file.

      That was it.

      His father’s life boiled down to a simple manila folder with a label across it: Brock Evans.

      The urge to run out screaming had never been so strong for him. Charlie pasted a blank expression on his face and clasped his hands in front of him. He wouldn’t break in front of this man. If Cleo didn’t like him, she probably had a good reason.

      “First, please accept my condolences for the untimely passing of your father.” Jet opened the file and removed a few sheets of paper.

      Charlie swallowed hard. “Thank you,” he said. If his voice was a little too hoarse, Jet didn’t remark on it.

      He sat up a little straighter and told himself if he could get through the death of his father and not break, he could get through a lawyer’s appointment. In the back of his mind, Cleo’s face swam and her expression of warmth when he told her why he was here carried him through the appointment.

      

      He stood in front of her desk, looking down at her. Her face was tilted up as she studied him. “I assume everything went well, Mr. Evans?”

      “Charlie, please,” he corrected. He’d been thinking about this ever since he’d stepped foot into Jet’s office. The worst she could do was say no. “And yes, it went well.”

      As well as could be expected. His mother would be well provided for and Charlie would receive a sizable inheritance. His father also paid for Grace’s college which was a surprise. He must have had his will changed as soon as he’d found out about her. That was just like his father to think of someone else during the most trying period of his life.

      He blinked the feeling of sand out of his eyes. They were hot and felt full of grit, the result of not sleeping for a few weeks now. A few hours at night was the best he’d get. Charlie used to be able to sleep the sleep of the dead. No matter where he was or how hostile the accommodations were, it didn’t matter. He never had any real issues to worry about - no kids, no bills, no ill family members.  Now it was like the world sat on his shoulders.

      Cleo smiled up at him, polite but not exactly genuine. “I hope you have a wonderful week, Charlie.” And just like that he’d been dismissed.

      He snorted softly and decided to put his cards on the table. Pecan Grove was his hometown, but the only real and lasting friendship he had here was Nick - a good man who now had a wife and a child. Looking at this prickly woman, he decided maybe he wanted another friend.

      “Have coffee with me,” he blurted quietly. He turned his head to see if anyone else had heard him, but they were all engrossed in their tasks.

      Her mouth opened in an “o” of surprise. Wariness replaced the cool politeness in her gaze. She tilted her head up. “Why?”

      He shrugged. “Because it’s Christmas. Because I’m tired. Because my father just passed away and I’d like someone to talk to.” Charlie gave her his best I’m harmless expression and held his hands up in a gesture of surrender. “As friends only. No funny business. Just you, me, and two cups of joe across the street.”

      Cleo looked at the time on her cell and back up at him. He could tell the moment he’d won. “I have break in twenty minutes. You can’t hang around here because they’ll start to ask questions. I’ll meet you at the coffee shop.”

      A wide grin spread across his face. “You got it. Would you like me to order for you?”

      She opened her mouth and paused, a wary look sliding across her features.

      “Harmless,” Charlie insisted. “I’m completely harmless.”

      She let out a surprised laugh. “Okay then. I’ll have a Cafe Americano. Please have them leave room for a little sugar.”

      “Can do!” he chirped. He tapped one finger on her desk and turned to go. “I’ll see you there,” he called over his shoulder.

      Cleo’s eyes were on his back all the way out. They felt like a brand against his skin.
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      What had just happened? Cleo watched Charlie walk out, careful to keep her eyes above the waist. She wanted to ogle him; she just didn’t want to get caught doing it. It would be just her luck for him to whip around right as her eyes drifted to his bottom.

      She pushed her chair back from the desk and chewed on the edge of her pen. When she told Harris she was going to be nice to Charlie, this isn’t quite what she had in mind. She meant being nice as in also being distant. It was easy to be nice to someone if you never saw them.

      Seeing him today, though … something had changed between them. She had no idea his father had just passed away. Grief hung heavy on his shoulders. It was in the dark shadows below his eyes, his slumped shoulders, and his haunted expression.

      Charlie needed someone today and she could give that to him. Her own grief welled up inside of her. During the holidays, she always had trouble keeping her emotions in check. She missed her husband and his ridiculous traditions. One year he made several buckets of popcorn and they spent hours stringing popcorn with a needle and thread to put up on the Christmas tree and the fireplace mantle.

      He didn’t realize he should have bought plain popcorn instead of buttered. For the next six weeks, their house smelled like a movie theatre. A smile touched her lips at the memory. Her parents came in Christmas Eve and wandered around trying to figure out where the smell was coming from.

      It was a wonder they weren’t overrun with ants. Things weren’t always rosy with them, but they loved each other and that was what meant the most to Cleo. It wasn’t easy being married to someone in the military. They took him away for long stretches of time and when he was home, he wasn’t always mentally or emotionally there.

      When he passed, Cleo started to receive a monthly stipend from the government. It was enough to keep a roof over their heads and put some groceries in the pantry, but it wasn’t enough to support everything they needed. Fortunately, they had good medical care, but Cleo still had to foot the bill for the other things Harris needed. She was thankful for whatever little she had and worked as much as she could. She saved when she could, putting a little in her personal savings account and contributing to a college fund for Harris.

      Even so, she’d rather have her husband back. Cleo shook her head and finished up the memo she was working on. As soon as she emailed it to the partners, she logged out of the system and shut her monitor off. She learned her lesson about telling them where she was going for lunch. They’d inevitably delay her or ask her to bring food back, so now she left as quietly as she could and didn’t return until she was due back on the clock.

      Cleo grabbed her purse and slipped out the door. The coffee shop was right across the street so she walked, her heartbeat thrumming in her ears. Her breath puffed out in a visible cloud as she crossed the street. She shivered and tucked her hands in her pockets. Cleo should have brought her jacket but she thought the walk wouldn’t be that bad. Hopefully Charlie wanted to sit inside.

      She noticed him leaning against the wall at the entrance. He lifted a hand in a wave and held the door open for her. A slight frown touched his brow as he noticed she didn’t have a coat on, but he didn’t say anything.

      The smell of coffee hit her as she entered, putting a smile on her face. There was nothing better during this season than coffee or cocoa.

      “Our order should be up in just a second,” Charlie said as he walked over to the counter.

      They called his name just as he arrived and he grabbed both of the cups and made his way over to her. She led them to a table tucked in the back, close to a window she could look out.

      Charlie handed her the cup.

      “Thanks,” she murmured. She snagged a packet of raw sugar and a coffee stirrer and made it the way she liked it, aware of his eyes on her the entire time. When she finished, she picked it up, making eye contact with him.

      Her breath caught at the look in his eyes. He was looking at her like she was beautiful. No one had looked at her like that in years. Cleo cleared her throat and dropped her gaze.

      “How long have you lived in Pecan Grove?” she asked, figuring the safest route would be to take an inane conversation route.

      The twist to his lips told her he knew what she was doing and that he’d allow it. “I grew up here but left not too long after college. You?” His long fingers curled around his cup.

      “Uh, I received a property from an inheritance. I moved here with my father a few years ago.”

      His eyes gleamed with curiosity and she knew he wanted to ask her about the inheritance, but that would be rude. She didn’t want to talk about being a young widow. In fact, she never wanted to talk about it. She was here for Charlie.

      “Do you like it here?”

      Cleo shrugged. “It’s a small town and a good place to raise Harris, but there aren’t a lot of jobs unless you tack on a commute.”

      There was no ring on his finger and no tan line from a ring. Either Charlie was long divorced or he never married Grace’s mom. She glanced down and still saw a slight pale line from the ring she’d just been able to remove a few months ago. As long as she’d worn it, she still felt close to Tanner. It was her father who kindly suggested she try to start letting go.

      “I’m a photographer,” he confessed. “Though I took a sabbatical when Grace came into my life.”

      That was an odd turn of phrase. She tilted her head and studied him. “Came into your life? Was she a surprise?”

      Charlie chuckled ruefully. “You could say that. I had no idea she existed until she was three years old.”

      Cleo fumbled her cup and caught it before it dropped and splashed everywhere. Her mouth fell open. “Oh my goodness,” she breathed.

      “Yeah. Talk about a surprise.” He snorted with amusement. “I got the call after Grace’s mother passed away.” His expression sobered. “Grace’s grandparents lived in Scotland. I was in the Middle East at the time and had to finish my assignment before I could get there. They’re older and weren’t able to give her the care she needed.”

      “That’s heartbreaking, Charlie. I’m so sorry.” Sadness filled her at what Grace must have gone through. Discovering a father she didn’t know existed and then being taken from her home. But when she thought about Charlie and what that news must have done to him … she resisted the urge to cover his hand with hers.

      “If it hadn’t happened, I never would have known about her.” His lips thinned. “I try every day to do my best, but I’m not sure how I’m doing.”

      Cleo set her cup down. “None of us ever know how we’re doing. That doubt is what keeps us striving to do our best. Grace seems like a happy kid. I’m sure you’re a wonderful dad.”

      Charlie’s lips twitched. “Except for her penchant for violence when she gets angry?”

      She had to laugh. “Seriously, what’s going on with that?”

      Charlie’s chest rumbled with amusement. “I swear, I’ve never seen her do that to anyone. Apparently Harris has the ability to touch her nerves unlike anyone else she knows. We’ve talked several times about it, and she has sworn to keep her hands to herself.”

      “Harris also promised to not say mean things anymore. I think we should cross our fingers on that. Who knows? Maybe they’ll become the best of friends.” It seemed an unlikely outcome, especially because of the start they had, but stranger things have happened.

      The two strangers sat there for the entirety of Cleo’s lunch break and she never felt the need to excuse herself early. Cleo marveled at Charlie’s life, the places he’d been and the things he’d seen. For today, he was content to do the talking, but she didn’t feel like he was overwhelming her. She liked to keep her life private and today she could. Maybe in the future, she’d share some things about herself, but Charlie needed to talk and vent today.

      Losing someone during the holidays was extraordinarily difficult. Losing anyone at any time was difficult, but there was something about this season when family was so impressed upon everyone that made the loss ache so much more.

      When they parted forty-five minutes later, Charlie took her hand and thanked her. His emerald eyes took her breath away and she couldn’t speak. She left him with a nod and a faint blush on her cheeks.

      Perhaps being nice to Charlie wasn’t going to be so difficult after all.
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      He had a crush on the redheaded vixen with the son who was currently making his daughter miserable. Charlie scrubbed a hand across his face as he watched Cleo rush across the street and back to her building, sans jacket.

      He should have given her his to wear. She would have declined it; he knew that for a fact. But maybe he still should have offered.

      Cleo rubbed her hands over her arms to ward the chill away before she disappeared into the law firm office. Her empty cup still sat in front of him.

      He wanted to photograph her. At sunset, where the dying rays would turn her hair into burnished rose gold. Swallowing hard, he blinked away his thoughts. This was crazy. Redheads weren’t even his thing. He liked dark-haired, mysterious beauties with light eyes and relatively little baggage.

      She had eyes like caramel, a past she wouldn’t divulge, and a son his daughter repeatedly wanted to punch.

      A bark of laughter surprised him, catching the curious eyes of two ladies at the table across from him. He must look crazy. He felt crazy.

      Maybe he was experiencing a delayed grief reaction. Wasn’t it common for people who’ve lost someone to rebound with unhealthy behavior?

      But Cleo felt far from a rebound and far from something unhealthy. She was private, that was for sure. He knew she didn’t think he noticed she wouldn’t tell him much about herself. She was wrong. He was content to fill in the blank spaces and silence with stories only because he wanted to spend time with her. If he stopped talking, he was afraid she would have bolted out the door like a startled deer.

      Maybe he could ask around and see who might have information on her. This was a small town and notorious for gossip. Someone would have intel on her. He took both of their cups and tossed them into the receptacle. There was no line at the front so he walked up, hands in his pockets.

      A girl he and Nick had gone to high school with stood at the register, her face a mask of distaste. She didn’t want to be there. It was obvious to everyone within a two-hundred foot radius. When she noticed him coming her way, her eyes gleamed. Abigail was a bit of a handful, and he knew her to be a malicious gossip. He planned to grill her about Cleo, but he also planned to take it with a handful of salt.

      Abigail was bitter. About what he didn’t know. When someone bitter got going, a lot of times all that spilled out was vitriol.

      “Hey, Abby,” Charlie said. Another woman had taken his order. “Nice to see you again.”

      She leaned against the counter, her top two buttons undone. “Hey you,” she purred.

      Charlie blinked in surprise. “Errr, hey.”

      “How are you liking Pecan Grove now that you seem to be back permanently?” she asked. “Have you met anyone special?”

      Abby was attractive in an unconventional way. Her dark hair was full of wild curls and her blue eyes glinted as she looked him over. In Charlie’s estimation, she was also a little terrifying, too.

      “It’s just like I remember,” he non-answered. “There’s a lot of special people in this town, isn’t there?”

      Abby leaned away and gave him a speculative look. She might gossip like an old ladies’ bingo club, but she wasn’t dumb. She grabbed a rag and started wiping down the counters. “Did you need something?” she asked, realizing he wasn’t interested.

      Charlie didn’t think she was interested either. She just wanted a way out and it was no secret he’d been out of work for three years and was still able to pay all of his bills.

      “I’m looking to hire someone as a receptionist for my business. I was wondering what you knew about Cleo Martin. Do you know her?”

      One of her eyebrows lifted and Charlie’s heart sped up. He hoped this didn’t get back to her bosses. He was lying about the receptionist bit, but he didn’t want Abby to start spreading rumors about them dating.

      “She lives out on the old Martin property.”

      Charlie’s eyes widened. That was just down the road from him!

      Abby’s grin sharpened. “Yep, you’re neighbors, so she should never be late to work. Right?”

      His chuckle was false. How clueless were they not to even realize it? The Martin property was pretty incredible. She had to have at least ten acres out there. There was a cute farmhouse and at least one cabin built semi close to the house.

      “I had no idea. That could come in handy.” Charlie tried to sound casual, though he was almost salivating to get the details about her.

      “She inherited it from her husband when he passed away.” Abby shrugged. “Tanner Martin. I think he was a few years older than us, so we missed him in high school.”

      The ground fell out from under his feet. Cleo was a widow?

      “He was killed when his Humvee hit an unexploded bomb over in Afghanistan. Cleo moved here about four or five months after it happened, towing her little boy with her.” She shrugged. “That had to be tough.”

      A massive understatement. No wonder she didn’t want to talk about her past. That was a whopper.

      Charlie swallowed, his throat dry in disbelief. “Wow,” was all he could say. “That’s terrible.”

      “Her father lives out there with her and helps around the property. He’s taking up one of the old cabins at the back of the house. She lost her mom some time back too.”

      Charlie felt like the weight of the world fell onto his shoulders. Cleo must carry the universe on hers. Guilt for their past interactions flooded him. His father had always impressed on him never to judge someone without first knowing what they had going on in their lives, which ended up being advice to never judge anyone because it was impossible to know everything someone was going through. He’d just ignored all of that advice and pressed right through, assuming Cleo wouldn’t know the grief he was experiencing. Not only did she know it, she was going through it every single day.

      “Thanks, Abby,” he said, grabbing a toothpick out of the dispenser. He turned to go.

      “I bet that helps in making your decision,” Abby said, her voice snide. “I wouldn’t hire someone with that much baggage.”

      Charlie saw red and wanted to turn around and throttle the woman. Instead, his father’s words came back to him and he turned around, pinning her with a look so fierce, she took a step back.

      “I think Cleo would make a model employee. It’s our experiences and how we deal with them that shape our character. Perhaps you would do well to learn that lesson.”

      Abby’s mouth opened and shut. Finally, she glared at him and slapped the rag back down on the counter to wipe at a spot she’d already cleaned.

      Charlie turned and swept out of the coffee shop. He had a lot to think about.
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      Cleo spent the rest of the day in an odd fog. Even dealing with Jet couldn’t take her mind off Charlie. She hadn’t thought about a man once since Tanner passed, and doing so now felt almost disloyal to her.

      Even though she knew it was ridiculous to even think that, it still felt like one day he would open the door up, toss his duffel bag down and announce he was home again. Maybe if she would have gotten some closure instead of a final phone call it would have made it easier.

      Although she thought maybe nothing would have made his death easier to bear. She picked at the salad on her plate, noticing with amusement Harris doing the same. She tried to serve at least two vegetables with every meal, but Harris was going through a picky eating stage right now and only liked things that looked beige or artificial.

      “Grace was nice to me at school today,” he finally said after the silence at the table had gone on too long.

      Her father, sitting at the opposite end of the table, met her surprised gaze.

      “She was?” Cleo asked, turning to look at her son.

      “Yup,” he speared a pecan he’d pushed away from his lettuce and popped it into his mouth. “She mentioned she didn’t have a mommy.”

      Cleo’s eyebrows went to her hairline. “She did? Why did she bring that up?”

      “Because she said mommies are the ones who are supposed to teach you things like not to fight.”

      Her father coughed to cover up a laugh. “She also said she’s from a place where it rains a lot. Not here in America.”

      “That’s right. Mr. Charlie said she was from Scotland. It’s very pretty there.” Cleo had backpacked during her college days across the Highlands. She’d never forget the cool temperatures and the warm, larger than life people she’d met there.

      “Her voice is sometimes funny, but I didn’t want to tell her that. I didn’t want peanut butter in my hair again.” Harris frowned. “I guess she can’t bring it anymore and Grace is sad about it. It’s her favorite sandwich in the world.”

      “She can eat it at home,” her father offered.

      “It isn’t the same. At school we all trade stuff in our lunchbox. Sometimes other moms pack things they don’t like, so we take all our stuff out and trade for it. Today I traded my crackers for some grapes.”

      She couldn’t help the laugh that burst from her. “Do you want me to get grapes next time I’m at the store?”

      Harris shrugged. “It doesn’t matter if I can trade for them. Grace’s dad packs some weird stuff sometimes. One time he sent her with a can of sardines and some crackers. No one wanted to trade for those.”

      Her father lost it, his shoulders shaking with laughter. Cleo wrinkled her nose. “Does Grace like sardines?” That would explain why Charlie packed those in a kindergartner’s lunch kit.

      “No way,” Harris said, his nose wrinkling in disgust. “She didn’t have to trade that day. I gave her half of my ham sandwich and part of my cheese stick. I wouldn’t share my cookies, though.”

      “That was awfully sweet, honey,” Cleo offered.

      “She’s brave, Mom.” Harris looked down at his plate, a faint splotch of color on his neck.

      “Why’s that?” Cleo asked, her hand stilled over her plate.

      “Because she doesn’t have a mommy. She’s like me. I’m brave, too, aren’t I?”

      Cleo reached across the table and pulled Harris in for a hug. “The bravest,” she whispered against his hair.

      Tears welled in her eyes. It was never easy for a child to have only one parent, but it was even worse when the parent was ripped away from them suddenly. Tanner was a good father when he was home. Even when he was gone, he gave his son as much time as he could.

      But it wasn’t fair to Harris. She couldn’t do the job of both parents and when she fell short on some things, her father stepped in to help. It wasn’t the same as having Tanner around, though.

      Her gaze caught with her dad’s stricken one. He shut his eyes for a moment and reached over to pat Harris on the back. “The bravest kiddo in town,” he said, his voice choked up.

      “Grace’s mommy died, too. Did you know that?”

      Cleo inhaled. “I did. This is pretty heavy conversation for dinner, Harris. Maybe we can talk about something a little brighter? Christmas is coming up, isn’t it?”

      His expression brightened, thankfully. She would have talked about it if he insisted on it, but this was the holidays and she wanted to focus on happier things.

      “I want a basketball goal, Mom!”

      Cleo tilted her head. “Hmm. Santa would probably see that as reasonable.”

      In their house, Santa was very much a transactional individual. Any requests for ponies or magical occurrences were met with logic and reason. Also a healthy amount of diversion.

      Harris rolled his eyes. She suspected he was close, if not already there, to discovering Santa wasn’t real. Cleo wouldn’t break it to him now, not so close to Christmas unless he asked her. He’d always been the kind of kid who asked a lot of questions about things and the curious children were the ones who usually discovered the truth about Santa and the Easter Bunny way earlier than the kids content to swim in the magic the little white lies provided.

      “Anything else?” Cleo finished up her salad and pushed the bowl away. Her stomach was still tied up in knots over the coffee she’d had with Charlie.

      A mischievous look stole over Harris’ features and Cleo steeled herself. They might live on acreage large enough to host a farm, but there would be no ponies in the Martin household.

      “A puppy?” he asked hopefully.

      Cleo’s eyes widened and she sent a helpless look to her father. He shrugged and looked away.

      No help there, then.

      “Errmmm,” she drawled. Her fingers tapped on the table, a nervous gesture she hadn’t quite curbed. “A puppy is a lot of work, you know.”

      “I know! I Googled it. You have to feed them, give them water, take them out to potty all the time, especially when they’re puppies because they don’t know not to go inside the house. You have to exercise them. I can do all of those things!”

      “And what about when I’m at work and you’re at school. Who’s going to watch it then?”

      Harris slid his Pop Pop a look. “Grandpa?” he asked hopefully.

      Cleo grinned as Harris unwittingly snagged her dad into his request. She could just see him out there at five o’clock in the morning standing in the cold air with a wriggling pup too wound up to go potty.

      “Uh, young man, I’m too old to take care of a puppy.” He sent her a help me look, but Cleo just grinned and shrugged.

      “You are not!” he insisted. “Mom says you’re young at heart.”

      He laughed. “Young at heart is very different than young in body. I can’t chase things like I used to and puppies love to run and play. I wish I could help you, kiddo, but this decision is up to your mama.”

      Harris narrowed his eyes. “Don’t you mean, Santa?”

      Horror filled her dad’s eyes.

      “Yep,” Cleo announced, drawing Harris’ attention away. “He means Santa, but since Santa and I talk a lot during the holidays, I still have an opinion. It’s not fair to bring a puppy home if we don’t have the time to devote to it.”

      His shoulders slumped in defeat and he pushed his plate away. “May I be excused?” he asked.

      “Of course. Make sure you wash your hands and unload the top rack of the dishwasher for me, please.” Cleo had just started giving Harris small tasks to do around the house for his allowance and to teach him some responsibility. So far it was going okay. The top rack was glasses and silverware usually and she had to show him several times how to do it. She had a bunch of chipped coffee mugs for her efforts, but he was doing well so she slipped five bucks into his bank account every couple of weeks.

      He nodded and skipped off to the kitchen.

      Cleo sat back in her chair with a groan.

      “A puppy, huh?” her dad asked quietly.

      “I guess so.” She looked up at the ceiling. “I don’t think he’s going to get one. It’s too much work and right now I don’t have the money.”

      He grunted his assent. “If you were to ever have a dog, though, this would be the place to have it. There’s a lot of land out here for a boy and a dog to explore.”

      “Not you too.” She groaned and covered her face with her hands.

      “I’m just saying.” The sound of a chair being pushed back from the table made her peek. Her dad carried his plate into the kitchen.

      “Dad!”

      He turned around. “Yes?”

      “You know I can’t afford a dog, right?”

      Her father shrugged. “The shelter has those adoption specials sometimes when they get too full. I bet you can find some stuff on Craigslist, too.” His expression softened. “Honey, what a dog needs more than stuff is love and you got plenty of that to give.”

      “Daaaadddd,” Cleo groaned. “You just told Harris you couldn’t help him!”

      “‘Course I did. He has to really want it so I don’t want him thinking I’m going to do it all for him. When he has to go to school, I can sit with the pup. I don’t have much to do all day around here anyway because you won’t allow me to do much.”

      Cleo’s lips pressed together at that one. “Sorry,” she muttered. “I just don’t want you to do too much.”

      “I’m an old man, honey. Not dead. I still got quite a lot of years ahead of me. I just wanted the decision to be yours, though. To tell you the truth, I wouldn’t mind having an older dog. One of those would be a lot easier than a pup. I bet someone around here has a house-trained old dog they need to rehome. Think about it, darling. I’ll start looking around.”

      And with that, he turned to take his dish to the kitchen.

      Why did she have the feeling she’d just been bamboozled by two experts?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          Charlie

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Everywhere she went now it seemed like Charlie was there. She kept trying to get him out of her head, but she couldn’t seem to stop her thoughts. They were like a sieve, allowing thoughts of the handsome green-eyed man through just when she thought she was over it.

      Harris and Cleo were at the Christmas tree farm, a little later than she wanted to be, but she’d been working extra hours in order to pad her bank account some. The holidays were always the most expensive time of the year and she wanted to make sure Harris and her father had a good Christmas together.

      Her grocery list was burning a hole in her pocket as she thought about how expensive it was going to be to make the holiday meal. She’d never not do it, though. Making the holidays as normal as she could for Harris had been her goal ever since Tanner’s death. She might have had to scale back on the gift-giving, but there was always a Christmas ham and a hot chocolate pie, among all the other goodies she spent the night before slaving away at.

      Her dad stood a few feet away, critically eyeing the tree Cleo wanted to buy.

      “I think it’s too big,” he said.

      “Is a Christmas tree ever too big?” a voice said from a few feet away.

      Cleo’s heart caught in her throat as she spun. Charlie stood there holding Grace’s hand. The little girl shyly waved and skipped over to Harris. She blinked at the abrupt change of behavior between them.

      Grace pulled Harris in for a hug. He allowed her to hold on to him for approximately two seconds before he squirmed away.

      “Uh, hi!” Cleo said, her voice too high and nervous.

      “Hello, Cleo,” Charlie drawled, his eyes drinking her in.

      She felt hot all over and fidgety. “This is my dad,” she said and pointed behind her.

      Charlie’s eyebrows rose. He took a couple of steps and offered his hand. “Charlie Evans. I’m sure you’ve heard of my daughter, Grace,” he said dryly.

      Her father, the traitor, laughed and slapped Charlie on the back after he shook his hand. “Your feisty little girl was the talk of the dinner table for a while.”

      He pulled Charlie with him and they walked for a while, Cleo staring at their backs wondering what the heck had just happened. Grace and Harris stood with her, staring expectantly.

      “Are you getting a Christmas tree, Miss Martin?” Grace asked. “We need one too. I think my daddy forgot about it because he seemed surprised when I brought it up.”

      Cleo snorted in amusement. “Well, he’s here now, isn’t he? And I bet he’ll buy you an awesome tree.”

      Her nose wrinkled. “He wants something small. He says they’re a big mess. But Christmas is kind of messy anyway, so I don’t know what the big deal is.”

      She was right in that certain kid logic children of her age had. Christmas was messy and not just in a physical way. Families were brought together all over the country, some for good and some for ill. This year she wanted her son to have the best Christmas he possibly could.

      Of course, that was her goal every Christmas. She eyed the tree her father said was too big. “Maybe we could put it somewhere else instead of in the living room,” she murmured. The foyer by the front door had a taller ceiling. It wouldn’t be as cozy as having it in the living room, though. “What do you think?” she asked Harris.

      “Can we get a white one?” he asked instead.

      She frowned. For some reason those were usually twice as expensive. Tree farms thought their flocking was made of gold. But … she’d seen something on Pinterest recently. “Let me see if they have spray snow,” she said and wandered over to the area where they stacked the wreaths and extra decor. In less than a minute, she had four cans of it in her arms. “We can get a regular tree and I can spray it white myself. How about that?”

      Harris shrugged. “Will it look the same?”

      It would if she had anything to say about it. “Sure it will,” she said instead. “It will just need to dry before we bring it in.” She could spray it in the barn and leave it out there for a day or so.

      “Okay then.”

      “Can I help?” asked Grace.

      “With the flocking?” Cleo asked.

      She nodded and Cleo’s heart squeezed. This was … this was not good. Not good because she wanted to say yes. If she said yes, it meant Charlie would be coming over to her house.

      She wasn’t ready to have a male over her house. Maybe she could just bring Grace.

      But then Grace would have to be picked up.

      At her house.

      “Oh, honey, I’m not sure,” she said, intent on saying no.

      “Aw, Mom, come on! It will be fun. Maybe we can get Pop Pop to make sugar cookies!”

      Two pairs of big blue eyes weakened her resolve. “I’ll ask her dad. That’s all I can promise right now.”

      The two children high-fived.

      Cleo’s attention wandered over to her father and Charlie, intent on their conversation. Her heart ached at the site of them and memories of Tanner flooded back. He’d done his best to try to have a relationship with her dad, even when he knew he wasn’t super happy about his daughter getting married at such a young age.

      Tanner respected her father and helped him out as much as he could. Seeing someone else in that role was difficult. Not that Charlie was right now. They were still in an uneasy truce, but her father was right. It was time for her to try to open her heart for someone else.

      She just wasn’t sure she could do it.

      The two men wandered back over for a while, just as Cleo and the kids had chosen a slightly smaller tree - one she hoped would fit in her living room. Charlie gave an approving nod as her dad appraised it.

      “Yep,” he said after a moment. “That one will work.” He waved to get the attention of one of the workers as Cleo turned to Charlie.

      It was just a question, she told herself. Though it felt like so much more. “Harris wants a flocked tree and it’s a little too expensive.” She held up the flocking spray. “So I’m going to do it myself and Grace wants to come over.” Cleo smiled sheepishly. “Whaddya say?”

      Charlie blinked at Cleo and stared down at a hopeful Grace. “You want to go over to Harris’ house?” he asked. The surprise in his voice was evident, but Cleo wasn’t upset. A few weeks ago, those two were at each other’s throats.

      She nodded. “And then maybe his Pop Pop can make cookies,” she said as if that would sway Charlie’s decision.

      Cleo’s dad chuckled. “I guess I’m volunteered then, aren’t I? You’re welcome to join her, Charlie.”

      Cleo froze, her smile locked into place. Her eyes slid to her dad who beamed back at her with pride. That old man knew exactly what he just did and had zero remorse for it! She could be gracious or she could throw a fit. A soft breath escaped her. “We’d love for you to join us,” she said.

      Charlie’s knowing gaze softened. He was too smart to not understand what just happened, even though the kids were oblivious. “Maybe for a little while,” he said.

      Grace and Harris whooped and cheered. Cleo felt like she’d lost control. First a puppy and now a man coming over her house? Who was she and what had she done with Cleo Martin?

      “Maybe I can help you with the flocking,” Charlie said. “Or try not to get in the way,” he said ruefully.

      Cleo snorted. “It shouldn’t take me too long, but if Dad makes cookies you might be there for some time.”

      The sun was dying behind them and it was almost dinner time. She didn’t want Harris to ruin his appetite with cookies because he never ate just one. That took all the fun out of it. “If you’d like to stay, I’ll cook.”

      His eyebrows rose in surprise. “Really?”

      A laugh bubbled from within her, genuine this time. “Yes. Really. I have a dish I make that Harris loves. It’s warm, gooey, and filling. You in?”

      “I’m in,” Charlie said. “Gooey sounds cheesy and I’m all about the cheese.”

      “A man after my own heart,” Cleo said before she could stop herself. A rush of color hit her cheeks and she looked away before he could notice. “How about you help Dad load this up for me?” she said before she walked away to pay.

      “No problem,” Charlie said.

      She could feel his eyes on her back the entire way.

      

      Charlie and Grace were in her house. As soon as they stepped in it felt less like a home and more like a box she’d been trapped in. She’d never, ever brought a man here, and it felt a little disloyal to Tanner. She worked to keep her breath steady and even, because if she thought about this too much, she’d spiral into a panic attack.

      Good to his word, her dad preheated the ovens and was rummaging through the cabinets for chocolate chip cookie supplies.

      “I’m going to run to the back and change really quick,” Cleo said. She eyed Charlie’s expensive jeans and pullover sweater. “You may want to stay behind me if you’re going to be out there in the barn with me while I flock.”

      He looked down at what he was wearing and offered a self-deprecating laugh. “I didn’t expect to get involved in a Pinterest project. I’ll stay back.”

      Cleo nodded and rushed off to the bedroom after changing into a pair of work jeans, an old sweatshirt and a pair of old boots her dad bought her years ago. She grabbed a warm hat from her dresser and came back out to find Charlie sitting at her kitchen table, idly turning the pages of a copy of her Reader’s Digest.

      Her heart ping ponged in her chest at the site of it. She hadn’t had a man around in a long time and the site of him in her kitchen looking like he belonged there made her heart thump and stall. Cleo felt hot and cold and disloyal and full of longing. Her emotions ran the gamut. She wanted to scream at him to leave but also beg him to stay.

      Cleo cleared her throat. “Ready?”

      He looked up, amusement sparkling in his eyes at her attire. “Sure.” He dropped a kiss on Grace’s head and whispered for her to be good.

      “I’m always good, Daddy. That’s why my teachers like me so much.”

      Cleo couldn’t help but laugh. They probably didn’t like either one of their kids right now.

      She grabbed the flocking spray and led Charlie out to the barn where they’d set up the Christmas tree inside of its stand.

      “Have you ever done this before?” he asked.

      “Nope,” Cleo said as she flipped on the lights. The tree was about six foot tall and she was not even close to that. She pulled a step stool over for when she needed it.

      Charlie picked up a can of the spray. He flipped it around and started reading the back. A few seconds later, he cleared his throat. “Did you see this stuff says not to use it for flocking?”

      She made a noise in her throat. Cleo had not seen that, but she couldn’t be the first one to have this idea. “Did you see the cost to have a tree flocked? It’s outrageous. Maybe they put that there to deter you from doing it yourself.”

      “Or to maybe not catch your house on fire?”

      Cleo looked back at him sharply, but he was smiling. She rolled her eyes at him. “The only lights on this thing will be the clear ones and they don’t put off enough heat to be an issue. My dad would have said something if he thought this was dangerous.”

      But her dad was born in a different era when seatbelts weren’t a necessity and scars were a way to attract girls. She frowned at the tree and flicked her fingers for Charlie to hand over the can. His cold fingers brushed hers as he set it in her waiting hand. She read the bottle quickly, shrugged, and shook it up.

      “It will take at least a day to dry, so I’ll jump online to make sure this is safe before I bring it in.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I know you wouldn’t bring anything in the house that isn’t safe.”

      Cleo shrugged. He was right. “I live on a strict budget. We have to scrimp wherever we can.”

      His expression sobered. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.”

      She waved a hand at him. “I know. Don’t worry about it.” Cleo pulled the step stool over and was about to stand on it, when Charlie put his hand on her arm.

      “Let me.” His proximity was making it hard to breathe and his hand on her did funny things to her stomach. She should not be feeling this way. It felt wrong, but the worrisome thing was … it felt right, too.

      “You’ll ruin your clothes,” she protested.

      “I’m not worried about it.” He held his hand out and she put the can of snow spray inside of it.

      “I assume I just start at the top and lightly spray it?” He gave her a quizzical look.

      “That’s what I was planning to do,” Cleo said and shrugged.

      His lips tugged up in a smile. “Alrighty then.” Charlie shook the can a few more times and started to spray. Within less than a minute, Cleo wore a delighted smile.

      She clapped her hands together. “Oh! Look how good that looks!”

      “I thought the kids were supposed to be out here watching,” Charlie said.

      “There are cookies involved. All bets are off.” Cleo took another can, shook it, and began to spray the area right below where he’d finished. She had to reach up, but she didn’t need the stepstool. “Thanks,” she said quietly.

      “No problem.” Charlie leaned back against a post and quietly watched her. Everywhere his eyes touched, her skin prickled.

      The only sound between them was the quiet ssshhhh of the can. Cleo diligently avoided eye contact with him, afraid if she looked, she’d see something in Charlie’s expression that would make her want to run.

      That was all she’d wanted to do these last few years - run away from everything. It wasn’t healthy, but it was oh so effective sometimes.

      She went through the rest of the cans in a little under ten minutes and stepped back to admire her handiwork. “This looks awesome!” she said with a little squeak. “I can’t wait to see Harris’ face.”

      Charlie came up beside her. “I like it. It looks pretty close to the ones at the place and for a fraction of the price. I bow down to your frugal superiority.”

      She looked up at him. His lips pulled up into a rueful smile. “Maybe I can do the same with Grace.”

      “She did say you didn’t have a tree yet. Why didn’t you get one tonight?” They stood shoulder to shoulder. His warmth felt like a furnace against her skin. She longed to reach out and touch him, but she wouldn’t. What they had was too fragile to ruin.

      “If I had, I wouldn’t have been able to come back here.”

      Cleo’s breath caught. “I … see.” She didn’t really see at all, but to know he wanted to come back here cracked something in her frozen heart.

      “You’ve got a wonderful place here.” His smile widened. “Did you know we’re practically neighbors?”

      Cleo blinked in surprise. “What?”

      “Yep.” He hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “I live less than a quarter mile down the road.”

      Astonished, she shook her head. “I guess I should do a better job at meeting my neighbors.”

      “Same,” he said. “If Harris ever wants to come over, he’s welcome to.”

      Cleo shifted and walked around the tree to make sure she hadn’t missed any spots. She didn’t want him to see her face right now. This didn’t feel like slowly wading into friendly waters. This felt like diving off the deep end into a shark infested sea. Logically, she knew she should calm down. He wasn’t asking for anything, only offering Harris a place to go if he ever wanted to spend time with Grace.

      But when kids were involved, everything was so much more complicated. “That would be nice,” she said after too long of a pause. “I’m sure he would like that and I know he and Grace have grown closer after their initial dispute.”

      Charlie chuckled. “Dispute. Is that what we’re calling the ice cream and peanut butter apocalypse now?”

      Cleo burst out laughing. “Can you believe that?” she said with a groan. “Harris is rarely, if ever mean.”

      “And I’ve never known Grace to waste perfectly good ice cream.”

      They grinned at each other like fools. Cleo was the first to take a step back. As soon as his green eyes thawed into something resembling kinship, she backed away, the memory of Tanner fresh and aching in her mind.

      “Well,” she said, slapping her hands together to get the snow off. “I guess I should wash off really quick and start dinner.”

      “Sounds wonderful. Thank you so much for having us over.”

      It was her dad’s fault, she wanted to blurt. But, it wasn’t turning out so bad. He was nice company and he smelled good. Like fresh air and sunshine.

      He followed her back inside the house, walking a respectful distance behind her. She held the door open for him and rushed back into her bedroom.

      Once she was inside, she shucked her dirty clothes and collapsed on top of her bed in her tank top and long johns.

      What am I doing? she wondered. Almost immediately, she started to shiver. Cleo rolled off the bed and padded into the shower. She didn’t need to wash her hair, but she wasn’t sure what was in the snow spray and she needed to take care it didn’t get into the dinner she planned to make.

      

      Grace peered at the bowl of food in front of her. Her nose wrinkled as she smelled it. Suspicious, she looked up at Cleo. “What is this?”

      Harris had the same reaction the first time she served this meal, but it ended up being one of his favorites. “Beef enchilada mac and cheese,” Cleo said.

      Harris’ mouth was already full. “It’s delicious,” he said.

      The dish was a combination of heavy cream, enchilada sauce and numerous spices mixed in with ground beef and pasta. It was heaven in a pot, though she didn’t make it too often because it wasn’t very healthy. Perfect for cold nights, Cleo made it most during the winter.

      “Oh my God, Cleo,” Charlie said around a mouth full of pasta. “This is insanely delicious.”

      Her father winked at her. Cleo frowned. She’d have to let her dad down gently. There was not going to be a love match out of this, no matter how much he wanted there to be one. Charlie was here as a dad. That was all.

      “Thanks. I can give you the recipe if you like.”

      Grace giggled. “Daddy is a terrible cook. We get to eat at Grandma’s all the time. She makes delicious chicken,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone.

      A flush of red stole over Charlie’s cheeks. “She does make good chicken,” he conceded.

      “My mom cooks almost every night,” Harris piped in. “Except for when we have leftovers. I like it when she cooks more than I like eating the same thing twice. Unless it’s lasagna. That’s delicious no matter what day we have it.”

      “You like to cook, Cleo?” Charlie’s voice was a rumble against the higher pitch of the kids.

      “I do. My mom taught me when I was young.” She missed her mother every single day and it still hurt to talk about her. “I still can’t make gumbo like she could.”

      “Gumbo?” Charlie inquired. “Like New Orleans gumbo?” His eyes were wide.

      “We’re from Baton Rouge,” Cleo confessed. “We used to eat gumbo all the time.”

      “New Orleans used to be one of my favorite places to visit just because of the food. It’s gotten a little overwhelmed with tourists, so I don’t go back too often, especially not since I had Grace.” His gaze fell on her dad before he looked back at Cleo. “I’d pay you if you wouldn’t mind making me a big pot. It’s one of my favorites in the cold weather.

      Flattered but surprised by the offer, Cleo thought about it. “I can make you a pot. You don’t have to pay me. Just pick up the groceries I need and we’ll call it even.”

      “I -” he scratched the back of his neck. “I know how much work it is to make.”

      “She won’t take a dime from you, son. It’s just the way she is,” her father interjected.

      Charlie bobbed his head in acknowledgment. “Alright then. I’ll take you up on it. No timetable. Just whenever you have some free time. I appreciate it, Cleo. I can’t wait to taste it.”

      She felt her cheeks redden. “I’m happy to do it.” And she was. She cooked for Tanner every night when he was home, and she continued to cook for Harris and her dad. But cooking for someone like Charlie was a little different. It felt more intimate.

      Her father pushed away from the table and started to clean up the dishes. “Kids, why don’t you help me?”

      Grace and Harris slid out of their chairs and gathered up some of the dishes. They trailed after him into the kitchen leaving Cleo and Charlie alone.

      “Thanks for this, Cleo,” Charlie said. “It’s kind of embarrassing going over to my mom’s house all the time for supper.”

      “My pleasure. I like to cook.”

      Silence fell between them. Charlie’s gaze studied some of the pictures on the wall behind her and she knew the second he saw the shadow box. “I heard about your husband.”

      That wasn’t what she expected him to say. “Excuse me?”

      A sheepish look stole over his face. “It’s a small town. People talk. They told me you lived on the Martin land. It’s how I knew we were neighbors. I was sorry to hear about what happened to him.”

      Cleo picked up the cloth napkin lying on the table and twisted it around in her fingers. “He was a good man. A good airman.” She swallowed hard. It had been a few years but she still didn’t like talking about him.

      “Air Force, then?” he prodded, his voice a gentle nudge.

      “Yes. He was a TACP and deployed quite a bit.” Cleo turned to look at the shadow box gifted to her by some of the other military wives. The flag inside was perfectly folded, exposing four stars. All of his awards and decorations were carefully placed inside and there was a plaque with his name, rank, and dates of service, including the day he died. She cried for two weeks after they gave it to her.

      “There is no greater honor than giving your life for a higher cause,” Charlie said, his voice a quiet murmur. The sound of the faucet in the kitchen was dimmed, but she could hear her father talking to Grace and Harris. “No matter what you believe.”

      She sighed and looked away. “I know. But I’d rather have my husband back.”

      He reached over and put his hand on top of hers. She inhaled a sharp breath but relaxed when she realized it was only meant to comfort her.

      “I have no idea what would have happened if Grace’s mom were still here,” he said when the silence stretched. “She didn’t tell me about Grace. Maybe she never would have. I don’t want to sound trite here, but what happened to her ended up giving me the greatest gift of my life. I’ll have to help Grace get through the loss of her mother, and I’ll have to constantly combat the guilt I feel over it all, but I have her today because I lost her mom.”

      Their gazes met and clashed. “What I’m saying is, maybe there’s something out there bigger and greater for you and Harris. If there is, it’s up to you to grab it with both hands.”

      Cleo pulled her hand away and rubbed it down her jeans. She didn’t need anyone to tell her that there was something else out there for her. She had to know that, had to believe it because if she didn’t then what was the point of it all? But she didn’t want to hear it from Charlie. She wasn’t ready to hear it from anyone.

      She pushed the chair back and stood up. “I’m going to go and check on the kids.”

      “Cleo … ” Charlie called.

      She left him sitting at the kitchen table. Cleo wasn’t ready to grab anything with both hands right now and she wasn’t sure she’d ever be.
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      He berated himself mentally for the next two days over what he’d said to Cleo. It wasn’t any of his business and he never should have stepped in. There was no way to know how she was feeling or if she was ready to move on, and he went and stuck his big nose in it.

      Charlie pulled out his cell and texted her. Her father had given him Cleo’s number before he’d left the house. She had no idea as she’d already gone to the back with Harris to make sure he showered.

      When he questioned it, her dad waved a hand at him and announced he knew what was good for her sometimes and for crying out loud it was just a telephone number. He’d accepted with good grace but had yet to use it.

      I wanted to apologize for the other night and thank you again for making us delicious mac and cheese. By the way, this is Charlie.

      It took half an hour, but he finally saw the three dots indicating a text back.

      How did you get this number?! Also, you’re welcome. There’s nothing to apologize for.

      He wasn’t so sure about that. Your dad gave it to me before I left. Hope that’s okay.

      It’s fine. Hope you have a good day.

      And just like that, Cleo deftly shut any further conversation down. He typed out a same to you message and tucked his phone back in his pocket. He wanted to ask her out for coffee again but he didn’t think that would go over well. Maybe he should just leave her alone for a little while.

      That was easier said than done. He thought about her pretty smile and fiery hair several times a day and was bothered by the ease in which she slipped into his thoughts. What made it worse was that she'd given him absolutely no encouragement. She’d never flirted or said anything to make him think she was interested.

      It didn’t stop him from being interested, though.

      Charlie poured himself a cup of coffee and headed to the back of his farmhouse. He’d been supplementing his income lately by editing older digital photographs he’d taken and licensing them. It wasn’t enough to pay all of his bills, but it did do a good job of allowing him to stretch his savings out. Within the next year, though, he’d have to seriously consider going back to work. The thought of it concerned him because it would most likely mean moving Grace. Being a photographer meant a lot of travel and a lot of hours on the road. National Geographic had been inquiring about his schedule and so had a few other magazines. If he didn’t get back into it, they were going to lose interest.

      He opened up Photoshop and the last file he’d been working on of children playing in an area known for landmines. Charlie remembered the day he’d taken those photographs. Every time a child moved, his heartbeat sped up and he forgot how to breathe. All of the children went home that day, safe and sound, but he’d never been more thankful for the life his parents had given him in Texas.

      The day had been desperately hot and as the sun beamed down and the children played, kicking up dirt with their bare feet. He was able to capture the fleeting cheer on their faces along with the puff of dust being made with their movement.

      His hand paused over the mouse. Would Cleo allow him to take her picture? Some people thought of photography as intrusive. To be honest, Charlie agreed with those people. Photographs, especially those taken unaware, captured one’s emotions at the most unguarded times. You could tell a lot about a person by their eyes.

      Whoever said they were the windows to a person’s soul was spot on.

      In Cleo’s eyes he saw grief and a desperate willingness to keep getting up in the morning to provide for her son. There were small flickers of happiness, but he never saw her smile for more than a glimpse. An uncomfortable part of him wanted to be the one who put a smile on her face.

      People were happier together. It was the most basic unwritten human law. Companionship, love, friendship … these were the things a person needs to survive. He wasn’t sure Cleo had those things - or not as much as she needed. She had her son and her father, but who else did she have besides the memory of a man who was no longer there. A ghost.

      Spirits wouldn’t keep her warm at night or dry her tears.

      Charlie growled at his thoughts. Who in the world was he? Was this what getting old was like? He shuddered at the thought of it, but wondered what it would be like to settle down. He hadn’t been on a single date since Grace came into his life, and it wasn’t for a lack of interest in the town. It was Charlie’s own lack of interest that led to him coming home at night, helping his daughter with her homework, and then trudging over to his mom’s house to help her with Dad. Life was remarkably different with a six-year-old.

      Looking back now, he could see there had been a Grace shaped hole in his life for a while. He knew he wanted something more in his life, but he never imagined it would be an impish 6-year-old with a remarkably brash temper.

      Charlie chuckled to himself over his daughter’s exploits but hoped in the future she learned how to handle mean people. She’d encounter them again, but they wouldn’t all have happy endings like her and Harris.

      Cleo’s son was a cute kid, quiet but obviously intelligent, and he put up with Grace and her sometimes constant chatter. He couldn’t imagine losing his dad at such a young age and to know both kids had lost a parent was almost too much for him to fathom.

      Harris had Cleo and his grandfather, and Grace had him and his mom, but they were both missing a vital part. Charlie sighed and shut off his computer. He’d barely gotten any editing work done today, and it was almost time to get Grace from the bus stop.

      His mom was making pot roast tonight. Grace’s favorite. Grimacing at his utter inability to cook anything, Charlie flipped off the light and jogged outside to wait for his daughter.

      Maybe Cleo could teach him to cook. Maybe she would even teach Grace when she was a little older.

      Thinking about Cleo in his life for long enough to teach Grace to cook sent his heart thumping. He needed to stop while he was ahead. It wasn’t healthy for either of them. If having Cleo as a friend was the only way he could have her, it would have to be enough.
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      She stared at the emailed invitation, her mouth agape. Unabashed rage filled her as she read it over.

      “We have to bring a date?” she hissed to Helen, one of the other paralegals in the office.

      Helen, happily married and sometimes oblivious, smiled at her. “Oh yes. Isn’t that fun?”

      Cleo’s gaze narrowed. “Fun? This isn’t fun. This is … sexist! That’s what it is.”

      Helen blinked, her eyes comically large behind her oversized glasses. She was petite, blond, bubbly, and not that great of a paralegal. But she was pretty and had a vapid sort of cheer about her, so a lot was overlooked by the partners.

      Unfortunately, a lot of work Helen screwed up on came right back around to Cleo’s desk for correction, making her work twice as hard. She liked Helen. She did not like Helen’s work ethic.

      “You don’t have a friend you could ask?” Helen pushed her glasses up, her gaze concerned.

      “No,” Cleo said. She wanted to scream. “This is a ridiculous policy. Don’t they know they can get into a lot of trouble for requiring something like this?”

      Helen shrugged. “Who’s going to call them out about it, though?”

      Cleo looked at her sharply. Perhaps Helen wasn’t as ditzy as she appeared. She was right about that. This was the only law firm within twenty miles and the list to get in to work at this place was long. The HR department had a stack of resumes ready to go the second one of them quit or was fired.

      It was one of the many reasons she felt like she was walking on eggshells around here.

      “Maybe one of the junior associates would go with you,” Helen suggested, studying her perfect pearl nail polish.

      “I’d rather chew nails,” Cleo grumbled, watching two of the junior associates standing by the water cooler, ogling one of the paralegals.

      “Better than getting fired.” Helen scooted her chair back and stood up. “Break time is over. Gotta get back.” She waved at Cleo as she wiggled away in her too-tight skirt. “Good luck finding someone.”

      Cleo halfheartedly waved back and put her head in her hands for a moment. She’d rather do anything than go to this stupid party, but it wasn’t really an option for her to say no. Everyone showed up at the shindig and she was not going to be the one who protested about it. The first protestor was usually the one who got canned or, at minimum, volunteered for a terrible job duty.

      She tapped her nails on her desk. But where could she find a date? Her love life was as barren as the Sahara Desert right now and had been since she’d lost Tanner.

      She sat up straighter. Charlie.

      Charlie would go if she asked. Wouldn’t he?

      She chewed on the side of her nail as she contemplated. On one hand, she didn’t want to lead him on. On the other, he was handsome, intelligent, and would probably look great in a suit.

      Cleo looked over at her cell phone, debating on whether to text him. She would look desperate.

      But if she showed up sans man, everyone would be looking at her.

      How hard would it be to pretend to enjoy herself with Charlie?

      She snatched her cell up and fired off a text to him.

      Within five minutes, he’d responded back.

      Why, Miss Cleo Martin, are you asking me out on a date?

      Her lips tugged up before she remembered she was not supposed to be flirting with him.

      Hardly, she texted back. I’m in dire straits and need a date for our annual Christmas party. Eye roll emoji. It’s part of the requirement this year.

      I’m pretty sure that’s illegal in all 50 states.

      A quiet laugh escaped her as her eyes darted around to make sure no one saw her texting. She would have gotten up to go to the bathroom, but she’d just gone half an hour ago. Cleo was playing with fire right now.

      Want to get involved in a class-action lawsuit for all of womankind?

      Cleo caught herself smiling again and realized she enjoyed texting with Charlie. He was funny and clever and … she might be developing a crush on him.

      “Oh God,” she whispered and slapped her cell phone down like it was a snake rearing up to bite her. She could not be crushing on him. Just the thought of it was ridiculous. She was a twenty-something year old widow and a single mom.

      Charlie didn’t want her. She barely wanted herself some days.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Jet walking up to her desk. Sometimes she sat in a cubicle with the rest of the legal secretaries and paralegals. Sometimes when they were full on appointments, she sat at the front and worked as both the receptionist and legal help. It was the days she sat up front that she had to worry about Jet. Sound didn’t carry too well there, so Cleo steeled herself as she imagined what he could possibly have to say to her.

      He’d already given her a task sheet for the day and he never came up during the day unless he really needed something. Or he just wanted to harass her.

      She nodded cooly at him as he sauntered in front of the desk. “May I help you?”

      Jet leaned down, a lock of his hair flopping down onto his forehead. On anyone else she might have thought it adorable. On Jet it just looked like he was trying too hard. “Of course you can,” he said, oozing charm.

      Cleo raised one eyebrow as she waited for him to tell her what he wanted. He tapped the top of the desk and grinned at her, his perfect teeth reminding her of the bleaching episode on Friends. Blinding white teeth and tanned skin, a lot of women’s dream. Cleo liked honest men.

      Men with green eyes and skin darkened naturally by the sun. Men like Charlie.

      She blinked as the thought raced across her brain. Jet’s gaze narrowed.

      “I want you to go to the Christmas party with me,” he said.

      Cleo reared back like she’d been slapped. Warning bells clanged around in her head. Handle this carefully, she told herself. It was wildly inappropriate for a partner to ask a subordinate out on a date, but it happened all the time. She stared up at him, unable to form a coherent response.

      “Cat got your tongue?” Jet asked. “I’ve never been out with a redhead before.” His gaze landed on something out behind her and without thinking, she turned to see what it was.

      Trinity’s rear end. Of course it was. Rolling her eyes, she turned back around. “So sorry,” she said, sugar dripping from her voice. “I already have a date. But thank you. I’m so very flattered.” She fluttered her hand around her neck and gave him an insipid smile. “I bet Trinity would love to be asked.”

      The odds of him already asking her were astronomical. Cleo couldn’t hold a candle to Trinity’s looks. She knew she was the consolation prize.

      He flicked his gaze over her dismissively “Alright then. I thought I’d ask someone fresh.”

      Cleo burned with embarrassment, but in the back of her mind she consoled herself with knowing Jet had struck out with her. She handled it well and so far her job didn’t seem to be on the line.

      She watched him walk away, his lean back muscles playing against the lines of his shirt and felt absolutely nothing. Cleo wouldn’t date Jet if he was a billionaire and had a library the size of a Disney beast.

      Cleo pulled her phone to her and flipped it back over, praying Charlie wouldn’t make a liar out of her.

      Of course I’ll take you. Cocktail attire? Send me the details.

      Thank all that was holy. She sagged in relief and put her phone away. Jet would still be there, but there would more than likely be a beautiful vapid blonde on his arm and he would leave her alone.

      She had only a few days to find a dress. Cleo logged into her bank account and grimaced. The direct deposit from Tanner had come in, but she wasn’t getting paid until Friday. With a budget of no more than $75, she’d have to be super budget savvy.

      Maybe she’d drive into Austin after work one day to find something. There weren’t a lot of discount stores around here, but she’d ask around before she made the trek.

      She needed to look poised, put together, and like she had more money in her bank account than someone who ate ramen twice a week.
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      He had a date! With Cleo Martin. Pigs were flying. ‘Twas the twelfth of never, as his grandmother used to say. Charlie smoothed down the lapel of his navy suit and adjusted his tie for what felt like the hundredth time. He checked his teeth. Again. And then smoothed his hair. Again.

      His mother snorted. “This isn’t prom, Charlie. Relax.” Grace was curled at her side, snoring softly. She’d had a tough day of playing hard and had passed out forty-five minutes before her regular bedtime. “If you keep rubbing your hair like that, you’re going to make it all oily. Not the impression you probably want to make.”

      “Mom,” Charlie warned.

      She chuckled under her breath. “You must like this girl, honey. I can’t wait to meet her.”

      “She wouldn’t let me pick her up, so I hope you’re ready now. She’ll be here in ten minutes.” It was almost worth the look of horror in her eye to know Cleo wouldn’t let him drive her.

      It was sort of odd, too. Maybe she wanted to control when they left. She would have even if he’d driven, but she didn’t know that about him yet.

      “Are you serious?” she hissed and raised a hand to smooth her hair down. “I must look a fright!”

      Charlie swooped down and dropped a kiss on his mother’s forehead just as the doorbell rang. Grace stirred but didn’t wake and his mother gently eased her out from her arms. She laid her down and stood nervously smoothing her pants down.

      “Now look who’s nervous,” he teased.

      “Better watch it,” his mother warned. “I have naked baby pictures of you.”

      Chuckling, he walked over to the door. As soon as he opened it, his jaw dropped.

      Cleo stood in the entrance, awash in the dim light of his porch. She wore a black knee-length sequined dress, which showed off one creamy shoulder. Her coppery hair was swept to the side and clipped with a jeweled barrette. She wore more makeup than usual, but it highlighted everything he liked so much about her face. Dark green eyeliner brought out the green flecks in her brown eyes that he didn’t know existed until right this second. Her lips were brushed with a berry colored lip gloss.

      “Uh. Wow. You look really - really …” Charlie, you are so dumb. Speak, Charlie. Speak. “Amazing.” Good boy.

      “Thank you.” Her eyes quickly skimmed the length of his body. “So do you. Thanks so much for taking me tonight. I tried, but I couldn’t get out of it.”

      He held the door open and she hesitated before she came in. His mother stood by the couch in the living room and when he turned, he saw an odd gleam in her eye. He never liked it when she got a gleam.

      “Mom, this is Cleo Martin.”

      Cleo stepped up and shook her outstretched hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Evans.”

      “The pleasure is all mine, dear. You look positively beautiful.”

      Cleo blushed faintly at the praise. “Thank you.”

      “Well, you two kids go and have fun. Grace is passed out for the night and I need to catch up on my shows.” She shooed them away.

      Charlie brushed a kiss across her cheek. “Thanks, Mom. Call me if you need anything.”

      She made a psssh noise. “You forget who you’re talking to. I can handle anything that comes up.” Leaning over, she whispered to Cleo, “If he’s out later than midnight, he turns into a pumpkin.”

      “Duly noted,” Cleo said, humor sparkling in her eyes.

      Charlie held out his elbow and noticed Cleo hesitate before slipping her fingers around his arm.

      “Ready?” Charlie asked.

      “I have to be,” she said.

      Charlie watched his mother’s eyebrows raise, but she didn’t ask any questions.

      “At least there’s free food, right?” he said in an attempt to bring her spirits up.

      “Expensive food, too,” Cleo quipped. “Eat as much as you can.”

      They slipped out of the door, making a handsome couple as his mother watched on, fragile hope blooming in her broken heart.
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      The party was being held at the main local hotel, a spot popular for weddings and receptions. She’d never been here before, though she did hear it was nice. Charlie wasn’t super impressed with her beat up old Honda, but he didn’t say a word as he sank in the passenger seat and flicked her Christmas tree air freshener.

      “That’s a nice touch,” he said, a wry note in his voice.

      “It came with the car and it seemed too retro to throw away.” Cleo had to slide out of her heels to drive. They were too high to comfortably push the pedals in.

      As soon as the doors closed, she felt claustrophobic. Charlie’s scent was everywhere and she felt him beside her keenly. Every time he moved, she became aware of what she was doing. This was her first “date” since she’d lost her husband, though calling this a date was a bit of a stretch. Charlie was doing her a solid, but he got free food and beer out of it, so it was a good exchange.

      She hoped. Cleo knew he had his choice of the women in this town, but he hadn’t chosen anyone. Maybe this was just a way for him to break out of a dating drought. Maybe he didn’t want to be here.

      Maybe … shut up, Cleo. She reverted back to her bathroom pep talks. You are amazing and your legs look amazing in that dress. Good job keeping up with the cardio hip-hop videos because your rear end looks like you could bounce a quarter off of it. You’re going to have a wonderful time. You are not going to drink too much because you’re a pretty girl and pretty girls don’t get sloppy around a man they don’t want to like too much. Got it?

      Cleo nodded to herself. Got it.

      She slid a glance over to Charlie and he was watching her, one brow lifted in amusement.

      “I didn’t want to interrupt your internal dialogue,” he mused.

      Color flooded her cheeks and she thanked her lucky stars it was dark. “It’s a technique I learned after Tanner passed away. I constantly give myself pep talks,” she confessed.

      “You needed a pep talk to go out with me?” His voice didn’t sound angry. More curious.

      “Yes,” she blurted. “No.” Ugh. “It’s me, not you. This is the first time I’ve been out since … everything.”

      “Ah,” he said. “Well then I think we should do nothing but try to have a good time, then, don’t you?”

      She nodded as her shoulders dropped in relief. “Sounds good. Stay away from the shrimp. Last year someone got food poisoning. They fired that caterer, but it’s never a good idea to eat shrimp from a bar like that, especially if you don’t know how long it’s been there.”

      “Wise advice. I once got food poisoning overseas and genuinely thought I was going to die.”

      “You drank the water?”

      He nodded. “Mmm hmm. I was on an assignment covering some fitness guru who left the states to find himself.” She glanced over to see Charlie rolling his eyes. “I took those photos but stayed a few extra days to snap some additional film. I made the mistake of stopping to eat at one of the outdoor markets.” He snorted. “Major regrets. I spent the next five days curled up in my hotel room unable to keep a single thing down.”

      Cleo winced. “But did you get some good photos out of it?”

      Charlie laughed, a hearty genuine sound. “I did. In fact, one of them netted me a pretty big award. I still don’t know if it was worth it.”

      “It was totally worth it!” Cleo grinned at him. “Imagine if you hadn’t stayed.”

      “I wouldn’t have emptied my entire body of all its nutrition,” Charlie said, his tone dry as dust.

      She snorted. “But did that award open up any doors for you?”

      He tilted his head as he thought about it. “It … did.” He shook his head. “Never thought about it that way.”

      Cleo shrugged her bare shoulder, the sequins rasping as she moved. “Just a change of POV is what you needed.” She turned into the hotel parking lot, her stomach going from relaxed to queasy in 2.5 seconds. This was the last place she wanted to be. She didn’t attend last year’s party. She was still relatively new to the area and new to the firm.

      The next Monday she was called into the office and accused of not being a team player.

      So here she was. All dressed up and ready to bolt out as soon as she could.

      Charlie was the plus in all of this. With him here, she wouldn’t be alone and even though the policy raked against her nerves, she appreciated his presence. Making small talk with people she wasn’t crazy about was even worse than working there.

      “Nervous?” he asked.

      “You have no idea,” she said. Cleo pulled into a spot and sat there for a minute, her hands clenched tight on the steering wheel.

      “We don’t have to go in,” Charlie said quietly.

      “We do.” Cleo let out a slow breath and grabbed her jacket from the back. It was an older black trench, but it would do the trick until they got inside.

      Charlie walked up beside her and offered her his arm again. “We need to make it look good.”

      She huffed a laugh and took his arm, the feeling of it unfurling something deep in her belly. It had been a long time since she’d been on the arm of a handsome man. When the inevitable feeling of betrayal came, she squashed it down. It was untrue. She’d loved her husband and he’d loved her. She might not be ready to move on yet, but she could have this one thing.

      Charlie opened the door for her and she walked in a little ahead of him. The lights were dim and the sound of 1950’s Christmas music was blaring through the speakers. Bing Crosby sang about a white Christmas, which was virtually unheard of here in Texas.

      Charlie was directly behind her. She could feel the heat of him through her dress. Squaring her shoulders, she walked into the party.

      Within the first thirty seconds she was there, Charlie tracked down a drink for her. “There’s a table with non-alcoholic drinks over there if you want them.”

      She smiled gratefully and took the proffered glass. It was champagne mixed with some kind of juice, blackberry maybe. A burst of fruit hit her tongue at the first sip and she sighed as she began to relax. Charlie stood beside her, a silent buttress against the people who were staring at them.

      “Your boss is staring at us,” he said.

      She’d known it from the moment she’d walked in. “He asked me out,” she confessed.

      He stiffened beside her which was curious. “Did he now?” he asked, his voice carefully blank.

      “He did. I told him I already had a date.” Cleo smiled at the memory. “Of course, this was before you’d actually said yes, so I’m glad you didn’t make me a liar.”

      “I would never have said no,” Charlie remarked, his eyes on the crowd before him.

      She looked up at him sharply, wondering what he meant by that remark. He didn’t elaborate. “Well, thank you anyway. I’m sure you had a lot to do. Please tell your mom how much I appreciated her watching Grace so you could come.”

      “She was happy to do it. And for your information, I didn’t have anything else to do, nor do I have a lot to do right now. I’m in a weird sort of semi-retirement, though I’ll have to pick up work again within the next several months.”

      “More traveling?” she asked, careful not to betray any disappointment. She and Charlie were in some strange sort of budding friendship. Or … something she couldn’t quite define.

      “I’m not sure yet. Grace has school and family here. New friends.” He shrugged. “I’m not sure what I’m going to do. At minimum, I’ll have to accept traveling assignments during summer or school breaks only.” A smile touched his lips. “I’m not much of a portrait guy, otherwise I’d just set up a studio here and settle down.”

      “What kind of photos are your favorite?” She sipped her drink and looked up at him. The dim light shadowed his handsome face making him look brooding and mysterious. His suit fit him perfectly, outlining the lean lines of his body. He was clean shaven and well put together, and looking at him made Cleo’s mouth dry. She hated to keep making comparisons to her husband. It wasn’t fair, but in this they were remarkably different.

      Tanner hadn’t been as tall or as lean. He’d been a lot more muscular - more of a body builder type than a swimmer. His face had been wider and his hands were roughened by hard work. His voice was deeper, hoarser, as if he’d lived his entire life at a rock concert. His smile was a touch more shadowed from the past hurts of his life, and his eyes were a strange gray that darkened when he was around her.

      Charlie was taller, leaner … happier with himself and the world. This was a man who didn’t seem to be haunted by the darker things in life, though she knew his father’s death had left an impenetrable shadow upon him.

      Just like her mother’s death had left on her. Tanner’s death, though, had sucked the sunshine out of her world, leaving it a dreary gray most days. Standing beside Charlie, though, in the dimly lit, festive, and cheery room made it seem like maybe those darker days were coming to an end.

      “I like photos that tell a story.” Charlie’s gaze scanned the dance floor, watching as her coworkers and some of the firm’s best clients danced the night away. “You can take a picture of an apple and it’s just an apple. But if you take a picture of a person, one they don’t know is being shot, there’s an entire story in their eyes, their posture, the way their face can tilt up at the sun. It’s why I could never be happy in a studio. I live for experiences.”

      “So you don’t want to stay here?” Cleo watched as Jet spun around a tall and beautiful girl. Of course, she was blonde. She hoped the woman would hold Jet’s attention long enough for her to stay long enough to be polite and then get out of there. Flying under the radar was the best way to attend these sorts of things.

      Charlie lifted a shoulder and let it fall. “I’ve always had a home here, so I would keep my home base here, but there’s still so much of the world to explore. I’d hate to miss out. But, my priorities are different now. My plan is to remain here for most of the year to give Grace stability. When she’s off school, though, I hope to take her with me to all but the most remote and dangerous places. There’s no harm in visiting a lot of the world, but I’d have to figure out something if I were to go into the Middle East or somewhere where there’s serious conflict.”

      “Mmm,” Cleo agreed.

      “What about you?” Charlie asked.

      “What about me?” Cleo set her glass down on a tray as a shorter man passed in front of her. He handed her another full glass of the blackberry drink she was having.

      “Do you like being in the legal field?” Charlie waved a hand at the waiter, declining another drink.

      “I do. I love the law. I don’t love the position I’m in right now. Being a legal secretary doesn’t pay as much as a paralegal, though we’re doing most of the same duties. I’d like to go back to school and finish my degree. Maybe go into law school if I can scrounge the money together. At minimum, I’d like to get my Bachelor’s and then try to switch to another firm.”

      “I think that’s a great goal. Build on the experience you have now, then when you have a degree, you can demand more money at a newer firm. Maybe better than the one you’re at now.”

      A snort left her at the thought. “I think anywhere would be better than here,” she said quietly, making sure no one was around to hear her.

      “Then hang on as long as you can and get a degree in the bag.” Charlie held out his hand when a slow song came on. “Want to dance?”

      She hadn’t danced in years. Not since Tanner had slung her around the dance floor the first night they met. Surprised, she set her drink down on a nearby table. “I’d love to.” Surprisingly, she realized how much she meant it when he took her hand and led her out to the floor.

      As soon as his hand settled at the curve of her hip, she stiffened, but only for a moment. He took her hand in his and settled a close - but not too close - distance apart. The warmth of him and the feeling of another body so close to her made her heart skip. Cleo swallowed hard and tamped the feelings of guilt down. Her face was at his chest level and if she wanted to, she could lay her head on it and step closer. She wanted to, but she didn’t want to. Survivor’s guilt warred within her.

      Charlie gently spun her so that her back was to most of the people on the floor. “It’s okay to relax,” he said, his breath blowing across the top of her hair.

      Cleo’s breath puffed out in a soft sigh. She took a slight step closer and did what she’d been itching to do for a while. Her ear rested gently against his chest, the sound of his heartbeat steady against her ear. Up close he smelled like fresh, clean woods. He released her hand and tightened his arms around her. Slowing his speed, they gently swayed.

      Tears sprang to her eyes at the sheer comfort of it. For the last few years, the only people who hugged her had been her father and her son. She loved those hugs. But swaying in Charlie’s arms wrapped protectively around her … felt different. She felt safe. Cared for. Protected. He didn’t need anything from her and that was the best feeling she’d had for some time.

      She wanted to stay here forever.
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      Shock almost rooted Charlie’s feet to the floor. He was holding Cleo. In his arms. And she wasn’t running away. She smelled like mulled wine - exotic and cinnamony and womanly. It was like holding a baby bird in his hands. One wrong move and she’d run away.

      He tightened his arms just enough for her to feel secure. The warmth of her pressed against him was driving him mad. He’d been itching to kiss her for at least a week now.

      A few weeks, if he were being honest with himself. There was nothing more attractive than an angry redhead. The dip of her waist rested in the curve of his hand. Her ivory skin looked like cream against the darkness of his suit. Charlie wanted to tug her barrette off and let her hair spill like blood around him.

      He tilted his head up to the ceiling and whispered a “thank you” to the universe. Charlie knew Cleo asking him to attend this event was painful for her. There was no way to know what thoughts were running through her head, but he was grateful she’d loosened up enough to trust him.

      And that’s what this was. Trust. She felt safe enough to relax in his arms and that was what he’d been trying to make her see for weeksnow. They were in a strange situation. Not quite friends. Definitely not lovers.

      Something more.

      He wanted to see where this went. He had a feeling he knew, though. Charlie had never been in love before, but if it was anything as terrifying as what he was feeling now, he suspected he was already at the beginnings of it. He’d never been an overprotective guy before. As far as he was concerned, women were the stronger sex. Being overseas and witnessing everything mothers did to keep their children alive and safe … well, he’d never seen the like of it. Some women were quiet warriors, unselfish and noble, content as long as the person they loved was safe.

      Cleo was a warrior. She just couldn’t see it. Getting up every day after a tragedy like the one she and her son experienced took a spine of steel and willpower like no other.

      He wanted to sweep her off her feet, carry her home, and tell her she would never have to worry about anything again.

      Doing that, though, would earn him a slap in the face and a shutting door. Cleo had to come to him. She had to deal with her unresolved grief and allow herself to move on.

      The song ended and Cleo pulled away. When her warmth left him, Charlie wanted to tug her back against him. He smiled at her and led her off the dance floor. Just as they were about to get another drink, Charlie noticed Jet, her boss, coming their way. If he pretended to ignore him, would he go away?

      There was something about the man that rubbed him the wrong way. He was too pretty and poised to be anything but trouble.

      Jet stopped too close inside their personal bubble. His gaze started at Cleo’s head and slowly trailed down to her toes and back up again. Totally disrespectful.

      Rage prickled at the back of his neck. His teeth clenched. Doing something would only embarrass Cleo and besides, it was just a look and no one else saw it. If she had to put up with this every day, no wonder she hated her job.

      Who was he kidding? That wasn’t just a look. It was a possessive brand.

      Charlie nodded. “Jet.”

      Jet stuck his hand out and Charlie, even though he didn’t want to, shook it. He suppressed the urge to wipe his hand down his pant leg when he’d finished.

      His eyes went right to Cleo. “I had no idea you’d clean up this well,” he said as he leered at her bare shoulder. “You should dress more like this at the office.”

      “In a cocktail gown at 9 a.m.?” Cleo quipped. “I’m sure the main partner would love that.”

      “He might not, but I would.” Jet swayed a little and ice sloshed in his drink.

      Great. Not only was he a massive jerk, he was drunk. This guy was “O” for two.

      “I’m sure Cleo has other things to worry about at work than her attire,” Charlie said through gritted teeth.

      Cleo put a warning hand on his arm. “I see you found a date,” she said, tilting her head at the blonde still out on the dance floor.

      Jet snorted. “Of course I did. I always find a date.” He took a few steps closer to Cleo. “But she wasn’t the one I wanted.”

      Charlie stiffened, every urge in his body telling him to cast away the consequences and punch this guy right in the kidney.

      She took a step back, fear flaring in her eyes before it turned into anger. “Jet, this is inappropriate. People are staring.”

      “Who cares?” he sneered. “I run this firm and people answer to me.” He jerked a thumb at himself. “I take what I want.” He leaned even closer to Cleo. “And what I want is you.” He picked up a lock of her fiery hair and trailed his thumb down it.

      Charlie flushed with anger. “You need to step back right now.”

      Jet drunkenly turned his attention to Charlie. “Or what?”

      “Charlie … please don’t.” Cleo’s fingers tightened on his arm.

      “He put his hands on you. There is no excuse for that.” His other fist was clenched down at his side.

      “I can put my hands on whoever I want.” His finger trailed from her hair down to her shoulder.

      Cleo flinched. Something snapped in Charlie. He stepped forward, forcibly removed his hand from her shoulder and twisted his finger back, dropping Jet to his knees.

      Cleo’s boss let out a yelp of surprise as Charlie bent down. “You. Do. Not. Have. Permission,” he bit out. “If my date gave you permission, you could touch her all you want, but she didn’t and if you had any social awareness whatsoever, you would realize you are scaring her.”

      Jet’s eyes were wide and angry as they stared up at him, but Charlie had a hold he couldn’t get out of. If he moved wrong, Charlie would fracture his finger.

      The chatter around them was beginning to fall silent as people realized what was going on, but Charlie didn’t care.

      “If you touch her again, I will come and find you, and I promise you won’t like how it ends.” It was probably the worst thing he could have said in a room full of lawyers, but he didn’t care.

      “Charlie,” Cleo begged, her eyes widened with shock. “Please let go.”

      “Do you understand me?” he said to Jet.

      Jet nodded frantically. Charlie released him and Jet scrambled back before he got to his feet and adjusted his suit. “You’ll be hearing from us soon,” he practically spat before he went to the drink table.

      “That was the worst thing you could have possibly done,” Cleo said, her voice wobbly.

      “Why?” Charlie snapped. “You’re obviously scared of him.”

      “You don’t have the right to tell me how I feel,” she said quietly. “Or to fight my battles for me.”

      Charlie’s stare was incredulous. “Tell me you weren’t terrified of him,” he snapped. “Tell me you wanted him to do that.”

      Cleo’s shoulders fell. “That isn’t the point. My job is in jeopardy now, Charlie. I’ve been avoiding this for just that reason. If I don’t have a job, I can’t afford my bills. We get a military stipend, but it isn’t enough for all of our expenses.”

      Charlie stilled at her words. He was the worst kind of fool. Cleo didn’t seem like a pushover, but there were times in everyone’s life when they had to put up with something just to make ends meet.

      It didn’t make it right, but this wasn’t a fairytale. This was real life and sometimes bad guys got the last word.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, his head bowed. A muscle ticked in his jaw. “I just saw him put his hands on you and I lost my temper. I can’t imagine having to deal with him every day.”

      Cleo touched his lapel. “Let’s just try to salvage this, okay?” she said, her voice a hair too bright.

      He nodded, feeling like maybe he’d just screwed up all the progress he’d made with her. Charlie did not want to start from rock bottom again.
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      Well … the worst thing that could possibly happened, happened. She was going to lose her job. Or worse, get a pay cut and be treated miserably. If she did get fired, she could claim unemployment. That was the only bright spot of this entire thing.

      Technically, she could sue the pants off of them. That would require more money than she had or had ever had. They were in the wrong. A partner had propositioned a subordinate. She would most likely win, especially since Charlie was a witness.

      But they were lawyers. They would drag it out and make it so expensive she wouldn’t have a chance at winning. Cleo looked around at her coworkers and realized everyone was carefully avoiding her gaze.

      They didn’t want to be around a sinking ship. Jet, for whatever reason, had it out for her. Whether it was a legitimate crush or a conquest he wanted to make, she didn’t know. Regardless, she’d rather kiss a tub full of frogs than ever have his hands on her again. A faint blush colored her cheeks at Charlie’s reaction.

      She appreciated it, she really did, but it was the worst thing he could have done. Jet didn’t like being embarrassed. He would make her pay for this a thousand ways to Sunday come next week.

      She snagged another drink from a passing waiter since she’d set her other almost full glass down earlier. The taste of fruit and champagne calmed her nerves some, but Cleo realized she’d rather be anywhere else but here.

      There was an odd tension to the air that hadn’t been there and as she looked around the party, she realized what it was.

      Judgment.

      Cleo tilted her drink back and finished it. “I’m sorry, Charlie. Are you ready to go?”

      His brow crinkled in surprise. “Already?”

      Cleo nodded. “I think we’ve worn out our welcome here.”

      His sigh was heavy. “I’m so sorry, Cleo. I didn’t even think about how it would affect you.”

      “It’s okay. And … thank you. No one has defended me in a long time.”

      “Please let me know if you suffer any retribution for this. I have some connections in entertainment and they can help make it right.”

      Her throat tightened. “It would probably make it worse, but I appreciate it.” She tucked her fingers in the crook of her arm and kept her head high. “At least we will make it in early enough to get a good night’s sleep.”

      A snort of amusement escaped him. “I think you need to recalibrate your success meter,” he said, his tone dry as dirt.

      “Listen, if I get to bed by ten, I’ll be a happy lady. Plus, these shoes are not comfortable.”

      Charlie’s gaze fell on her calves and tingles prickled her scalp. He dragged his gaze up and away, but she noticed his throat working as he did so.

      Something tightened in Cleo’s stomach, but she willed it away. She was two glasses of champagne in and emotionally vulnerable after what just happened. The best thing she could do was drop Charlie off and get home and into her pajamas before she did something they would both regret.

      He helped her into her jacket and held the door for her as they walked out. She didn’t bother to say goodbye to anyone and as she walked out, she realized she didn’t fit in there.

      She never had.

      College had never been more important to her than right now. She needed a job she was happy at and that paid what she deserved. She vowed to get a lot more serious about it directly after the holidays.

      It was the right thing to do for both her and Harris.
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      The ride home was stilted and awkward. Charlie knew he’d messed up, but it still rankled him that she allowed someone to treat her like Jet did.

      Five minutes into the drive and he opened his big mouth despite himself. “I still can’t believe you allow him to treat you that way.”

      To Cleo’s credit, she didn’t immediately blow up. “I told you. I have my job to worry about.”

      Frustration pulled at him. “I know, but there has to be something you can do. It seems maddening in this day and age people can still get away with things like that. For crying out loud, Cleo, he put his hands on you. He should have been terminated immediately!”

      She felt like she was losing this battle. “He’s a partner. I’m a subordinate. It happened off duty.”

      “Why does any of that matter?” He ground his teeth together and wanted to scream. No one should ever have to put up with behavior like that.

      “It matters because he’s more powerful than me, Charlie.” She shook her head. “It’s the way it’s always been. One step forward, two steps back. Eventually we will get there. But not today.”

      He shook his head and snorted in disgust. Her shoulders stiffened and her eyes took on an angry gleam.

      He knew he’d screwed up when she spoke again. “You’re coming from a place of privilege,” she said, her voice quiet in the cab of her old car.

      “Privilege?” he spat. Charlie wasn’t sure if he wanted to kiss her or wring her neck.

      “Yes. Privilege. Have you ever really had to worry about money? Where your next meal is coming from? If you could afford your light bill?” Her foot pressed the gas down, jerking them through a red light. Agitation filled the car.

      He sat back in his seat and thought about it. Everyone struggled at one point or another in their lives. But had he? Truly?

      His parents paid for college and he graduated debt-free with a degree he didn’t want. During school, he picked up an old camera at a thrift shop that his parents paid for. With it, he started taking photos and learning Photoshop. His first assignment came right out of college and paid way more than he’d ever made before. The companies put him up in nice hotel rooms when they could and if he had to be in the field, he charged an exorbitant rate for the hassle of it.

      A sour taste filled his mouth as Cleo’s point hit him with the accuracy of a laser. She hadn’t graduated college. Harris had come when she was too young. She married a soldier at an early age and became a military wife. Then she lost him and her mother and was now living on a property willed to her and struggling to make ends meet.

      If she lost her job, she would lose. Maybe not everything. But enough to make it difficult for her to once again pick up the pieces of her life.

      The vehicle pulled up to the front of his home. She stopped and didn’t look at him.

      Defeated, Charlie hung his head. “I never thought about what you must be going through. I sincerely apologize. Cleo -”

      She clicked the electronic locks, signaling her desire for him to get out of her car. He gave a sharp nod and slid out. Just as he was about to lean down and say something else, Cleo pushed on the gas pedal, leaving him standing alone in the street.

      Was that strike three?

      It certainly felt like it to him.

      

      His mother stood on the other side of the door, her eyes bright with curiosity. Once she saw Charlie’s expression, her face fell and she reached over and touched his cheek.

      “Want to talk about it?” she asked. “Grace has been out for hours.”

      Charlie shrugged off his suit jacket and went straight into the kitchen to grab a beer. He popped it open and took a long swig before he said anything else.

      “Her boss put his hands on her tonight. I guess he asked her out and she said no. He didn’t like that much.” Charlie snorted. “The guy was with someone else, too, but as soon as he noticed her dancing with me, he came over and started acting like a fool.”

      Mary’s eyes were wide with concern. “Did you step in?”

      “Of course I did, Mom. But Cleo didn’t thank me.” It felt like it had just happened. Anger still burned within him every time he thought of Jet touching her.

      His mother’s brow wrinkled with concern. “And why not?”

      Charlie explained about her job and how concerned she was about it. As he spoke, her face softened with understanding.

      “Oh honey. She’s thankful. She’s just angry she couldn’t do more. That’s the thing about it. No one really understands what it’s like to go through something until it happens to them.” She reached up and gave him a hug. “And let’s be frank, here. Nothing like that will probably ever happen to you. She’s paralyzed with fear, not for herself, but for her son. To a lot of women, money is security. When that money is gone, there is no safety net. Try not to be angry with her. Try to understand.”

      He set the bottle down with a loud clunk. “That’s the problem. I do understand.” He corrected himself. “Now I understand, but it took her calling me privileged to get it.” Charlie rubbed the back of his neck and stared up at the ceiling. “I screwed up here. Big time. But I still feel like she should have stuck up for herself.”

      His mother chuckled, but it didn’t sound amused. “Darling, I don’t think you should approach Cleo again until you’ve had some time to figure this out. You seem to really care about her, and I don’t want you to say anything you can’t take back.”

      An incredulous look stole over his face. “Are you serious?”

      “Dead serious,” she said. “This is a delicate thing and something almost all women have had to deal with at one time or another in their life. I don’t know what’s going on with Cleo but there must be a darn good reason she’s putting up with all of this in order to save her job.”

      There was. Harris. A groan of frustration left him. He filled his mother in on Cleo’s loss and when he finished, his mother leaned against the counter, a shaking hand over her mouth.

      “Gracious,” she said after a moment. “Honey, you sure know how to pick a difficult one, don’t you?”

      He nodded.

      Mary shook her head. “I don’t mean a difficult person. I mean a difficult situation. Cleo is doing everything she can to survive and I have to be honest here, you’re making it hard on her. She has to want to come your way. She doesn’t need you. She wants you. She just has to decide how much.”

      “Thanks, Mom,” Charlie said, the sarcasm evident in his voice.

      She chuckled. “Baby, a man doesn’t pick a strong woman because they’re easy. They pick them because they’re hard. Something beautiful is waiting at the end of this tunnel if you can get through all the darkness.”

      “Why did you pick Dad?” he asked. Charlie pushed the beer away having lost his taste for it.

      His mom’s face softened. Sadness lit her eyes, but she smiled nonetheless. “I picked him because when something good or bad happened to me, he was the only one I wanted to tell. He knew the sound of my music because he sang the harmony. No matter how complicated things got, we always knew the other would hold us up if we fell. That’s what kept us together. There will never be another man like your father.”

      Something broke inside of Charlie and a ragged gasp burst from him. His mother came over and gathered him into her arms. She patted him on his back. “It’s Christmas time, honey. We should all be celebrating and hopeful. Cleo will come around. She just needs some time.”

      He was unsure about that. If it were just him, he’d pursue Cleo with single minded passion, but he had Grace now. He didn’t even know if Cleo wanted any more children. There were a lot of questions and he had none of the answers.

      Lying in bed later that night, it took a long time for sleep to claim him.
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      Cleo fumed all the way home. She clenched the steering wheel so hard that when she finally let go, her fingers tingled. It was difficult to not get angry. She appreciated him stepping in and telling Jet to keep his hands off of her. It was … possessive and animalistic and kind of sexy. But Cleo knew what would happen.

      When she got to work on Monday, it would be miserable. There was no doubt in her mind she’d walk in and somehow, someway, retribution would come her way. It was just the way of things. All she could do was stick it out and hope they fired her instead of sending her through the ringer.

      Jet was not the kind of man who liked to be embarrassed. He was someone used to wielding power for good or ill. Goodness knew how many women had fallen under his spell during their time at the law firm. She didn’t even want to think about how many female clients might have.

      She shuddered at the thought of it. Cranking up the heat a little more, Cleo drove carefully down the road. The streets were a little slick from a misty rain that started up as soon as she’d driven away from Charlie’s house. The clock on the dash flashed 9:30 and she grimaced. They hadn’t even made it until ten o’clock. This did not bode well for the future.

      A harsh laugh bubbled forth. What future? They didn’t have one. Charlie was too intent on “fixing” her problem, rather than letting her fix it herself. A laugh bubbled from her throat as she remembered something about Tanner.

      It was funny how in death someone achieved sainthood, even if they never were a saint. Cleo used to rage about Tanner trying to fix everything for her instead of letting her do it on her own. No one could look at her wrong or mess anything up without Tanner stepping in and trying to intimidate whoever it was to step down. It was maddening and they fought about it all the time.

      A smile curled her lip at the memory, but as soon as it did, tears welled in her eyes. This was the first time she’d really thought about something negative he’d done. Was this the first step to healing? Realizing that he was never an angel? Someone could be a wonderful person and still have serious flaws. Tanner was quick to anger, though never with her or Harris. When he came back from the deployment before his final one, something had changed within him. A light had gone out of his eyes and no matter what she did, she couldn’t seem to fix it.

      She pulled into the driveway and sat there for a moment, thinking about the past and letting those memories wash over her. Things were different now, a lot different, but she was doing her best for herself, for Harris, and for her dad. No matter what came, Cleo knew they would stick it out with her.

      But Charlie? He was handsome and kind, and seemed like a wonderful father to Grace, but would he even want to be in her life? She was a single mom with not that much income. More baggage than most twenty-something women out there. He’d be taking on a lot with her.

      It wasn’t worth it. Cleo hit the steering wheel. Though her head told her she wasn’t ready to move on, her heart seemed to be moving in that direction. Whether it would be with Charlie, she didn’t know.

      She slid the key in the lock and quietly pushed the door open, wincing at the squeak the hinges made as she let herself in.

      Her father sat at the table, a steaming cup of decaf sitting in front of him. His brows rose as he looked her over, but then a thunderous frown filled his usually kind face.

      “What happened?” he growled.

      Cleo smiled at him. He sounded like a grumpy bear when he got tired. “It wasn’t anything, Dad. I just didn’t really want to be there, that’s all.”

      Her father pushed back from the table and crossed his powerful arms over his barrel chest. “Start talking, kid. I’m your dad and I’ve known you since you came kicking and screaming into this world. Tell me what happened.”

      Cleo eyed his cup. “Any more of that?”

      He stood up. “A full pot. I’ll grab you one.” He lumbered over to the cabinets and grabbed her favorite mug while Cleo put her purse down and took her favorite fuzzy cardigan off the hook by the door. Shrugging it on, she sighed at the softness of it against her skin. Cleo kicked off her heels and padded over to the table, barefoot.

      She sank into the chair and accepted the mug her father handed her with a sigh. “Thanks, Dad.”

      He grunted as he carefully maneuvered himself back into the chair. “Now tell me what happened.”

      He knew about Jet and her frustrations with him, but he knew the Martin girls and knew it would make it a lot worse if he stepped in and tried to fix things.

      “Jet put his hands on me tonight,” she said, her voice a whisper in the mostly silent house. The fireplace crackled merrily behind them and every once in a while the old coffeepot clicked, as if to reassure itself it was still alive. She loved this house. She loved knowing that Tanner had been here once upon a time. She loved knowing Harris was able to run around and explore the land and she loved knowing her dad had a place to call home.

      The only reaction she got from her father was two bushy, raised eyebrows. “I assume Charlie is somewhere in this mess,” he said, his voice rough.

      Cleo sipped her coffee. “Darn near broke Jet’s fingers.”

      One side of her father’s lips curled into a satisfied smile, causing Cleo to snicker. “Dad! This was not okay. I’m really going to pay for that when I get there on Monday.”

      “I would have done the same thing. Jet isn’t a man if he’s putting his hands on you.” He picked up his mug and took a sip.

      “I need to do this my way. I cannot afford to lose this job.”

      This was a sore spot with her dad, and it always would be. “We can make this work if we have to. Plus you’d get unemployment if they fired you. I get social security and your mama left behind a life insurance policy, so we both got a little money there. Along with the military benefits, we could scrape by.”

      It was true. They could. But she wouldn’t. Harris deserved more than to scrape by. “I’m saving that money for Harris, Daddy. The military will pay for his college when he goes, so that’s a huge relief, but I need Harris to want for nothing. I don’t want to count all my pennies and dimes and go digging around in the couch scrounging for change when I need it.”

      Her dad sat back then, a strange look on his face. “Isn’t that what you’re doing right now? Every time you go grocery shopping?”

      It felt like she’d been slapped in the face. She thought she’d been able to hide how frugal she’d been. “Daddy, it’s up to me to provide for us and I’ll do it however I have to.”

      “No, Cleo. I have money in the bank. You need to let me help you.” Her father and her  locked eyes in a battle, before she blinked and looked away.

      “I’m making less than thirty grand a year, Dad. I get some money from the VA every month that takes care of the house note and some of the other bills. The military is going to take care of Harris’ college, and I stick money in my savings every month just in case. We aren’t destitute. I’m just being overly frugal right now.” She pulled the cardigan closer around her as if to shield herself from her father’s disapproval.

      “You’re scared.” He set the mug down and leaned forward. “You’re terrified something is going to happen and you want to have a safety net instead of living your life.” He shook his head. “Baby, you have to start living. Take Harris to an amusement park. Get your hair done. Go on a girl’s trip. All this fear is bad for your soul.” Tears shimmered in his eyes. “I can’t stand to watch you live this way. I want you to be free. I want you to be young. I just want you to live.”

      Tears fell down Cleo’s face at her father’s words. “I can’t, Dad. I’m not ready.”

      “Losing your mom was the most difficult thing to ever happen to me, but she told me before she died that it was her time to go, not mine. I still don’t know if I can look at another woman, but I know when I wake up in the morning that I’m ready to find out.” Her father tapped his fingers on the table and stood up. “There are some good things about to pass you by, Cleo Martin. I think you need to take a deep look inside and realize the only thing holding you back is yourself.”

      He rinsed his mug out and stuck it in the sink. Without looking back at her, he shuffled out the door and down the side of the house to his cabin.

      A shaky breath came from her as she thought about her father’s words. She never thought about him marrying someone else. The thought of it bothered her more than she liked. It wasn’t her business who her dad chose to love. Cleo’s mother had raised her and passed away after she was an adult. Whoever her dad decided to bring into his life now would be for him to choose, and while she knew he’d take them into account, they weren’t the main factor anymore.

      The coffee cooled on the table as Cleo sat there. The fire was warm against her back and her hands were cupped against the mug of decaf she still held. For the first time, she felt all grown up. She was standing at a crossroads right now and which way she went would change her life forever.

      Cleo groaned. She sounded overdramatic, but it was true. Her father was moving on. Harris was growing up. Cleo was the only one who seemed stuck. She got up and grabbed her cell phone, scrolling through the calendar looking for the spring admissions deadline for the university one town over. It would require her schedule shifting around some, but she could still do it.

      Charlie was right that she shouldn’t have to put up with anyone treating her that way, but her position was tenuous. She was the only one who could fix it. With hope in her heart, she rushed over to grab her laptop. She set it on the table and went into her room to put on pajamas and a long cardigan. Cleo unpinned her hair, put it up in a messy bun, and went back into the kitchen to see what it would take to get her registered for college.

      Her dad was right. There was money in her savings account. Doing this might set her back some, but it would pay off in the future. She could no longer afford to stay at a job that was doing nothing but sucking the life out of her.

      She smiled as she typed in the website for the college and she kept the smile on her face the entire time…  until she had to type in her credit card number.

      Although she ended the night with a lighter bank account, she knew this was the first step to living again.
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      His mother words stayed with him for a long time after their discussion. It usually took him a long time to see it, but his mother was right about most things. Christy, his  last real girlfriend, came to mind. She was a fellow photographer he met on an assignment in Nepal. Christy had made her name in natural photography. She was gritty and low maintenance. Everywhere Charlie went, she followed, no matter how remote or dangerous. They’d separated, remaining as friends, once they’d both discovered they loved their jobs more than they loved each other.

      Grace had come several months after that, unbeknownst to him. He’d continued gallivanting around the world, discovering all he could about this wonderful planet. When he’d gotten that call everything skidded to a halt.

      And now here he was. Half in love with a woman who’d dealt with more in her short life than he’d dealt with in the entirety of his. Did he want Cleo in his life permanently or was she just a passing fancy?

      He shifted uncomfortably in the seat of his truck. He knew the answer, but his head was telling him something else. Grace sat in the passenger seat, kicking her legging clad legs. She was bundled up in black boots, an oversized sweater, and a jacket that threatened to engulf her whole body. Charlie’s heart swelled with love as she stared out the window, her sweet face the picture of entrancement.

      He loved how children were so adaptable and impressed by everything. Charlie wished he still felt that way about this town and life in general. These past three years had been both wonderful and exhausting.

      “Dad?” He felt his daughter’s eyes on him.

      “What baby?”

      “Do you like Miss Cleo?”

      A huff of laughter escaped him at the name because there was a television psychic on late night television with the same name. “I do like Miss Cleo,” he offered.

      He glanced over. Grace’s face lit up and he realized the mistake he just made. He didn’t want to give her the impression that anything untoward was going on. “Grace, I meant as a friend. You understand that, don’t you?”

      Her face fell. “Oh. Okay.”

      “Miss Cleo is really nice and she’s become a good friend of ours. Are you getting along with Harris?”

      Grace nodded vigorously. “He’s funny, Dad.”

      Charlie smiled. “I’m glad, baby.” Grace was an overall happy child, but she didn’t laugh a lot around kids her own age. She showed a maturity he wished she didn’t have, but losing your mother like she did would make a lot of children grow up faster than they should.

      “He isn’t mean to me anymore.” As they neared the school, Grace picked up her backpack.

      “So no more ice cream in the face?” Charlie reached over and kissed her on the cheek.

      “Not yet,” Grace said ominously, a little dimple peeking out from her cheek.

      Charlie laughed all the way back to the house.

      

      The camera he hadn’t picked up in so long stared at him from the corner of the room. It was Saturday and his mother had picked Grace up to bake cookies with her. He missed her, but he was also grateful for the silence. Having a child in the house means being asked questions until you died.

      The day he arrived back in Pecan Grove with Grace, he’d set the camera down in the corner of his office, meaning to get back to work within the first few months. Then he realized what being a parent actually meant: paperwork, doctor appointments, school registration, PTA meetings, and  thousands of other things he had to do on a daily basis.

      His art had suffered, but his relationship with his daughter had blossomed. Charlie couldn’t think of a better trade-off. This wasn’t to say he took no pictures. In this day and age of everyone having a cell phone and documenting everything in their lives, it was almost impossible for Charlie not to have a cell phone full of pictures of his adorable daughter.

      But there was something different about holding this camera. It was an older Canon, one of the first digital cameras they’d come out with. Some of his best work had been taken on this camera. He eyed it, debating whether touching it would open something within him he wouldn’t be able to put back in the box.  He took the few steps over and snatched it up from the table. He hefted the weight of it in his hands and took the cap off the lens. Strapping it over his neck, Charlie grabbed his jacket and keys.

      There was only one thing he wanted to photograph.

      

      Cleo opened the door, her face a picture of surprise.

      “Hey,” Charlie said, the camera still on his neck. Her hair was done up in a messy bun and she wore a long sleeve shirt and a pair of lounge pants. Her face was free of makeup and he’d never seen her look more beautiful.

      Normally he didn’t show up to someone’s house like a complete weirdo, but as soon as he touched his camera, he felt the urge to take pictures of something stunning.

      She was the first person he thought about.

      “Um, hey,” she said and gave him an awkward wave. Her expression was curious and a little wary.

      “I’m sorry for showing up like this. It’s hard to explain.” He pointed to his camera. “I got the bug and I wanted to ask you if I could take some pictures of your property.” What he didn’t tell her was that he hoped she was in most of those pictures.

      She held the door open. “Want a cup of coffee?” Cleo didn’t even wait for him to respond before she turned around and went into the kitchen. He followed behind her, closing the door as he did.

      The fireplace crackled in the living room, filling the room with a cozy warmth. Charlie shrugged off his jacket and hung it on the hook by the door. The smell of coffee and burning wood filled him and he inhaled deeply. There was something so country about her place. He loved everything about it. The old farmhouse had real wooden floors, pine if he was right, and not the smooth kind. These were original floors, with all the bumps and scars of unpolished wood. The floor was smooth but it had character. Cleo,he assumed, had painted the walls a pale green and decorated the place with cool grays and teals. It seemed like it shouldn’t match but it did.

      Her cabinets were painted antique white and he noticed as she opened the cabinet that none of her dishware matched. She pulled out a chipped teal mug and a white one that said something about being a sister wife.

      Charlie snorted under his breath. She must have just gotten up.

      Cleo turned and handed him a mug. “There’s cream and sugar in the fridge if you want it.” She padded over to the couch and sat down.

      The smile on his face spread wider. She was grumpy in the mornings. Good to know.

      Charlie opened up her fridge, frowning as he saw the sparse contents of it. There were apples and oranges, greens and milk, and a pack of chicken he assumed she was defrosting for tonight. He noticed milk and eggs, but that was about it. Cleo had the cleanest refrigerator he’d ever seen.

      But he couldn’t help think it was clean because she couldn’t afford to waste any food. He looked to the side and grabbed the small container of half and half. Pouring a little in, he looked around for the sugar.

      “By the coffee pot,” she croaked and held her coffee up to her lips like it was a life preserver and she was drowning.

      He put a spoonful of sugar in, put the creamer back, and walked over to her. He sat across from her in a surprisingly comfortable gray recliner.

      There were smudges of purple underneath her eyes. “I apologize if I woke you,” he said.

      She looked at him in surprise. “You didn’t. I’ve been up for a while. I’m just really tired.”

      “Work picking up?” Charlie took a sip of the coffee, surprised to find it was really, really good. Cleo’s coffee selection skills were above average.

      “School,” she rasped out, taking another sip.

      “You’re in school?” he blurted.

      Her eyes flashed with an emotion he couldn’t define. “Yes,” she said patiently. “I ended up signing up for one of their compressed semesters and it’s kind of a nightmare.”

      “Compressed semester?” He’d never heard of it, but his college experience was when he first graduated not as an adult.

      She nodded. “It’s an entire course compressed from 16 weeks into four. It’s a new thing they’re trying out at the university.”

      His eyebrows lifted. “How many hours are you taking?”

      “Nine.” She shut her eyes and curled her fingers tighter around her mug. Her shoulders were slumped with exhaustion.

      “Are you still working full time?” Charlie couldn’t help but be impressed. Going to college when you were an adult was a lot harder than doing it right after high school, but going to school while working full-time and raising a kid on your own was vastly more difficult.

      She nodded. “I do homework at night and on the weekends.” A thin smile crossed her lips. “There’s a break coming up, thank goodness. I pretty much just started, but I feel overwhelmed already.”

      Guilt stole up on him. “I can leave if you want. I didn’t realize how swamped you were.”

      “No.” She held a hand up. “Please, stay. It’s nice to have a distraction.” A rueful chuckle slipped from her lips. “I’m just a zombie. Let me drink this and maybe have another one if you don’t mind. Then I’ll get dressed and take you around the property.”

      Sitting and drinking coffee with a rumpled, sleepy Cleo sounded like the best thing to happen to him in weeks. “Sure,” he said and settled back into the chair. “This is a beautiful place you have here. It’s peaceful.”

      A smile lit her eyes and he noticed the edges of her eyes crinkled. “You live just down the road.”

      “Yes, but you have the most land, so your neighbors aren’t as close as mine.” He laughed. “I have a small backyard with one tree and a small shed. You have room to four-wheel out here if you wanted to.”

      “Harris is too young for a four-wheeler,” she murmured, though it sounded like an automatic response.

      “Let me guess. Harris has already asked?”

      She rolled her eyes. “My dad too. Why is it that men think extra land needs an ATV?”

      “It’s easier to ride to the edges of your property in an ATV. You never know what’s going on until you start riding around and it’s easier to get a vehicle stuck than a four-wheeler.”

      “You sound like my dad,” Cleo grumbled. “We have one in the shop but it doesn’t work. My dad has been itching to buy the parts to fix it for a while now.”

      Charlie’s eyes lit up. “Really? I’d love to help if he decides to get it running.”

      Her lip curled in a soft smile. “Men,” she said with a huff of breath. “I’ll let Dad know.” Cleo got up and poured herself another cup. “You want another?” she called to him.

      “I’m good.” He held his mug up in acknowledgment. “Just  a few days  until Christmas. You ready?”

      “Not even a little bit,” she said. “I haven’t started shopping and the tree’s barely decorated. With school and work, I just haven’t been able to make the time. I’m hoping to get some of it done tomorrow.”

      An idea occurred to him. “Hey. Maybe we can go together? It would be nice to have a woman’s point of view for Grace.”

      Her eyebrows rose in surprise. “Um. Okay. As long as you help with Harris. I think I may drive out to Austin and hit up one of their outlet malls. I have a list of things to get.” She eyed him over the rim of her cup as she made her way back to the couch. “You should have a list, too, so we aren’t meandering around for hours.”

      Amusement hit him. “You’re not the meandering type?”

      “In the mall at Christmas time?” She shook her head with emphasis. “No, indeed not.”

      He barked a laugh out. “Me neither. Want to go when it first opens?”

      She gave him a long look as if she were wondering whether or not to regret her decision. “Yes. Let’s be in front of the doors when it opens. Stick and move, Charlie. Stick and move.”

      He laughed. “Alright. Ninja Christmas shopping.” Another thought occurred to him. “What do you think about Grace and Harris staying together?” He held up a hand to fend off her protests. “My mom would adore having them both. I know it.” He hadn’t asked her yet, but he knew she would love it. His mother wanted no less than fifteen grandchildren, which was a huge burden on him since he had no other siblings. The more kids he could put on her, the better right now.

      His mother was still lonely, despite spending more and more time with Grace. She was doing well, all things considered, but she wanted to fill her days and keep busy. He couldn’t think of a better way than having two rambunctious kids to keep an eye on.

      “I dunno, Charlie. That’s a lot for your mom.”

      “I’ll ask her tonight and if she says yes, which I know she will, I hope you’ll let her.” He pointed to himself and winked. “She raised me, so she must be amazing, right?”

      A reluctant chuckle slipped from her. “Fine. But my dad is going to want to meet her.”

      “Then I’ll bring her over tomorrow and meet they shall.”

      Cleo set her mug down. “I’ll get dressed and take you around the property. Harris is still sleeping and Dad hasn’t come in for coffee yet, so we’ll have to be quiet.”

      “Of course.” As she walked away, he said softly, “Thanks, Cleo.”

      She turned and smiled, the look on her face taking his breath away. “My pleasure. Though I hope it’s not too much to ask for a copy of whatever you take.”

      “I’d love to give you some prints.” He would. Having one of his photos in Cleo’s house would be amazing.

      She disappeared down the hall. Charlie stood and stretched, careful not to spill his coffee. Everywhere his gaze touched, he saw little touches of Cleo. Handmade artwork was haphazardly placed on the refrigerator with random collected magnets. There was a cardigan tossed over the couch and another one on the back of one of the chairs. The curtains were a soft dove gray and had a white winter tree pattern on them. He absentmindedly wondered if she changed them during the springtime. Walking over to the large windows at the back of the house, Charlie peeked out at the acreage in front of him.

      Some of the land was cleared but not a lot of it, leaving the back half of her property mostly forested. There were numerous pine trees in this area and he could spot a few pecan trees littered around.

      “There’s an orchard further back,” said Cleo.

      He jerked in surprise and turned. Her hair was loose and wavy around her shoulders. She wore a white cowl neck sweater, a pair of dark wash jeans, and a pair of sturdy outdoor rain boots. Her lips were glossy pink, but she hadn’t put any other makeup on.

      She grabbed the oversized cardigan from the back of the couch and put it on. “Ready?”

      He nodded as she opened the back door.

      “Orchard?” he inquired.

      “Mmm hmm. It’s toward the back of the property. I’m not sure it was an intentional decision, but there’s several apple trees on one side and a bunch of orange trees on the other. Harris and I come back here some times and pick as many as we can. We don’t have the equipment to get all of them, but the animals take care of it as soon as they finish falling.”

      “Apple pies?” Charlie asked. Those were his favorite.

      “Of course. We mull a lot of wine with the oranges and make apple cider with the apples we have left over.” She walked ahead of him, the cold grass crunching against her boots. The air was frigid, colder than usual, and her breath puffed out of her mouth as she walked.

      “Mulled wine?” He sounded like a parrot.

      She grinned back at him. “Yup. Dad and I love it. You take a bottle of good red wine, like a Cabernet, dump it into a pot and add orange juice and zest, apple cider, cinnamon sticks, honey, a little plum brandy, and a whole bunch of spices. Then you let it simmer for about half an hour.”

      Charlie’s mouth was watering. “I … need some of that.”

      She laughed, a beautiful, melodic sound. “I only make it when it gets cold.”

      He caught up to her and she peered up at him. “If you want to hang out tonight , I’ll make a big pot of gumbo. I owe you one. Maybe I can mull some wine, too. We have all the ingredients and it’s supposed to drop close to freezing tonight. You want to bring Grace back over this evening?”

      He nodded. “That sounds wonderful. She hasn’t tried any gumbo yet because I didn’t want to disappoint her with a bad batch.”

      Cleo turned and headed left into a patch of trees. “There’s an opening around here. I wasn’t sure where you wanted to go or see, but if you go further back it gets pretty dark in there.”

      He took the camera off his neck. “This is great.”

      Cleo shoved her hands in her pocket and started to walk away.

      “You don’t have to go,” he said. His neck itched with nervousness. Charlie wasn’t super crazy about people watching him work, but he realized he wouldn’t mind if she stayed.

      She shrugged. “Maybe for a little while then.” Cleo brushed off a log and sat down, her legs out in front of her.

      Charlie got his camera ready and aimed at one of the old barns on the property. He had no idea how old it was, but it looked ancient. He walked closer to it and snapped a few pictures, making sure he included some of the trees closest to it.

      When he turned around, Cleo was looking off in the distance. The morning sun made her hair glow. His breath caught as he tipped the camera up and snapped several shots.

      Cleo shut her eyes and tilted her face to the sun, a small smile playing on her lips.

      Charlie’s heart pounded as he watched her through the display. He always knew she was stunning, but she was always on guard. Sitting there right then, with the sun warming her face, he saw another side of her, a vulnerability not present when she talked to him.

      Cleo was a woman constantly on alert and he hated that about her. He wanted to be the one who brought her guard down.

      And he wasn’t quite sure what to do about that urge.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

          Charlie

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Her nerves had been on fire since Charlie stepped into her house this morning. The day had long since slipped into evening and she was just putting the finishing touches on the gumbo she’d made for dinner, along with the extra she’d made for him to take home.

      A pot of mulled wine simmered on the stove and was just about ready for consumption. Harris and Grace were in the living room watching Toy Story while dad and Charlie were chatting about fixing up the four-wheeler.

      It was decidedly domestic and Cleo felt like she was about to have a panic attack. She stirred the gumbo and taste tested it to see if she needed to add any more seasoning. Satisfied, she plopped the lid on and turned the heat off. The rice would be finished in just a couple of minutes, so they could eat.

      This was what she’d always wanted. She had it with Tanner … kind of, but Harris had been much younger and couldn’t communicate as well as he could now. Cleo always wanted to have a little girl. She’d love to give Harris a little sister, but it was out of the question now.

      Or was it? The thought caught her unaware and her gaze slid over Charlie’s handsome face. He grinned at her dad and they chuckled together over something vehicle related she probably wouldn’t understand. They liked each other.

      Foreboding crept through her skin. The thing about dating someone was when you broke up, you didn’t just leave one heart broken sometimes.

      Cleo gave the mulled wine another stir and she turned the heat to low. With a ladle, she scooped out wine for her dad and a half glass for Charlie before she got herself one. Carrying their mugs over to the table, she set them down in front of them and warned them about how hot it was.

      Cleo grabbed her mug and settled herself at the table. She’d enjoy this glass before she served dinner. There had been a few times she’d learned her lesson with how strong mulled wine could be. The first sip warmed her from within and she smiled as she looked over to see the kids still enraptured by the Pixar cartoon.

      It was the picture of domestic bliss. Cleo sighed softly into her mug and eyed Charlie. He’d gone home to change and when he came back, he was wearing an expensive pull over sweater. It had one of those boat logos she always forgot. Even at the outlet mall, they cost a lot. His jeans were a lighter wash and he wore a pair of supple leather loafers.

      Cleo was still wearing the same thing from this morning, though she’d changed into a comfortable pair of slippers. She was Nordstrom Rack and he was Barney’s. The thing was … he didn’t act like it, though. There had never been a time he made her feel less than she was. He’d made her mad, yes, but it didn’t have anything to do with what she was wearing or what she may not have had.

      He could have any woman he wanted. Charlie was handsome, talented, and well-off. There was no reason for him to be shackled to someone like her.

      She frowned into her cup at the word “shackled”. It wasn’t exactly the right word for what he would be if he decided to date her, but it was close enough.

      He should be with a model, someone free to experience the world with him.

      Cleo took another sip without blowing on the drink, wincing as the wine burned her tongue. She shouldn’t even be thinking about this.

      The microwave timer went off above the stove and Cleo stood to turn off the rice. Popping the lid off, she grabbed a wooden spoon to fluff it and called for the kids to pause the movie.

      Harris and Grace groaned but did as she asked. “Grab some bowls,” she said to Harris.

      Cleo served Charlie first, giving him just enough rice to mix it well and then pushed a bottle of filé at him. “Sprinkle a little of this over the top.”

      Charlie stared at it with suspicion. “What is it?”

      “Ground sassafras leaves. It’s tradition.” She nudged it a little closer.

      “When in Rome,” Charlie said and sprinkled some over the top. When he finished, he passed it back to Cleo who did the same.

      Cleo waited for Charlie to take the first bite. Her mother taught her how to make Louisiana gumbo, but she never could quite duplicate her recipe.

      She watched as he scooped a little rice, a little garlic sausage, chicken, and okra in his spoon and taste it.

      She sighed with relief as she watched him close his eyes in bliss. Gumbo wasn’t just something you cooked. It was something you babied and nurtured. If you made one wrong move, hours of work could be ruined.

      “This is amazing,” he said as he scooped another bite into the spoon. “I don’t like the gumbo with the tomatoes in it.”

      “This is cajun. Creole food uses tomatoes while cajun food usually doesn’t. A lot of food in New Orleans is Creole, but we’re from Baton Rouge.”

      Charlie ate like his life depended on it and when he was finished, he asked if he could get another bowl.

      “I made extra for you to take home, but help yourself to what’s in the pot. You should be able to eat on it for a few days provided you cook some extra rice.”

      Charlie served himself another large dish. By then the kids had gone back to watching their movie and her dad had gone back to his cabin. It was just the two of them in the kitchen, the quiet sounds of Charlie’s spoon scraping the bowl and the background noise of the movie the only conversation.

      Warmth spread through her belly as she watched him. It had been a long time since she’d cooked for a man other than her father and son, and it made her happy to watch him enjoy her food.

      When he finished, he stood and rinsed his dish out. “I better get out of here. It’s a school night.”

      Cleo got up and walked over to grab a Tupperware container so she could fill it full of gumbo. Before she could reach up and grab the bowl, Charlie tugged her arm. She slightly stumbled and he caught her around the waist.

      “Oh,” she breathed, crushed tight against him. Their gazes clashed.

      “Cleo.”

      Her heart slammed against her chest, her emotions warring with logic. She wanted nothing more than to kiss him. But doing so would be a mistake. They had more to think about than just each other.

      Charlie’s head dipped, his lips brushing against hers once. Twice.

      A shuddering sigh broke from within her and she clutched his shirt in her fists. Their foreheads touched. Charlie’s muscles were clenched against her hands. Cleo squeezed her eyes shut.

      “I - I’m sorry,” Charlie whispered.

      She choked on her laughter. “Don’t apologize.” There were so many things she wanted to say. The kiss was … wonderful. Heated.

      Wrong. She stepped away from him. They were lucky the kids hadn’t caught them and asked them questions she was so unprepared for. She hadn’t kissed a single person since she lost her husband. But this kiss was different than the ones she shared with her husband. This was passionate. If she shook her hands, she was scared sparks might fly from them.

      Cleo swallowed down all the things she wanted to say. She stepped away and grabbed the bowl she’d meant to get right before her entire world tilted on its axis. Silence invaded the kitchen as she filled it up, replaced the lid, and handed it to Charlie.

      The look in his eyes was wounded. Something had shifted between them and right now Cleo wasn’t sure if it was good or bad.

      He nodded once as if coming to a conclusion and called out for Grace. She pretended not to notice his voice was hoarse.

      Grace didn’t answer, so he went into the living room and came back carrying her. She clutched the blanket she’d brought, her face peaceful in deep sleep.

      “Harris is asleep on the couch too,” he said as he grabbed his jacket from the back of the chair.

      “Okay.” It seemed like that was the only word she could get out of her mouth right now.

      She crossed her arms and rubbed a chill away, permeating her in spite of the roaring fireplace.

      He paused at the door, opened his mouth to say something, but shook his head and walked out. The desire to follow him pulsed within her, but her feet were rooted to the floor in surprise, fear, and another undefinable emotion she hadn’t felt in a really long time.

      The door closed behind them and it was only then she could move. Cleo bowed her head and squeezed her eyes shut. She touched her fingers to her lips and stood there for a moment, her mind whirling.

      After a moment, she went in and watched her son sleeping on the couch, his blond hair flopped over one eye and his hand curled under his cheek. Love for him hit her like a truck.

      Harris and her father were the two constant things in her life. It used to be Tanner, but now she was seeing that maybe things weren’t always as rosy as she painted them. Being a military wife wasn’t easy, especially while having dreams and aspirations of your own. She was consumed with making sure everything was perfect, making sure Tanner had what he needed because his job was so important. Everything came back to him and she’d forgotten about herself.

      Cleo touched her son’s cheek and then scooped him up in her arms. She tucked him in without waking him up and headed into the storage room after changing into her pajamas. All the things she couldn’t bear to part with were in here. This included all of her photo albums and all of Tanner’s awards and decorations. Stepping into this room felt like walking over his grave. Goosebumps broke out over her skin as she glanced over the contents.

      She took a deep breath to steady her nerves. His uniform hung in the corner of the room. He was buried in his service uniform, but his combat uniform was still freshly pressed and gathering dust. Cleo walked over to it and touched the stiff sleeves. His boots were in the corner, the laces undone neatly as if Tanner was going to get up in the morning and step right into them.

      Her breath hitched as she stared at it. Charlie’s presence in her life was making her question a lot of things. Namely her marriage to Tanner. She always thought she’d only get married once. Granted, this was when she thought someone she loved could never die.

      She never thought it could happen to her.

      Cleo stepped away and let her fingers brush over an old photo album. It belonged to Tanner and was full of old pictures from his time in the service. Their wedding photos were in there, too, though their wedding wasn’t much of one. Cleo found a white dress at a thrift shop and Tanner had worn his Army Service Uniform. They’d married at the courthouse, and the pictures they’d taken had just the hint of her pregnant belly showing.

      Harris had come along about seven months later, forever altering their life.

      Now there was another man in her life. Someone she wanted, but someone she wasn’t sure she should have.

      Cleo didn’t know if it was fear or logic holding her back. She wasn’t sure she could lose someone again and survive it. Logic told her the odds of losing Charlie - if she ever let go enough to let him into her heart - was low; but logic also told her it could happen. Any number of things. A car wreck. Electrocution. Cancer.

      Her fingers trembled as she opened the album. The first photo was the two of them, smashing wedding cake in each other’s faces. A choked sob came from her and it wasn’t because she was grieving Tanner exactly. She was grieving the loss of their family.

      After his death she moved back here to be close to her in-laws, but they couldn’t stay here after they lost him. There were too many memories. She kept in touch with them through letters and pictures, but she could never get them to commit to seeing Harris.

      It was a terrible way to have everything end, so Cleo had once again stepped in to ensure Harris never suffered from the lack of relationship.

      She pulled the book off the table and sank to the ground with it. It was the first time she’d done this since the loss of him.

      Maybe she’d finally find some closure.
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      When he told his mom about going Christmas shopping with Cleo, she was delighted. Way more than he thought she’d be. She acted like it was Christmas morning and the stork had just dropped two adorable babies on her doorstep.

      “And she doesn’t mind?” she kept repeating as she shoved what had to be the twelfth tray of chocolate chip cookies in the oven. He didn’t ask how long she’d been baking for. His mom was dealing with things the best way she could and if that meant she wanted to make twelve dozen cookies, then so be it.

      “Mom. No. I told you she doesn’t mind. She just wants you to be absolutely sure you’re ready to watch two very active first-graders.”

      His mom stood and wiped her hands on her apron. Tears shimmered in her eyes. “I would like nothing better. This will be the first Christmas without your father, and I want it to be wonderful for the kids.”

      Charlie had a feeling she was including Harris and while it slightly unnerved him, it also left him with a warm feeling. She was doing as well as could be expected. The first two weeks were rough. She was doing everything to keep herself busy, with mixed results. Now, there was a little more color in her cheeks, and she was beginning to talk a little more about the future.

      Charlie knew there was still a long way to go, but she was getting there.

      “Please tell her, I would be delighted to watch Harris and Grace together.”

      When Charlie made no move, she waved her fingers at him. “Go on. Tell her now.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Mom, I’ll tell her.”

      “Right now, young man,” she said as she scooped the cookies off the sheet.

      He pulled his cell phone out and sent a quick text to Cleo.

      Within a few seconds, she’d texted back.

      Wow! Okay then. See you tomorrow?

      Absolutely. Meet at my house at 9?

      Great!

      He wanted to ask if she was okay.

      He also wanted to ask when he could kiss her again.

      Every day would be good with him.

      But he didn’t ask. The look on her face right after they kissed was surprise and immediate remorse. He didn’t regret it even a little bit, but Cleo was a widow. It had to be difficult for her.

      But that was the thing. He wanted her to live again.

      He wanted to be the reason she smiled.

      Charlie thought about telling his mom this, but he didn’t want to jump the gun on anything with Cleo. She was too unpredictable and he had no idea what would happen next. The fact that she was texting him was a good sign, but he wasn’t sure how tomorrow would go.

      They would once again be in close proximity and if he had the chance to kiss her again, he was going to take it. Repeatedly if he could.

      He had to be honest with himself. Cleo was getting under his skin in a way no woman ever had. Charlie woke up thinking about her and went to bed thinking about her. After tonight and the kiss they shared, he suspected it would be a lot worse.

      Grace was fast asleep in her bed and hadn’t woken up during the few minutes it had taken to drive home. She and Harris were fast friends now and Charlie wondered for a crazy moment how she would feel if he became her brother.

      Charlie swayed on his feet at that thought because it was the first time he’d ever seriously thought about settling down. Don’t get ahead of yourself, he told himself. It was one kiss.

      True. But it was also an earth shattering kiss and he couldn’t wait to do it again. He pulled his mom in for a hug and a kiss and at her surprised inhale of breath, he whispered that he loved her.

      “I … love you, too.” She gave him a curious look. “Everything okay?”

      “I hope it’s great,” he said honestly. “The guest room is all made up for you, so stay as long as you like, Mom. Cleo will be here around nine tomorrow with Harris.”

      “Can you ask her if it’s okay to take them to the park?” There was a hopeful, happy look in his mother’s eyes.

      His heart softened. “Of course I can. Night, Mom.”

      He left his mom to her baking and headed to the back. Tomorrow was going to be an amazing day. Christmas was approaching and it was going to be spent with Cleo.

      Slipping into bed, he closed his eyes and sighed. Just like he thought would happen, the flame-haired single mom was the last person he thought about before he drifted off to sleep.

      

      She showed up the next morning wearing a black turtleneck and a dark wash pair of jeans. The dark clothing made her hair glow against the morning sun. Cleo’s makeup was minimal, a wash of lip gloss and a dusting of blush across her cheeks. His heart pumped a little faster when he opened the door.

      Harris stood slightly behind her, peeking out from behind Cleo’s back. He had a canvas bag slung over his shoulder and he carried a toy fire truck.

      Charlie bent down. “Hey, Harris. That’s a pretty cool fire truck. Grace is inside if you want to go ahead and go in.”

      Harris looked up at his mom and she nodded, giving him a soft smile. One he noticed was reserved only for Harris. Harris slipped past Charlie and ran into the house.

      “Mom is in there making pancakes. She’s ecstatic about having him over.”

      “I’m glad,” she said and smiled. Dark smudges lined the bottom of her eyes, telling him her sleep wasn’t as restful as his. Guilt flooded him as he realized how their kiss must have affected her. Her smile faltered under his scrutiny. “I’d like to walk in and thank her if it’s okay.”

      “Of course.” He held the door open and she brushed past him, her unique spicy smell drifting in her wake.

      Charlie led her to the kitchen where both kids were sitting on a stool watching Mary Evans expertly making chocolate chip pancakes.

      “Hi, honey!” Mary beamed at Cleo, flipped the pancake, and rushed over to hug Cleo.

      Taken aback, Cleo blinked then brought her arms around his mother. Mary was a hard woman not to like.

      “Thank you so much for trusting me with your child today.”

      “Mom.” Charlie blushed. She could be so weird sometimes.

      “I’m serious. A woman trusting another woman with their child is a huge moment of trust.” She gave Charlie a chastising look. “I’d like to take them to the park later on today and maybe a movie if they’re up for it.” She paused. “If that’s okay.”

      Cleo blinked again. His mom could be a lot to take. “Um. Yes. That’s okay. I’m not sure we will be gone long enough for a movie, but I’m good with it.”

      “It’s going to be terribly busy today,” Mary said as she scooted back over to the pan to remove the pancake from the heat. “It depends on how far behind you are on your shopping. I’d expect to be gone at least 4-5 hours.” She poured another ladle of mix onto the griddle. “We’ll eat breakfast, then head over to the park. I think there’s a couple of cartoons showing. Or maybe one of those Disney live-action remakes.” Mary shrugged. “Don’t worry I’ll keep them busy.”

      Charlie snorted as she chatted animatedly. “Don’t freak Cleo out.”

      She swatted the spatula at him. “I’m just keeping her informed. That’s all.”

      Charlie glanced at Cleo and his breath caught. The look on her face was stricken. As if she were standing on the outskirts of something beautiful, with no way in. Her face went blank when she realized he was staring at her. She cleared her throat and gave his mother a sweet and sincere smile.

      “Thank you. I appreciate this, Mrs. Evans.”

      “Mary, honey. Just call me Mary. It’s my pleasure. Losing Brock … well, I never thought I’d be living my life without him, but I’m doing my best to surround myself with people I love and people who love me. Having kids around is good for my soul and I want to thank you for trusting me with him.”

      Cleo swallowed hard. “If anything happens or you want me to pick him up, please just let me know and I’ll come right away.”

      Mary rolled her eyes. “This is the best thing to happen to me in a while and we’re going to have so much fun. But I will, of course, let you know if something happens.” She waved the spatula at both of them. “Now get out of here so you can get there before everything opens.”

      Charlie grabbed his jacket off the hook by the front door. He dropped a kiss on top of his daughter’s head.

      She waved at him, but was more interested in the pancakes than her dad. Cleo ruffled Harris’ hair and kissed him as well.

      “Bye, honey,” she whispered.

      “Love you, Mom.” Harris beamed up at her. She tweaked his nose and waved at Mary.

      He held the door open for her and she brushed past him and down the steps. Anticipation made his steps lighter. Normally, he wouldn’t be excited about Christmas shopping.

      But this was Christmas shopping with a woman he was pretty sure he was falling head over heels in love with, so he’d brave some crowds if he had to. Plus, he had a list burning a hole in his pocket.

      

      The outlet mall parking lot was already half full when they got there. Cleo stared in dismay as Charlie parked at the back.

      “It will be easier to get out if we park here. That way we can just whip right out and get on the road.”

      Cleo nodded and slid out of the car. The ride over had been pretty quiet, and Charlie was itching to ask her about last night, but it felt … odd. He wasn’t used to being the one to communicate about his feelings. But Cleo never talked about how she was feeling. It was strange to him and he wasn’t sure if it was the way she always was or if this was something to happen after her husband’s death.

      They walked together and stopped at one of the nicer outlet stores. Charlie checked his watch.

      “We have ten minutes. Should we guard the door or do you think it’s safe?”

      Cleo snorted. “I think most people are going to snatch up electronics first before they head for the other stuff. I think we’re safe to sit if you want.”

      There was a bench seat just a few feet over, so Charlie snagged it and motioned for Cleo. She sat beside him, a safe distance way, so he moved over just a little bit to be closer to her. He did not miss the slight tensing of her shoulders.

      She was having regrets. The knowledge of it didn’t surprise him, but it still felt like he’d been sucker punched. Before they could go any further with the day, Charlie took her gloved fingers in his own. "I think we should talk about it."

      Cleo's head jerked in surprise. "About what?"

      A surprised laugh bubbled from him. "You know exactly what I'm talking about. Though it seems like you'd rather not talk about it."

      "It was just a kiss," she said.

      Hurt filled him, but he still pushed forward. "Maybe so," he admitted. "But I think it was your first kiss since you lost your husband and that has to mean something."

      She exhaled a heavy breath and dropped her head into her hands. "Yes," she said, her voice muffled. "But I really don't want to talk about this right now. Can't we try to enjoy the day?" She looked up at him, her warm brown eyes filled with pain.

      Charlie didn't want to say yes, but he also wasn't in the habit of forcing anyone to do something they didn't want to do. Avoidance wasn't healthy. Seeing the hurt in her eyes, he felt himself cave. "Alright, Cleo. Just this once. But it does need to be talked about. Okay?"

      She nodded, relief bright in her eyes. "I promise."

      "Okay then." He pulled her up just as the door lock clicked. "Let's get in here and out as soon as we can." He looked toward the parking lot and grimaced at the amount of people coming their way.

      "Deal," she said, seeing the same thing. They hurried into the store before the crowd could get there.

      He wasn't too much of a shopper, a lot of guys weren't, but he found he didn't mind it nearly as much when it was with Cleo. She brought a list and didn't stand in one place too long. He watched as she thoughtfully examined things on the shelves and put them back just where she found them. If it wasn't on her list, she rarely looked at it. He found her trailing her fingers across bedspreads or rubbing fabric between her fingers to judge the softness. Charlie found himself so distracted by her, he wasn't getting his list done.

      She'd gone into a store that catered to little girls and, confused, he followed her in. The first thing she went to were the Christmas pajamas. She pulled out a llama set and held it up for him to see.

      "Do you think Grace would like these?" she asked, a slight frown set between her brow.

      Surprise filled him. "You're buying Grace a present?"

      Her gaze lifted to him. There was a touch of confusion, then regret. "Shouldn't I?" She put the pajamas back. "Did I overstep?" Cleo held her hands up. "I'm so sorry. I didn't mean - I - "

      "Cleo," Charlie said, moving closer. "I'm just surprised, that's all. She's going to love whatever you get her."

      "Why are you surprised?" she looked genuinely perplexed.

      "I'm not sure. I just didn't realize you'd be getting her anything." Charlie's heartbeat picked up as she stared at him like he was crazy.

      "Well, of course I would. She's wonderful and Harris adores her." She picked the llamas back up. "These?"

      Charlie took the time to flip through the rack, his thoughts racing. He'd planned on picking up something for Harris, but Cleo didn't have that much money. The kindness she was showing his daughter made him want to take her face in his hands and kiss her senseless.

      He swallowed all the words he wanted to say down and tried to concentrate. "Here," he said, holding up a pair of  unicorn pajamas. "Bright, shiny, mythical animals are her obsession right now. I think these would be the best."

      Cleo took them and rubbed her fingers over the fabric. She pulled the tag out and read the label.

      "What are you doing?" he asked, his lip curling with amusement.

      "I wanted to make sure they’re fire retardant. There's a law, I think, that requires children's pajamas be made out of a material that won't catch fire right away."

      He blinked. "Seriously?"

      "Yep," she said. Apparently satisfied, she tucked the pajamas over her arms and went over to where the socks were. She picked out two fuzzy pairs, also for Grace and headed over to the register. Digging through her purse, she pulled out an envelope.

      When Charlie saw what was inside it, his breath caught. Everything inside of him wanted to step in and offer to pay, but he knew she would clam up and probably never speak to him.

      Her cheeks flushed pink as she dug through all the coupons she had. She finally found the one she wanted and handed it to the cashier. "I have this one and an email coupon. Can I use them both at the same time?"

      The cashier leaned over to look at the coupon on her phone. "You sure can," she said with a smile and scanned them both before ringing up the total. Cleo avoided Charlie's eyes as she paid.

      "Ten dollars?" he gaped. "That's amazing!" It really was. He'd never really thought about how much that could add up. He leaned over. "How do I get on your list for coupons?" he asked the cashier.

      She grinned and took his email address. "You get a 40% coupon for signing up today and then will earn rewards every time you shop here."

      "Awesome," he declared as he took Cleo's bag once she finished paying. "Girls are expensive."

      Both of the women nodded as if that was the wisest thing he'd said in years. Charlie chuckled and waved before leading Cleo out of the store.

      She looked up at him and his heart caught in his throat. Her gaze was open. Interested. Curious.

      It was the way he'd been wanting her to look at him since they'd first met.

      He hesitated to say anything for fear of screwing it up. He smiled at her and swallowed hard. Kissing her was out of the question. Probably. But he was itching to do it.

      "Does Grace like that store?" she asked, her voice a little lower than usual.

      "I have no idea," he said and grinned as Cleo burst out laughing. "She grows like a weed and I feel like I'm constantly buying her clothes. That store seems reasonable and you got a heck of a deal in there."

      "Combining coupons," she confessed. "A lot of stores won't let you do it, but sometimes you can. It depends on the store."

      "Note to self," Charlie drawled. "Ask Cleo where to get all the good deals."

      "Kids eat free down at the burger shop on Tuesdays," she said and chuckled at herself.

      "Do you eat there a lot?"

      "Uhh. At least twice a month. Kids are expensive." Cleo smiled up at him.

      Charlie offered her his arm and she took it, her fingers light on his shirt. It was an innocent touch, but Charlie felt like his heart was going to gallop out of his chest. What was it about her, and how could she affect him this much with just an innocent touch?

      They walked to several more stores, Cleo picking a few things up and using coupons or reward points when she could. He picked up a winter jacket for Harris and Cleo let him. He suspected she was swallowing her pride to do it, so he made sure to pick one that seemed good quality but was also on sale.

      Things were going wonderfully, and as soon as that happened, the old age rule occurred to shatter it.

      Cleo's phone rang.
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      "Oh my word," Mary Evan’s frantic voice came over the line. "Cleo? Are you there?"

      "Mary?" Cleo's posture went rigid and her frightened gaze met Charlie's.

      "Yes, I am so sorry to call you like this. I’ve been trying to call Charlie, but I think his phone might be off. Grace and Harris have disappeared. I've looked everywhere. They are nowhere in the house and I've searched the property. I can’t find them anywhere." Her voice broke. "Should I call the police?"

      Cleo shut her eyes for a brief moment and tried not to fly into a panic. Her first instinct was to scream at Mary, but she quelled that urge. It wasn't her fault. They were children and they were prone to wandering off. "Not yet. This is Pecan Grove. They've probably wandered onto someone else's property. Give us fifteen minutes and we will be there. I'll call the police if we can't find them once we get back."

      A broken sob escaped Charlie's mom.

      "It's okay, Mrs. Evans. We will find them." She couldn't think about the alternative. She wouldn't think about it. There was no way she'd be burdened like that. Cleo wouldn't survive it.

      "I'll go back out and keep looking," Mary said.

      "That's a great idea. We will be right there."

      "Cleo? I am so incredibly sorry. I was in the kitchen making lunch for them and only noticed when they didn't come after I called."

      "It's okay," she said. "I'm sure they're close. They probably can't hear you, though."

      "Okay," she whispered. "Please hurry."

      She hung up and faced Charlie. His expression was stricken. "She can't find the kids?"

      Cleo shook her head. "No. She said they must have wandered off right around lunch time. I don't know how long she's been looking."

      His face went blank and Cleo recognized it as something she did. Shutting off emotion so you could think clearly. "Let's go."

      Cleo rushed after him and they pushed through the crowds on the way back to the car. As soon as he'd loaded all their bags, he held open the door for her and they rushed out of the parking lot, intent on making it back to his house as soon as possible.

      

      Charlie screamed into the driveway and before he even turned the car off, he was halfway out of it. Cleo opened the door and ran to the back of Charlie's property. It wasn't nearly as large as hers, but it was large enough for two kids to get lost on.

      She called Grace and Harris repeatedly and when they didn't answer, she went inside the small barn to look.

      Dusty and full of old equipment that didn't work, the barn had seen better days. She pushed open the door all the way so more light would come in and called their names. She made sure to look around and under everything.

      Charlie's silhouette filled the door. "Anything?"

      She shook her head. "I'm assuming you didn't find anything?"

      "Nothing."

      Cleo sighed before something occurred to her. "We should check my property. There's a ton of trees out there to climb and a lot of places to get lost in. Harris feels safe there. Maybe they walked over there."

      His face darkened at that prospect. Cleo led the way back to the car.

      Within less than a minute, they were sitting in her driveway. She repeated the process, but her barn took a lot longer to go through because it was so large. When she found nothing, she knocked on her dad's cabin door.

      He opened it up, a concerned look on his face. "Cleo?" His gaze didn't miss Charlie standing behind her.

      "Have you seen Grace and Harris?"

      The old man straightened, a look of alarm in his tired eyes. "No. I thought they were with Mary."

      "Charlie’s mom called and said she couldn't find them," Cleo said.

      He pulled her in for a quick hug. Cleo trembled against his familiar warmth. "Let me grab my cap and jacket and we'll all look. It will be easier with three."

      "Four," a voice said from behind them.

      Mary stood there, her cheeks wet with tears. "This was my next thought, too. None of the neighbors have seen them."

      Her dad, the least judgmental person on the planet, did nothing except nod and toss her an extra hat. "It's cold outside," he said, his voice gruff. "Take this and walk with me."

      Mary stuck the hat on, her lips pressed thin.

      "You go to the East," he said to Cleo. "Charlie, take the North. Mary and I will search the south and west edges of the property."

      They all went their separate ways, calling out the children's names. As soon as she was out of sight of everyone, her lips wobbled and tears pooled in her eyes. She kept telling herself everything was okay. This was a small town full of people who knew each other and there was nothing that could have gone wrong. It's a simple case of kids going farther than they were supposed to.

      She planned to kiss Harris to death when she found them, even though her first inclination was to ground him forever just to keep him close to her. Cleo had to believe they were okay.

      Crunching through the fallen leaves, her mind whirled with the possibilities of what if. She crossed her arms and tried to rub the chill away. She had few good things in her life and Harris was the best. Her heart had grown fond of Grace, too, and she knew Charlie was feeling the exact same thing she was.

      "Mom!"

      Cleo whipped around. "Harris!" A sob broke free from her throat.

      "Mom! Hurry! Grace is hurt!"

      She flew through the brush toward the sound of the voice, her heart in her throat. Slapping branches out of the way, she hurried through the thicker area of the back of her property.

      "Harris! Keep yelling for me!" Her voice was thick with tears. She shook even as she ran, with relief and terror because of his words about Grace.

      "Mom! Please." His voice trembled with fear.

      She broke through a clearing and fell to her knees beside the kids. Grace sat, propped up against the trunk of a tree, cradling her left arm.

      Cleo went white as she saw the bone poking through her forearm. She swallowed hard. "It's okay, baby. I promise." Careful not to move her, she sat beside her and placed a gentle hand on Grace's knee.

      Her face was greying with pain. Tears streamed down her face. Cleo pulled Harris down beside her and pulled her phone out of her pocket. Her fingers trembled as she fired off a text to Charlie trying to best explain where she was and asking him to pull his vehicle around because of an emergency.

      She didn't call because she didn't think she could speak without losing it. Just in case Charlie still had his phone off, she texted her father, too. Charlie would get the message no matter what.

      "What happened?" Cleo inquired of her son.

      Harris' eyes were huge in his face and dried tears left salt marks down his cheeks. "We … we came … " he shuddered. "Here and we were playing in the trees."

      "And Grace fell?"

      He nodded, his face stricken. "She fell and hurt herself really bad, Mom. I'm sorry, Mommy. So sorry."

      Cleo pulled him close and kissed his forehead. "It's okay. She's going to be okay."

      She was too afraid to jostle Grace, but she knew she had to get her out of the woods. "Honey, I'm going to have to pick you up, okay?"

      Grace nodded, hiccupping a sob.

      "It's probably going to hurt, okay?"

      She nodded again.

      "Harris, go ahead and stand over there. If you see Charlie, wave him in, okay? Keep calling for him."

      "Okay." He got up and ran several feet ahead. "Mr. Charlie!"

      A laugh burbled from her even as she wanted to sob. She got onto her knees and carefully lifted Grace into her arms. The little girl screamed in pain.

      "I got you. I got you, honey. I promise." Cleo winced as she slowly stood on her knees and then carefully lifted herself to two feet.

      Grace bit her lip so hard it bled. Cleo's eyes welled with tears and she didn't try to stop them as they streamed down her face. "Your dad is here. You're going to see him in just a minute, okay?"

      "Okay," she whispered.

      Cleo took a few steps, wincing with every one. Grace whimpered in pain. She needed to go faster, to get her to the hospital.

      "This is going to hurt, honey. I'm so sorry." Without waiting for her to respond, Cleo started to carefully power walk, keeping her eyes on the ground to make sure it was clear. "Harris, come on."

      Just as they broke through to the main line of the property, they ran into Charlie.

      His face blanched when he saw Cleo carrying Grace. With powerful strides he ran to them and reached out his arms.

      Cleo shook her head. "She's in too much pain, Charlie. We need to get her to the hospital."

      He looked down at her arm and sucked in a shocked breath. "The car is right over there. Grace, honey, I'm so happy to see you."

      She gave him a weak smile, right before she passed out.

      "Grace? Grace!"

      "Charlie," Cleo said, her voice stern. "Pull the car over here."

      He blinked and snapped out of the dark place his thoughts had taken him.

      "I think she just passed out because of the pain, but we have to go. Right now."

      Without a word, Charlie ran over to the car. Seconds later, he was in front of her. He threw open the passenger side door and Cleo gently set Grace inside the vehicle. "I'll drive so you can sit with her."

      Charlie reached out and touched Grace's neck, visibly relieved when he found a pulse.

      "Get in, Harris," Cleo said to her son.

      They peeled out of the driveway and sped all the way to the Pecan Grove General Hospital.

      

      Charlie sat beside her in the uncomfortable waiting area chairs. Her father and Mary had taken Harris back to Cleo's house, but Cleo decided to wait here with him. Something like this was every parent's nightmare, but the doctor said she was going to be okay. The break was serious enough to warrant surgery and they'd taken Grace back around an hour ago.

      Charlie's knee bounced up and down and he kept tapping his fingers against the plastic arm rest of the chair.

      "She's going to be okay," Cleo said quietly.

      "I can't believe this happened. Why in the world did they leave Mom's house?"

      He'd already asked this question more than once and Cleo wondered if he'd ever been around kids before.

      "Kids do things like this all the time," she said quietly. "One of my friends back at one of the bases I lived on had three boys and it seemed like they came up missing at least twice a week."

      Charlie didn't smile at the story, though it was a little exaggerated. Those boys were the rowdiest kids she'd ever seen and she had no idea how her friend slept at night because it seemed like they were always getting into something.

      "I've never seen her hurt before," he said, his throat working with emotion. "I can't explain how I feel."

      "Like someone ripped out your heart and stomped on it repeatedly?"

      Charlie squeezed his eyes shut and nodded.

      "It's always like that," she confessed, her voice hushed in the empty hospital corridor. "Even when they were babies. I'd get up at least once a night and peek into Harris' room just so I could hear him breathing. It gets so you know what cry means what. Which one means they're hungry. Which one means they're scared." She sighed. "I don't think it ever ends. That irrational fear that something will happen to them and you won't be able to help them."

      "It did happen," Charlie said, his voice racked with grief.

      "No," she said. "We found her in time and she's getting the help she needs. This could have gone a really different way."

      "It feels like it did." Charlie propped his elbows on his knees and allowed his head to rest in his hands.

      Cleo hesitated, but finally placed her palm on his back. With gentle motions, she stroked his lean shoulders. "When Harris was two years old, his fingers got slammed in a gate on church property." She hated telling this story because she hated remembering how helpless she felt.

      Charlie's head lifted and he turned his red eyes to hers.

      "I had to rush him to the hospital and the damage was so severe, a plastic surgeon had to be brought in."

      His eyebrows rose.

      "They had to put him under and repair the damage to his nail bed." She smiled, though she knew it was more of a grimace. "Three days later, he developed pneumonia from the anesthesia." Cleo sighed and thumped her head back against the wall. "It was the worst two weeks of my life. I've never been so scared. Tanner was deployed at the time, and I was living in Alabama. I was still new to being a military wife and I felt all alone."

      Charlie put a warm hand on her knee. "I think you're handling this all so well. I feel like I'm going to crack and shatter."

      "It never gets better," she admitted. "Not with kids. It feels like your heart is about to constantly break because they're never safe enough." A rueful smile crossed her face. "Of course, rationally, we know that's not true, but emotionally, it feels like they're always one step away from imminent death."

      “I hate the way this feels,” Charlie grumbled.

      “Me too. Welcome to parenthood.” She ruffled his hair affectionately. “You’re officially in.”

      He snorted and stretched back in his chair. “I hope Mom is okay.” Charlie slid a glance her way. “Thanks for the way you handled that, by the way.”

      “Handled what?” Cleo asked, her gaze searching for coffee. It wouldn’t be very good, but it would still be caffeine.

      “My mother. Thank you for not blaming her.” Charlie’s eyes softened as they locked gazes.

      “It’s not her fault,” she said. In times like this people always searched for someone to blame, but this was an accident. A moment where she thought they were safe but they decided to be adventurous. It wasn’t the first and it wouldn’t be the last.

      “We know that, but she just lost Dad.” His lips thinned. “Maybe having them with her was a bad idea.”

      “She wants to be surrounded with people right now. It doesn’t mean she isn’t capable. Our kids ran off together.” A laugh slipped from her. “Let’s hope this is a one-time deal, though.”

      “Definitely,” Charlie agreed. “If they’re doing this when they’re teens…” His voice trailed off and he mock shuddered.

      “Let us not think of things that have not come to pass,” Cleo said, hoping and praying none of those things would ever come to pass. She hoped they’d remain friends. Good friends, in fact.

      They were barely in school now. Way too early to be thinking about other things.

      Just then, a tall young doctor came out from behind a door labeled Restricted. Charlie stiffened as soon as he saw him.

      Cleo took a deep breath in and exhaled. Everything was fine. It had to be. This was the mantra she'd been telling herself for years now.

      Everything had to be okay, because if it wasn't, she would break.

      Dr. Schmidt was stitched on his coat in blue embroidery thread. He looked to be in his late twenties and he smiled when he saw Charlie.

      Cleo's shoulders fell in relief. A smile could only mean one thing, right?

      "Mr. Evans?"

      He and Cleo stood up. Charlie stuck his hand out. "Yes. I'm Grace's dad."

      They shook. "She's an adorable kid, and I'm happy to say, she's going to be just fine. She's going to be in a cast for quite awhile, though, so that's going to be a challenge." His face sobered. "She may need some physical therapy due to the damage sustained in the fall, but I don't expect any long lasting consequences. She's a lucky kid."

      Charlie let out a deep breath. His green eyes filled with tears and his throat worked. "Thank you so much."

      "My pleasure. You and Mom here might want to get comfortable. Grace is going to be in for at least a couple of days."

      Cleo stiffened but she didn't correct the doctor.

      "We will," Charlie said, as his hand reached up around her back. She wanted to slump against him in relief about Grace, but now that they knew she was okay, Cleo wondered if she should leave and bring Mary back.

      Dr. Schmidt left them standing there as he made his way back behind the door. "Do you want me to go pick up your mom?" she asked. "I think she's still with my dad."

      Surprise flashed in his eyes. "You're leaving?"

      "Well, I thought I ought to. Grace is going to be okay, and I'm sure Mary wants to come up here." Cleo looked down, afraid she would see disappointment in his eyes.

      "I'm sure she would," he said quietly. "Okay. Sure. If you don't mind, that would be great."

      Without looking at him, she grabbed her purse from the chair. "I'll drop her off as close as I can. You might want to text her to let her know where you are."

      Charlie didn't say anything and she looked up. Anger banked behind his eyes, but his face was blank. "Have a good night, Cleo. Thanks for coming and sitting with me."

      "Of course," she said. Cleo turned to go feeling like the biggest heel in the world. Part of her justified it because Harris had also had a traumatic experience and she was itching to get back to him. The other part of her felt mortified because she was leaving a man she cared about very much because things were getting too emotional.

      She rushed down the hallway and out to her car, where she sat staring blankly out the window for a couple of minutes.

      Tears pressed against her eyes, but she held them back. She didn't want Mary or her father knowing she was upset. Her emotions warred with relief over Grace. The physical therapy wasn't the best news, but it was better than the alternative.

      Cleo started the car up, cranked the heater on, and made the short drive home.

      

      The car ride with Mary was quiet, though she apologized again for what happened. Cleo wasn't angry, but she did wish it had never happened. Before Mary got out of the car, though, Cleo let go of her anger and pulled the woman in for a hug.

      "It's okay," she whispered. "It wasn't your fault."

      Mary squeezed her. "You don't know how frightened I was for both of them." Her laugh was ragged as she pulled back and wiped her eyes. "What am I even saying? Of course you knew how scared I was. You were probably doubly scared."

      "Grace is doing well. She's still knocked out," Cleo said. She unlocked the door for Mary to slide out of the car.

      Mary got out and bent down. "You aren't coming in?"

      Cleo shook her head. "I need to get back to Harris."

      The woman gave her an inscrutable look. "Okay. Would you mind bringing Harris up tomorrow? I'm sure he'd love to see Grace. We can double check to make sure she can have visitors before we make final plans."

      Her throat tightened. "Of course I can."

      "Good then." She tapped the top of the door, stalling. "My son ... he seems to really like you, Cleo."

      Cleo's eyebrows rose. "Ummm."

      "I think that's an important distinction because it's been weeks and he still wants to be around you. He's never brought anyone home, you know? It was always travel and photography." Mary paused and pursed her lips in thought. "I think you should understand how important those two things are to him, and maybe realize what it means if he's including you in his family life."

      With that gentle reprimand, Mary Evans shut the door and walked up to the hospital entrance.

      Cleo drove away dazed.

      Her life had gotten complicated all of a sudden, and she had no idea how to deal with it. She made the short drive back to her house and before she'd even gotten out of her car, Harris was barreling toward her.

      She slid out of the seat and held her arms out to him, catching him just as he leaped. Cleo took a step back at the impact but kept her arms tightly around him.

      "How's Grace?" he said, his voice muffled in her shoulder.

      "She's going to be just fine, baby," Cleo murmured.

      "I thought she was going to die." He sniffed.

      "No. She just had a bad break from the fall. If it's okay, I'll take you to see her tomorrow. Maybe we can pick her up a teddy bear or something."

      Harris shook his head. "She likes books better."

      A laugh escaped her. "Okay. A book then. Maybe a long one so her dad can read it to her."

      She felt him nod. "She'd like that. Her favorite book is The Phantom Tollbooth."

      It was one of her favorites, too, and she loved that Grace knew what it was. She wondered if her mom was the one who read it to her. "Then that's what we will get her. Maybe another one, too, okay?"

      "Okay. I'm glad you're home."

      "Me too, buddy. How about we make something delicious for dinner?" she asked as she carried him up to the steps. She pushed the slightly open door with her hip and walked inside.

      "Pancakes?" he asked, a hopeful note in his voice.

      "Hmm," Cleo pretended to think. Her dad sat at the kitchen table, whittling a piece of wood with an old knife her mom had bought him. "Pop Pop, what do you think? Pancakes or vegetables?"

      Harris made a gagging noise.

      "I think broccoli and Brussels sprouts," her dad said and winked.

      "Maybe Tofu and spinach," Cleo said.

      "I don't want dinner any more," Harris said.

      Her father laughed. "I think we can do pancakes, right Mom?"

      "Just tonight," Cleo said. "And you can only have fourteen, okay?"

      "Fourteen?" Harris yelled. "My belly would explode!"

      "Mine too," Cleo agreed as she placed a kiss on his temple and set him down.

      "Then I'll eat fourteen," her dad said.

      She shrugged her jacket off and hung her purse up. Cleo flipped through the mail and grimaced at all the bills. "Grace is doing well, Dad. We might go see her tomorrow."

      "Harris and I have been talking about responsibility." Her father sipped from the mug on the table.

      Harris shrank under Cleo's gaze. Relief filled her that her dad had stepped in and had the tough conversation with him. Normally she wanted to be the one to do it, but sometimes it was nice when he took the reins.

      "Harris won't go anywhere else without your permission. Or without an adult's permission. Like Mrs. Evans if she's watching you, right?"

      Harris nodded, his lower lip wobbling. "I understand. We just wanted to climb all the trees in the orchard. I'm sorry. I didn't think about it."

      Cleo reached down and ruffled her son's hair. "Just as long as you understand now, okay?"

      He nodded. "I'll make sure Grace knows too."

      "Well, I'm sure her dad is going to take care of that," her dad said and chuckled. "It's not okay to run off somewhere without our permission."

      Cleo busied herself with gathering the ingredients for pancakes and let her dad chat with his grandson. Harris had always been a good kid, so she could hope this was a one-time deal. She suspected after everything that happened today, she'd never have to worry about something like this again.

      Her phone beeped and she pulled it out of her pocket. Cleo's breath caught as she saw the picture and emotion welled within her.

      She walked the phone over to the table and showed Harris and her dad the picture. An obviously groggy Grace held a thumbs up as she smiled at the camera. Her adorable dimple showed even as her hair lay in disarray all over the bed.

      A wide grin spread across Harris' face. "She's okay!"

      Cleo put a comforting hand on his shoulder. "She sure is."

      "I'm so glad. Can you tell them I said hi?"

      "Of course I can, buddy." Cleo typed out a quick text and sent it before she stuck her phone back into her pocket.

      Busying herself with measuring out flour and sugar, Cleo let her thoughts wander. The day had started off a little uncomfortable under Charlie's scrutiny over the kiss.

      She wanted him to think it wasn't a big deal, but he was too perceptive for that. It was a huge deal to her and they both knew it. She'd spent hours in the room the other night, going through every piece of Tanner's life he'd left behind. It took her years to be able to give away most of his clothing. She'd shipped some things to his parents and kept only the most important things for herself. All the pictures she could get her hands on, though she made copies for his parents. His uniform and most of his awards. She still had his signed boot camp book, complete with pictures of him wearing unattractive glasses. Cleo smiled every time she looked at it because he'd been young and full of dreams.

      Charlie's kiss shook her to her core. It felt disloyal, but rationally she knew she had every right to move on. The most difficult thing for her was the lack of closure. It still felt like one day Tanner would open the door and announce that he was home.

      This was the main thing holding her back. When someone died unexpectedly and so far away, their death never really hits home the way it might if she'd been involved. Instead, someone in a foreign land took the life of her husband and the only thing she saw of him was the burnished casket and the American flag draped over the top of it.

      Cleo turned so Harris wouldn't see the unshed tears in her eyes. Parts of herself, the parts she cloaked herself in, were being ripped away. Her feelings were raw and exposed and she wasn't sure how to deal with it.

      Charlie was everything she could want in a man: kind, a good father, confident in himself, possessed of a good family, and financially secure.

      That was the other sticking point. What could she possibly offer to a man like that besides herself? She would be bringing nothing into the relationship.

      Cleo stirred the pancake batter a little too aggressively and measured out a quarter cup to pour onto the hot, buttered griddle. Everything seemed so normal. The pop of the butter as it sizzled in the pan. The smell of vanilla from the batter tickling her nose. The sound of Harris and her father chatting at the kitchen table.

      But nothing was normal. Cleo's heart battled with her head, and it seemed like it would never end.

      She always did the responsible thing. The thing that would result in the least fear and the most comfort. Cleo used to be adventurous. She used to dive into one thing after the next with little to no regard for the outcome.

      That was before Tanner.

      Before Harris.

      Before ... all of this.

      She flipped the pancake over, absentmindedly approving of the golden brown color.

      She'd slowly been stepping out of that mindset. She was taking enough college classes to ensure she got less than six hours of sleep every night. She'd even gone shopping with a male.

      But she still felt like this wasn't okay. Even though her father had all but shoved her toward Charlie.

      She knew what she had to do.

      Cleo scooped the first pancake off of the griddle and put it on a plate with a pat of butter and a little syrup. She carried it over to Harris and put it in front of him with a fork.

      "I'll get you the second once it's done, but I figured you were pretty hungry after all your adventures today." Cleo poured him a glass of milk and put it in front of his plate before she went back to the stove.

      When Grace got out of the hospital, she planned to approach Charlie and talk to him. It was all she could do to get her thoughts to settle down.
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      Christmas smelled delicious. Spring was full of flowers and pollen, but Christmas was full of sharp pine, apple cider, cinnamon sticks, and the smell of hot chocolate. It was a delight for all the senses. Soft yellow lights pulsed softly all over the town. Pine boughs were twisted around all the street lights and decorated with glittery red ornaments. Most of the shops had window displays set up with snowy street scenes or fireplace mantles full of Christmas cheer. The kids were bundled up in scarves and coats, unusual in Texas, but right on par with the strange weather they were having this year.

      Cleo stood in front of the newest coffee shop in Pecan Grove debating on going in and grabbing a cup of hot chocolate. She was due in to work in twenty minutes and felt like she needed to have something in her system to fortify her. Cleo was becoming an expert at avoiding Jet, but he was beginning to catch on. Now Cleo was making sure she was constantly surrounded by co-workers. She knew him well enough to know if he caught her alone, it would all be over.

      She wouldn't be able to hold her tongue for much longer and she couldn't afford to lose her job over the holiday season. Or ever really.

      The decision made, Cleo opened the doors and inhaled the smell of mocha and coffee. There was only one other person in line - a pretty blonde woman holding an adorable baby. The woman seemed super annoyed with the cashier.

      "How many times do you have to ask for this? We don't have any salted caramel." The cashier leaned forward. "And even if we did, I wouldn't give it to the likes of you."

      Cleo's eyes went wide. What in the world had she wandered into?

      The blonde leaned forward. "Abby, I'm a kinder, gentler version of myself, and no small thanks goes to Nick for that. But if you ever speak to me that way again, I'm going to choke you with your stupid tiny neck scarf."

      Cleo snorted, and she slapped her hand to her mouth to keep quiet.

      "It's winter, Abby. For God's sake, can you get a grip and wear a normal sized scarf so you don't look like a flight attendant?"

      A chuckle bubbled from her even with her hand over her mouth. Who was this woman and could they be best friends? Like right now?

      The cashier's eyes went wide with fear and she took a step back. The blonde nodded. "Good. Now either get me the coffee I want, that I know you have, or so help me God, I'm handing my daughter over to you and will laugh myself to blessed sleep tonight."

      The baby in question burbled happily. The blonde stroked the baby's head and leaned down to whisper, "I'm just kidding. I won't give you to that horrible woman."

      Abby turned on one heel and strode away, presumably to make the blonde coffee the way she wanted it. She turned and Cleo was struck by the most incredible blue eyes she'd ever seen. She knew this woman, but she couldn't place where.

      "Hello," the woman said. "I'm Megan. I worked at the ad agency one town over."

      "You've been into the law firm before," Cleo said.

      "I have. It's nice to meet you. Again."

      "Cleo," she said. "Your baby is adorable."

      Megan smiled and sighed. "She really is. But if she doesn't let me sleep some time soon, I swear, I'm going to leave her in the forest to be raised by wolves."

      Cleo laughed. "I've been there before. It happens eventually, and not a moment too soon. Kids seem to know when you're about to crack. Then they revert to the cutest most adorable thing ever. It's like some kind of procreation law that ensures the survival of the species."

      Megan's eyes sparkled. "I like that idea. We keep having babies because we forget how terrible they are."

      The women both laughed. "So ... Abby and you don't get along?" Cleo asked, the answer pretty obvious, but she liked this woman and wanted to keep the conversation going.

      Megan rolled her eyes. "She's the worst barista ever created. I went to high school with her and, admittedly, some of her dislike comes honest. But ... I've changed a lot and all I want is a coffee. If this were a few years ago, I would have seen her fired several times over." A wicked grin lit her face. "But now, I think the cruelest thing I can do is come in here once a week and order coffee from her."

      Standing there in the coffee shop, talking to a woman who was so pretty she was almost blinding, Cleo realized how starved she was for a female friend. She checked the clock on the wall behind the register. Fifteen minutes before she had to be at work. It was less than a minute walk away.

      "Would you like to sit and chat for a few minutes? I have to be at work in a few." Abby walked back over and unceremoniously shoved a cup at Megan.

      The woman grinned at Abby and saluted her with it. "Thank you so much! I hope you have a day that you deserve."

      Cleo snorted and pressed her lips together as she stepped forward and rattled off her order. "Hot chocolate, please. With whipped cream."

      "Ask for salted caramel," Megan whispered. "She'll dissolve into a puddle of goo."

      Cleo decided Abby had enough torture for today. She handed the woman a five and waited for her drink.

      "I'd love to," Megan said. "But be forewarned. It's been a few years, but I'm still the bad guy around here. If you sit with me, you'll get a scarlet letter painted on your chest. Maybe your house tomatoed." She shrugged. "I dunno. It takes people around here a long time to come around."

      "I'll risk it," Cleo said. She loved people like Megan. Women unafraid and unapologetic. It was Christmas time. She deserved a friend.

      Abby walked back over and handed Cleo her cup. She didn't say a word to her. Cleo thought maybe she should find a new coffee shop. She didn't enjoy torturing people nearly as much as Megan seemed to. Or maybe it was just Abby. She seemed pretty bitter about life.

      Megan motioned her over to a table in the back. The baby was tied to her with some kind of odd sling. It looked secure, but Cleo would be fearful of dropping the baby every time she moved.

      Megan noticed her perusal. "It's called a Boba or something like that. Nick bought it for me. At first I was like ‘no way am I using that. It looks like a death trap!’" She rolled her eyes. "But of course, he convinced me to try it. As soon as I realized I could move around, I was hooked. Now this little monster is strapped to me all the time."

      "How old is she?" Cleo asked. The baby was so cute it looked like a doll.

      "Four months. Her name is Avery."

      Cleo's eyes lifted from the baby. “That’s an adorable name! Unique and relatively easy to spell.”

      Megan let out a bark of laughter. "I thought the same thing. I always felt bad for those kids in school who had to learn to spell some ridiculous name." She stroked the girl's dark hair. The baby squirmed in her sleep, then her rosebud lips curled up in a smile.

      Megan and Cleo both smiled. "See?" Cleo said. "Survival of the species."

      "Devastating," Megan agreed. "I'd have ten more if they all smiled at me like that."

      They sat in companionable silence for a few minutes. "I guess I have to get to work." Cleo shouldered her bag as she started to stand.

      "Is that jerk Jet still there?" Megan asked as she sipped her cocoa.

      Cleo blinked. "Uh. Yes." A snicker broke from her. "I guess he has a rep?"

      "Oh yes," Megan confirmed. "I'm sure you already know this, but you don't want to walk past him within grabbing distance. He has a hard time keeping his hands to himself."

      Cleo nodded. "Yes, I discovered that the hard way."

      The woman's blue eyes narrowed. "How long have you worked there?"

      She thought about it. "At least two years, I think. I'm in school right now. Just started late in the compressed semesters."

      Megan tapped her fingers on the table. "For what?"

      "Paralegal."

      Her blue eyes lit up. She rummaged in her purse, careful not to wake the baby, and pulled out a card. "Take this. When you're in your last semester, I want you to give me a call."

      Hope caught on fire in her heart. "I have one more semester after this." Cleo hadn't finished college, but she'd been close.

      "That's perfect," Megan said. "I'm splitting my time between work and making soap now. Between you and me, we'll be searching for a paralegal in just a few months. It could work out perfectly. Want to get me your resume? I'll hang on to it and when the time is right, I'll put in a good word for you."

      Tears welled in Cleo's eyes and she blinked rapidly to make sure they didn't fall. There was nothing worse than crying in front of a potential employer. "Um. This is wonderful," she croaked.

      Megan put a hand on her arm. "Honey, I'm a good judge of character. If you've lasted in Jet's firm for that long, I know two things: you're good at your job and you can put up with terrible people."

      Cleo snorted in amusement.

      "If you can do those two things, you'll find where I work at basically heaven." She leaned in. "Plus, we pay really, really good. Especially if I vouch for you."

      Cleo couldn't help herself. She reached down and brought the woman in for a hug, careful not to jostle Megan's daughter.

      Megan seemed startled at first, but brought her arms around Cleo. She squeezed her arm before she let all the way go. "My email address is on the bottom. Send it to me before the end of the week if you can." Their eyes met. "I hope you have a wonderful Christmas, Cleo. It was a pleasure to meet you."

      "You too," Cleo said. She looked at the clock again and blanched. "I really have to go!" She grabbed her hot cocoa and rushed out the door, a maniacal grin on her face.

      She didn't want to get too excited, but this was the most amazing thing to happen to her in years. There was the potential for a way out of this firm and with a woman she hoped she could be friends with.

      

      Cleo burst in to the firm with less than a minute to spare on the clock. She shrugged her bag off her shoulder and plunked herself down in the seat, barely managing not to spill her cocoa.

      She breathed a sigh of relief, but it was short lived when she saw none other than Jet turning the corner. The corner of his lip was lifted in a self-satisfied smirk, and the relaxation Cleo felt in the coffee shop evaporated like water on hot concrete. Her heart began to pound, but she forced a pleasant smile on her face.

      “Good morning,” she said, her voice as bland as she could make it.

      Jet stopped directly in front of the desk and leaned over it. His presence loomed over her like a damp scarf. She gripped the edge of the desk and clenched her jaw together, but she did not slide back and away from him like she wanted to. That would signal fear.

      She was tired of being afraid.

      “I just want you to know you’re skating on very thin ice, Cleo,” he said, ignoring her greeting. “You think you can get away with your behavior the other night?” He slowly shook his head, his eyes gleaming with malice. “Don’t forget who I am. Partners don’t get fired. Employees do.” He tapped once on her desk, a decisive rap of noise. Then he winked at her and slowly stood up. “Remember that the next time you think you have a say in anything.”

      Cleo watched him walk away, her heart a thing of stone in her chest, and fear swimming through her veins. She needed to start looking for another job.

      Soon.

      

      The phone rang as soon as the clock hit eight.

      "Correy, Hart, and Powell," she chirped. "This is Cleo speaking."

      The voice over the line rumbled. "Hello, Cleo. This is Dax Hartford."

      Cleo's eyebrows rose almost to her hairline. Dax Hartford was a legend and no one in the firm was certain he actually existed. He was their best client - a supposed billionaire out of Austin. He made his fortune in cattle but had his fingers in a little bit of everything.

      "Hello, Mr. Hartford," Cleo said, her voice a little hoarser than it was before. She glanced over to the office and at the name, it was like twenty gophers poked their heads out of the ground.

      Jet, who happened to be standing at the coffee pot, rushed over as he heard the name and flicked his fingers impatiently at Cleo.

      She shook her head and pointed at the line. There was no way she was going to cut off Dax Hartford for Jet.

      "I want you to know I'll be visiting the law firm today at approximately two p.m."

      Before Cleo could open her mouth, he continued. "I am telling you only to ask that a fresh pot of coffee be prepared. And if you have any kind of heart at all, I ask that there be a container of half and half in the fridge somewhere and not that powdered crap Jet likes to keep around."

      Cleo pressed her lips together to keep from smiling. That would not go over well with Jet. At all. "Of course, Mr. Hartford."

      "Dax, please," he said in that pleasant, deep baritone. "Another thing. I don't want you to tell a soul I'm coming. No one, Cleo, do you understand?"

      "Um. Perfectly." Cleo had no idea what was going on, but she had a feeling Jet was not going to like it.

      "Wonderful. If you can do that and have some fresh half and half there, I'll see you rewarded."

      A half day would be nice, but she didn't actually need anything. Besides a new job. "Wonderful, Mr. Hartford. Thank you so much for calling."

      "He's standing right there, isn't he?" Dax asked, amusement evident in his tone.

      "Definitely," Cleo agreed.

      "Not a peep, Cleo. Not a peep."

      "Absolutely not," she said.

      "Good then. I'll see you in a few hours."

      Dax hung up the phone and Cleo replaced the receiver. Jet stared at her in outrage. "Why didn't you give me the phone?" His handsome face was lined with anger.

      "Mr. Hartford was speaking and I thought it would be worse to interrupt him."

      "What did he want?" he snapped.

      Cleo shrugged. "Not much. He was mulling around popping in some time next week, before people started going on vacation."

      His eyes went wide with shock. "Next week?"

      Cleo nodded, not feeling even a tinge of guilt that she was lying her tail off. "He asked me to grab a certain type of coffee, too, so I'd like to run out on my lunch break and grab it, if that's okay."

      Jet flicked a dismissive hand at her. "Fine. Do what you need to do." He pinned her with his intense gaze. "Did he say what day?"

      "Err. He was thinking about Monday."

      Jet mumbled something unflattering and rushed back to his office. Cleo sat back in her chair and exhaled. She wasn't too great of a liar, but when it came to Jet, she suddenly became Pinocchio. There wasn't even an ounce of remorse with it, either.

      She pulled her cell out, checked it, and shoved it back into her purse. Four hours to go before her lunch break. Cleo rose and took the coffee pot from the base. There were few things worse than bad coffee, but Cleo almost never drank the stuff here. She took the pot in the bathroom and washed it out thoroughly. When she got back to her desk, she apologized to everyone there.

      "I'm going to descale the brewer," she announced. Everyone groaned which made her chuckle. No one ever descaled the coffee pot here and that's why it tasted so terrible. Cleo usually did it twice a year which was still not enough, but if Dax was coming in today, she wanted to make sure he had the best coffee he could have.

      She removed the bottle of vinegar she kept tucked underneath the coffee pot and filled it.

      Cleo rushed over to check her calendar to make sure no clients were coming in before she turned the pot on. It was going to smell bad for a bit.

      Four hours later, the coffee pot was spotless and most of the vinegar scent had dissipated in the air. She put one of her wax melts on and soon, the air smelled like vanilla. Cleo grabbed her purse and rushed out the door, intent on getting the half and half and coffee and getting back in time to brew it before Dax showed up.

      

      Fresh coffee made the air smell delicious. Cleo had a small bottle of good creamer tucked into her personal fridge and several packets of raw sugar sitting beside the pot. She sat rigid in her seat and waited for the storm that was Dax Hartford’s impending arrival. Jet had no idea what was about to hit him.

      Cleo couldn't help but hope it was something terrible. Guilt squirmed in her stomach over that thought, but she was human, wasn’t she? She’d put up with a lot of harassment from the guy and it was about time he had a little taste of his own medicine. At two minutes to two, the doors opened and in walked one of the handsomest men she'd ever seen in her life. Cleo's mouth dropped open, but she quickly shut it and stood up to greet Dax Hartford, the ridiculously rich man they all thought the law firm had been lying about.

      He was tall enough that Cleo had to tilt her head up to see his face. Dark hair, dark eyes, broad shoulders in an impeccable suit, and skin kissed by the sun. A devilish gleam lit his eyes as he saw her.

      "Do they know?" he asked quietly.

      Cleo shook her head. "Would you like a cup of coffee, Mr. Hartford?"

      He grinned and Cleo felt a little unbalanced. She highly doubted Pecan Grove had ever seen the likes of him. "I would love that. The color of peanut butter, if you would, and a touch of sugar. Raw if you have it."

      Nailed it, Cleo thought as she spun on her heel and made her way to the coffee pot. She prepared his coffee in a new mug she'd bought just for today and handed it to him as he hovered just outside of her desk, far enough that no one else could tell who was there.

      Nine times out of ten, no one cared who walked in. It was always just the next appointment. Today, they had no idea what was coming for them. He took it from her outstretched hand, took a sip, and sighed in content. His brown eyes narrowed in good humor.

      "I feel like you've taken my measure, and I'm not sure how comfortable I am with that." His voice was a deep, baritone rumble, pleasant but commanding.

      Cleo smiled, even though her stomach was doing somersaults. "When I take sugar, I like the raw kind, too. I thought you might like the same."

      "Good call." He took another sip. "I have a car waiting for me outside, Cleo. Would you mind bringing my driver a cup of this?"

      "Not at all, sir. Would you like me to announce your presence here?"

      The smile turned sharp. "Not even a little bit. You might want to stay outside for a few minutes and visit."

      Cleo's eyebrows went up just a hair, though she kept her face carefully blank. "Of course. It's a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Hartford."

      "Again, please call me Dax. You've made me the best coffee I've had in weeks, Cleo. Maybe you can tell my assistant how I like it." He rolled his eyes, though his barb wasn't heated. "How's it looking in there?"

      Cleo peeked around the corner. "No one has a clue."

      "Just the way I like it," he said. "You might want to get that cup ready."

      Cleo took a larger styrofoam cup and made the second cup the same way she did the first. Dax waited patiently and when she was done, he walked her over to the door, opened it for her and then gave her a wink.

      "Give me five minutes," he said.

      Cleo swallowed hard and walked out into the frigid air. An honest to goodness limousine sat in front of the law firm, situated just off to the side so no one could see it out of the window. A hysterical giggle bubbled forth. Either he was going to murder everyone and he'd felt sorry for Cleo, or something major was going to happen that he didn't want her to see.

      But why her? She was a little man on an enormous totem pole. She walked down the steps and over to the driver's side window. She gave the window a little wave and it opened, revealing an older man with merry blue eyes. He wore a driver's cap and a suit.

      "Mr. Hartford asked me to bring this to you and wait with you for a few minutes," she said and handed the cup through the window.

      He took it from her. "Thank you. Do you know what's going on in there?" he asked, his eyes twinkling with amusement.

      "For a wild moment, I thought maybe he was killing everyone."

      The old man burst out laughing. "Not today," he said. "Dax doesn't tell me many of his secrets when it comes to work things like this." He took a sip of coffee and sighed. "This is excellent coffee, by the way."

      "Thanks," Cleo said, rubbing her arms to keep warm.

      The man's eyes widened and he clicked something. "Why don't you come on in and sit for a few? It's too cold to be outside and I have the heat running."

      Cleo would normally never get into a stranger's car, but since this day was already super weird, she shrugged and jogged around to the passenger side. She slid into plush, dark leather seats with the heater going full blast. Cleo groaned with relief as she leaned into the heat.

      "I reckon he's in there firing someone," he said.

      Cleo jerked up, her eyes wide. "Really?" Her heart felt like it was about to burst out of her chest. Please, let it be Jet, let it be Jet, let it be Jet.

      "Yep. This is usually what happens when he asks me to park out of view."

      "Wow." Cleo's brow furrowed. "But how is he firing them? I thought he was a client."

      The man's lip curled in amusement. "He's owned this place for going on ten years now. Dax allowed them to keep the name on the door so they wouldn't be embarrassed about the financial straits they'd gotten themselves in some years prior."

      She gave the man an appraising glance. "How do you know all this?"

      He sipped his coffee as an innocent look slid over his face. "Because I'm his dad."

      A sharp crack of laughter shattered the car, but when he didn't do the same, she quieted. "You're serious?"

      "So serious," he said.

      "But you're driving him!"

      "I'm retired, darling. And bored. He pays me a ridiculous amount to tote him around. It gets me out of the house and I get to talk to pretty ladies sometimes." The driver winked and, in spite of herself, Cleo was charmed.

      "Is he really a billionaire?" she wondered aloud, then blushed when she realized how it sounded.

      "I'd have to say yes." He held up his mug. "This is the best coffee I've had in ages."

      Cleaning out the coffee pot was an excellent decision. "Thank you. Good half and half and raw sugar."

      He smacked his lips. "Clean pot, too. What did you use? Vinegar?"

      She blinked in surprise. "Yes. Yes, I did. Wow. How did you know that?"

      "That's how I clean my pot, too. Not with that other stuff they charge too much for."

      Just then Dax burst out of the doors and casually walked down the stairs. Cleo sat up straighter. "It was very nice speaking with you. I think that's my cue."

      "Great chatting with you. Thanks for the coffee."

      Cleo waved and got out of the car. Just as she was about to pass Dax, he stopped her, rummaging through the inside of his suit pocket for something.

      "Here." He handed her a small envelope. "Wait until you get home, Cleo."

      She took it and looked up at him with confusion.

      Dax shrugged. "A small token of thanks." His lips quirked in amusement. "Tell them I've given you a half day."

      "Um. Okay. Thank you so much, Mr -"

      "Dax," he corrected.

      "Dax," she repeated.

      He leaned down close to her ear. "Megan Brooks sends her regards."

      Cleo leaned back. That sounded suspiciously like something the mafia would say. "She did?"

      "Yep." He chuckled. "I adore that girl. Plus, this was a long time coming." He held his hand out and Cleo took it, feeling like a tiny princess. His palms were warm and calloused. He might be a billionaire, but he was no stranger to hard work. "It was a pleasure to meet you."

      Charmed, she stared at him in bemusement. "Same."

      With a nod and a wink, he turned and jogged the rest of the way to his limo. The door barely shut before they were speeding out of the parking lot.

      "Holy smokes," she whispered to herself. "What in the world just happened?"

      The answer to that revealed itself in the form of an angry Jet, holding a box of his belongings, stomping down the steps of the law firm.

      Cleo froze like a deer in the headlights, shocked by the sight and by his anger.

      "You happy with yourself?" he sneered.

      "Uh," Cleo responded.

      "I can't believe you told on me about the Christmas party! One little touch and now I'm out on my ear. Before Christmas!"

      Cleo stood there, stunned by the sudden turn of events. Megan orchestrated this? Her estimation of the woman went up about 200%. But how had she found out about the party?

      Charlie.

      Cleo made a wide berth around Jet, even though he was still screaming at her. She rushed inside the office, ran to one of the other's partner's offices and announced Dax had given her the rest of the day off. Then she grabbed her purse and rushed out to her car.

      She didn't know whether to be angry or delighted. On one hand, she no longer had to put up with a grabby handed partner. On the other, he'd violated her privacy.

      Thoughts spun in her head all the way home, but she'd made the decision before she turned into her driveway. She pulled her cell out, punched his number in, and before he'd even said hello, she asked him to meet her at the house.

      Her father was out today doing some Christmas shopping and Harris was still at school. They only had a few more days until the holiday, so this would work out perfectly.

      Cleo pounded up the steps and into her house. She needed some more coffee in order to fortify herself.

      

      A polite knock on the door sounded less than ten minutes later. Cleo opened it and lost her breath at the site of Charlie standing there. Her heart pounded an erratic rhythm in her chest, but she squashed it down. She couldn't get emotional no matter how she felt about him. She was at a crossroads in her life and she needed to do her best to live her life for her and Harris now. Not anyone else.

      His expression sobered once he saw the downturned slant of her mouth. She held the door open for him and he brushed past her, leaving the scent of fresh pine and male in his wake.

      "Cleo," he said. He walked over to the coffee pot and poured some into one of the two mugs she left by the pot. When he finished, he poured another for himself. Thoughtful to the end, that was Charlie.

      "I'm not sure I'll like what you have to say," he said. "Especially since you're home early and you don't look super happy to see me."

      She was always happy to see him. That was the problem. Cleo rummaged in her purse and pulled out a worn picture of Tanner, taken during a tour in Afghanistan. He looked happy, though she knew he was already suffering from PTSD when it was taken. His arm was slung around a younger, dark-haired man, one of his buddies from a different unit.

      "This was my husband," Cleo said, her fingers shaking as she handed the picture to him.

      Charlie took it. His eyes widened as he stared at it, but Cleo didn't question him as to why.

      "When he died, I felt like my entire world had imploded. Harris was too young to understand, and honestly, I was too young to fully understand what my life would be like without him." Her firsts clenched at her sides as she spoke. "I like you, Charlie. A lot. And it's terrifying to me." She swallowed, her throat so dry it clicked. "I don't think I can do this, whatever this is."

      Charlie opened his mouth to speak. His eyes were anguished and it broke Cleo as she tried to sever their connection. She wasn't sure what they had. Was it love? She didn't feel the same way as she had with Tanner. Right now, she felt like her heart was being slowly torn into two.

      "Harris only has me and his grandfather, and I have to be so careful with who I choose to let into his life. I want you in his life, Charlie, but I'm not sure it can be in the way you seem to want it to."

      Charlie's head tilted up and he took a slow breath.

      "It's my fault he died, Charlie. He felt like he had to take care of me, so he volunteered for every extra assignment. I keep trying to deal with the guilt and I ... I can't." She shook her head. "Moving on from him feels like I've forgotten him. I can't do that."

      Charlie studied her, his eyes less angry and more understanding now. "Do you think Tanner would want you to put your life on hold?"

      Cleo shut her eyes. She couldn't answer him.

      "It isn't your fault he died. It's the people who killed him. No matter who they were. Never yours, Cleo. I can't imagine carrying the burden of his death and thinking you were the cause." He reached out and took both of her hands. "Don't you think you deserve to be happy? Don't you think Harris deserves it, too?"

      She trembled even as his questions hammered into her heart. The problem was she didn't think she deserved to be happy. Cleo knew what it was called. Survivor's guilt. Why had he been taken instead of her? What happened so that she would be spared?

      "Cleo, I care about you so much, and I want to be in your life. I want to be in Harris' life. But I want more than this. I want more than friendship. I want you."

      She looked down at her feet. "I can't give it to you. I don't know if I'll ever be able to."

      Charlie let go of her hands. "The question is do you want to? Because if you do, I'd wait for you forever."

      Her heart cracked in two and fell to her feet. She took a shuddering breath and turned away from him. Cleo stood that way until she heard the creak of the chair. A heavy hand fell on her shoulder.

      "I understand. I hope Harris and Grace can still be friends," he said. She heard the heavy fall of his steps across the kitchen and the soft shutting of the door behind him.

      Cleo staggered over into the chair and collapsed into it, burying her head into her arms as she laid them on the table. Sobs racked her body and a tiny voice inside of her head asked her why she couldn't be happy. Didn't she deserve to be happy? Charlie was there, and he was the one who so badly wanted to make sure of that. So why was she having such a hard time moving on?

      Her tears took a long time to dry, and once they did, Cleo felt like all the emotion inside of her dried up too. She felt numb, used up and wrung out.

      She felt utterly alone.
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      Charlie recognized that picture of her husband. Shock had made him mute in front of Cleo, but he knew that picture because he was the one who took it. A few years ago, Charlie was embedded with a TACP unit deep in the heart of Afghanistan. It was a special assignment and one where the pictures never should have seen the light of day, but he'd given the man a print out of one of the more innocent pictures when he'd asked him.

      Tanner Martin. A shocked breath escaped him as he made the short drive to his house.

      Unbelievable.

      The world was so vast and immense and yet, in moments like this, it was so  tiny.

      He'd spent time with Tanner Martin and his best friend Carrie Holmes. In fact, he'd played cards with them several times inside their tents. The man was a good one, and Charlie remembered he'd loved Cleo and Harris with the utmost sincerity. Not a single negative word came out of his mouth when it came to his wife and son.

      Charlie felt shaky and sick. How in the world had he wound up trying to woo Tanner Martin's widow? Cleo was one of the best people he'd ever met, that was how. Her guilt was going to keep them apart, though.

      He had no idea what to do about it or how to help her. Charlie's heartbeat was rapid in his chest. The back of his neck was clammy with sweat and his mouth was dry.

      He couldn't tell if it was shock over that picture or from Cleo cutting him out of her life.

      Charlie was a man who respected people's boundaries, but he knew she cared about him. He'd stake his life and reputation on it. So how could he get her to admit it? How could he help her deal with her guilt and allow him into her life? He'd never thought he would marry a woman who had a young son or someone who’d pushed him away at every opportunity, but he wound up falling head over heels for her, even despite their first disastrous meeting. Or maybe because of it. She was funny and feisty and a fierce protector of her son, and he knew she loved Grace.

      She was everything he ever thought he wanted, but wrapped in a package he never expected. He had to get her back. If he didn't, he wasn't sure he'd ever get over it. Every day he saw Harris and Grace playing together, he knew it would shatter his heart all over again.

      He rushed inside of his house and went straight to the portfolio of work he kept tucked into a file cabinet in the back of his office. The files inside were haphazardly labeled, and not in any order, but he knew they were somewhat chronological because he filed them every time he returned home from a trip.

      Charlie started with files around three years ago. After an hour passed and he hadn't found anything, he got up and made himself a cup of coffee. He remembered being in Afghanistan some time around November that year, so when he went back in, he pushed some things aside and started from what he thought might be August.

      Less than an hour later, Charlie had a file folder full of photos from that trip.

      He sat back against the wall, scratching at his five o'clock shadow, as he painstakingly went through each photo. There were several pictures of Tanner and memories flooded back as he flipped through them.

      An idea began to form in his head, and it was either going to be the best thing he ever did or the worst idea he'd ever had. Right now, since Cleo was already gone, he didn't care if it was a mistake. It was the only thing insane enough to get her attention.

      He set aside every picture of Tanner, even if it was just the back of him. Cleo would recognize him. Once he'd done that, he downed the rest of his coffee and snatched his keys up. He needed to go to the craft store.

      

      His mom popped by later that evening. Grace was long asleep, even though he had to field a lot of questions earlier about what he was doing. He kept his answers vague so she wouldn't tell Harris what was going on.

      The quiet footfall of his mom's steps stopped next to him. He could feel her presence right by his shoulder. She dropped a hand on his hair and inhaled sharply.

      "Charlie?" she questioned as she dropped her purse and sat in the seat beside him.

      "I knew him," he said in a raspy voice.

      His mother jerked her head up. "Is this ...?" her voice trailed off.

      "Cleo's husband. I was embedded with him in Afghanistan."

      "Oh, honey." There was a world of pain in her voice. "Is this a good idea?"

      Charlie scrubbed a hand over his face. "I have no idea, Mom. It's the only one I can think of."

      She hovered her fingertips over the photos for a moment before she tentatively touched one to study it. "He was handsome," she murmured.

      A hoarse laugh came from him. "He was funny and kind, too. I remember, Mom." His voice broke. "He loved her so completely."

      Mary sighed, a sound full of grief and pain. "That's the problem with ghosts, baby. They can't do anything wrong."

      He turned reddened eyes to her.

      A soft, rueful smile lit her lips. "I have to force myself to remember the things I didn't like about your father. It was almost as if once his soul slipped the bonds of mortality, he became a saint." She laughed, but there was no amusement in it. "For the record, he most certainly wasn't. He never picked up a towel in the almost four decades we were married. I could never get him to plan a single date night, and he snored like a freight train." Her eyes were sad. "And those were the good things." Mary put a hand on top of his. "You can't compete with a dead man, baby. And you shouldn't have to. If this goes wrong, I want you to promise to let it go."

      Charlie shook his head once, sharp.

      "You have to. I'm telling you, comparison is the thief of joy. I don't want to see your heart get broken."

      "It already is, Mom. I have to see this through." He very carefully cut the edges of one of the photographs he held, applied a light glue to it and stuck it to the project he was working on. Charlie had a plaque on order with dates from his tour over there. He'd spent an arm and a leg on it, but it should arrive no later than the following afternoon. The photographs he had were a mix of black and white and color, but all of them showed Tanner involved in uniform. Sometimes his grin was as bright as the sun and other times, Charlie had been able to capture a darkness within his eyes, barely concealed. Whoever her husband had been, he was haunted by the things he'd done and seen.

      If this was the last gift he could give Cleo, it would be worth it.

      His mother didn't say anything else. She got up to get a cup of coffee, poured another one for Charlie, and sat with him for the rest of the night.
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      She'd survived two weeks without Charlie, and every day felt just as painful as the first. Grace and Harris had seen each other at school and once at her house, with Mary acting as intermediary. She'd said nothing when she dropped Grace off, only squeezed Cleo's arm in sympathy.

      Cleo broke down after she shut the door and made it safely to her room. She missed him so much her heart ached. It could only mean one thing.

      She'd gone and fallen in love with Charlie Evans, even though her head replayed memories of Tanner on an infinite loop in her mind. Christmas time was always difficult. She missed having her family all together, but this was the first year she realized that her family was here. It always had been. Tanner had moved on. Unwillingly, yes, but he was no longer here to celebrate their holidays and Cleo had to make do with what was left behind.

      The last time she sent Grace home, she'd given her the gift she bought for the day Grace had broken her arm. She hoped the little girl loved the unicorn pajamas, but she hadn't seen her since to find out.

      Tonight was Christmas Eve, a holiday she'd loved ever since she was a little girl. Her mother used to make homemade cinnamon rolls this night and pop them in the oven on Christmas morning so that after they opened their presents, they could eat the gooey rolls.

      This was the first year she'd ever tried to make them. After she'd left the dough to rise, she took the bowl, punched it down, and plopped it out on the counter. Cleo carefully rolled it out, large enough to make fifteen rolls. Once she'd managed to get it into some semblance of a rectangle, she began to sprinkle the cinnamon sugar mix onto the dough. After she finished, she started at the end of the dough and carefully began to roll it into a tight roll. With a serrated knife, she began to slice the rolls into mostly uniform rolls and put them into a buttered glass dish.

      When she finished, she covered the pan tightly with cling wrap and popped it into the fridge to rise the rest of the night.

      Harris came skidding into the kitchen in his footed pajamas. Cleo grinned at the adorable sight he made wearing the reindeer jammies.

      "Mom! Someone's here, I think it's Grace!" His blue eyes beamed with excitement even as Cleo's heart fell into her stomach.

      There was no reason for Grace to be here unless the kids had been scheming for another play date. She rushed over to the sink to wash the extra dough from her hands. A soft knock sounded just as she was drying her hands.

      Squaring her shoulders, she walked over to the door, took a deep breath and opened it. Cleo held onto the door frame to keep herself upright. Charlie stood there, holding a large wrapped package. Grace blurted a hello and rushed right inside her home. She smiled down at the dark-haired little girl as she barreled into Harris and hugged him.

      Her son made an "urk" noise and bravely tolerated the affection. But Cleo didn't miss the slight smile on her son's lips. He might pretend to hate it, but he had a soft spot for Grace, that was for sure.

      "Hey," Cleo said. "Was there a play date I missed?" She still held the towel in her hand. Carefully, she released the door and held it open for him to come in.

      "No," Charlie said. "I wanted to bring you something." He brushed past her, careful not to ding the package against the door jam.

      Cleo followed behind him, curiosity warring with nervousness. She bought a small gift for Charlie before everything happened, but it was still unwrapped in her room because she didn't think she'd have the chance to give it to him. It was a small token, because it was all she could afford, but it meant the world to her.

      Cleo motioned her head to Harris for him to take Grace into the back. He blinked but gathered up his toys and told Grace to follow him.

      Once they were out of the room, she sat down opposite of Charlie. He held the package with one hand. The bottom of it sat on the floor. It had to be close to three foot tall and maybe two feet wide. She had no idea what it could possibly be.

      "I made something for you," he began. "I'm not sure what you're going to think, but when you showed me the picture of your husband ..." he trailed off. Instead of continuing, he picked it up and handed it over to her. She took it, surprised by the heaviness and looked back up at him.

      Charlie's expression was unreadable.

      Cleo began to unwrap the present, still not understanding the significance of what she was about to see.

      When she finally got it unwrapped, she was looking at the back of a heavy frame. Cleo turned it around.

      If she'd been standing up, she would have collapsed. Cleo's hand clapped to her mouth and a sob broke forth.

      Pictures of Tanner. All of it was pictures of Tanner in his uniform, surrounded by friends and other soldiers and airman.

      "What in the world?" she breathed, her hand still over her mouth. Her gaze shot to Charlie's somber one. "How did you get all of these?"

      He scratched the back of his neck. "When you showed me that picture, something clicked in my mind. You're not going to believe this, but I knew your husband. I was embedded in their unit on special assignment."

      Cleo shook her head in disbelief. Tears poured down her face as she stared at it, but some other, bigger emotion other than grief was pushing forward in her heart.

      Love.

      "This is ..." her voice broke. "Charlie, this is ..." Her fingers trembled and she bowed her head. Charlie could have left her alone. He could have walked away and let her wallow in her guilt. Instead, he'd done something so incredibly selfless and kind.

      He loved her. Holding this gift in her hand and staring at this man who'd done something so amazing, the truth was clear. Only someone self-aware and with nothing to lose would have done this, hoping it would go his way, but also accepting if it backfired.

      He could have gone home, destroyed these pictures, and never said a word. Instead, he'd spent a lot of time creating a beautiful collage of his photos for her to keep. To display. To give to Harris. She didn't know, but she knew there were few people in this world who would have done something like this. He was throwing away his chance at happiness to make her happy.

      She carefully set the frame to the side and stood.

      Charlie eyed her, wariness in his gaze. "I can leave if you want me to." He pointed at the door. "I just wanted to ..."

      Cleo curled herself into his lap and kissed him soundly. She poured her heart, her soul, her body into that one kiss and when they broke apart, they were both breathless.

      "I've been a selfish fool and I am so terribly sorry."

      Charlie's eyes gleamed emerald. "I'm in love with you, Cleo. I think I have been since the moment you screamed at me in the ice cream shop."

      "You started it," she said tartly.

      A chuckle burst forth before he claimed her lips again. His arms tightened around her waist as he held her close to him.

      The sound of a voice clearing startled both of them. Cleo started to jump off, but Charlie tightened his arms around her so she couldn't go. They looked up, only to see Cleo's dad standing there, his hands on his hips and one of his eyebrows raised.

      "So ..." he drawled. "I guess we need to add two to the Christmas dinner list."

      Charlie cleared his throat. "Three if you don't mind. Mom wouldn't miss this for the world."

      Just then, Harris and Grace came out. Both stopped in their tracks and stared at their parents wide-eyed.

      Harris was the first to speak. "I think this means I'm going to be your big brother. That means you have to listen to me now."

      "Does not," Grace said. She put her hands on her hips and eyed them both. "Kissing means you have to get married. That means I get a new mom!" Her breath caught and her big blue eyes shone with happiness. She turned to Harris. "And that means you can borrow my dad!" She shrugged. "He can be your dad, too. If you want him to be."

      The adults started to laugh.

      Harris' eyes narrowed. "Yeah," he decided after a couple of seconds had passed. "I think that's a great idea."

      

      The next day, the entire family gathered at Cleo’s house. There was still a pronounced chill in the air, and everyone was bundled up in scarves and sweaters, sitting outside around a fire Charlie had built.

      He’d put a turkey in the smoker and was just pulling it out to rest. Cleo spent the better part of the morning inside making all the side dishes with the help of Mary and her dad.

      “Hey kids,” she called as she stepped inside the house. “Come wash up so we can eat!”

      Grace and Harris bounced up from their seats and barreled into the house, each one eager to get to the table first.

      Cleo set the table with her best china, gifted to her from Tanner’s parents. Seeing it now left a bittersweet feeling in her heart, but she knew it was time to let go. To keep his memory close, but begin to share her life with someone else she loved.

      When the table was set and everyone gathered around, Charlie took her hand and his mother’s hand in his. Cleo reached over and took her father’s and soon enough all of them held hands around the table.

      Christmas music played softly in the background and as Bing Crosby’s voice sang about a white Christmas, the people Cleo loved most in the world bowed their heads to give thanks for their meal and for all the other hard-earned blessings they’d received this year.

      It was the best ending and the most wonderful beginning Cleo ever could have wished for.
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      Cleo and Megan Brooks were in a stand-off. Both women had their hands on their hips bickering about whether or not Cleo should wear a fur stole.

      "I am not wearing a dead animal across my shoulders on my wedding day!"

      Megan's eyes burned with annoyance. "It's fake fur," she yelled. "It looks glamorous! Like you're a hollywood starlet."

      "I don't want to be a Hollywood starlet!" Cleo yelled. "I want to be warm. Just give me the darn jacket!"

      Megan pinched the space between her brows. It was the same thing she did with her daughter when she was pitching a fit. "I swear, Cleo. You are NOT wearing a Timberland hunting jacket with your wedding dress. If I have to chase you down and burn that thing, I will!"

      Cleo snatched up the offending jacket and ran out of the room, Megan hot on her heels, holding the white fake fur stole. "Cleo! I swear, I can't believe Charlie is marrying you!"

      Cleo's laughter filtered back to Megan which made her laugh. "You're out of shape!" Cleo screamed as she skidded around the corner, one hand holding up the short train to her dress. Her bare feet flashed out of sight.

      It was true. Megan was four months pregnant with her second baby and she was in no shape to chase a red-headed demon across several acres of Texas property. Instead, Megan stopped and decided to play dirty. She took her cell phone out of her tiny purse and dialed her husband.

      

      Cleo skidded to a halt before she could run into Charlie, her soon-to-be husband, and his best friend, Nick.

      Neither one of them believed in the bad luck associated with seeing the groom before the wedding. Charlie held up the cell.

      "You've offended Megan's fashion sensibilities. She said if you were her employee, she'd fire you." Charlie's lips twitched with amusement.

      "Good thing I'm not," she said. While Megan had offered her a job, Dax beat her to it. When she finally got around to opening the envelope he'd given to her, she'd discovered a Visa gift card with two thousand dollars on it. Once she'd gotten over the lightheadedness of it, she realized he'd left a note with his direct cell phone number on it and a question.

      "How would you feel about working with veterans in need?"

      She called him right away and he hired her as soon as she graduated college. She was now the paralegal for a woman and vet-owned law firm that specialized in employment and personal injury law. Dax was paying her an outrageous sum and wouldn't hear a peep about it.

      Nick winced as he saw the jacket she had slung over her arm. "Please tell me you aren't wearing that."

      Cleo huffed. "It's cold!"

      "Yes, but you're going to ruin all the photographs," he said. "And you're going to make Megan really hard to live with. She's already a handful, but please take mercy on my soul. We have almost a toddler and she's pregnant. If you value my life, please wear the stole."

      Cleo looked outside and sighed. It rarely snowed in Texas, but the temperatures had dropped low enough to result in a beautiful blanket of white outside.

      Megan appeared at her side, a wickedly triumphant smile on her face, holding the white furry piece.

      "Fine," Cleo growled and snatched it out of her hand. She shrugged the jacket off and put the stole on.

      "Let's go get married, woman," Charlie said as he held out his hand to her.

      He looked breathtaking in his charcoal gray day suit. His eyes sparkled with love and amusement. About six months ago, he'd decided to go back to work, but he began by taking local assignments. When someone in Austin saw his work, he was hired as the official photographer for the SXSW music festival, a huge annual event. It was a huge boon for him and offers started pouring in from all over. He would be traveling again soon, but he hoped to save it for summer so Cleo and the kids could go with him.

      They walked outside together and Cleo slipped a pair of boots on her feet that were sitting right outside the door. She saw Megan wince, but it was cold and no one could see her feet under her dress. Not really anyway.

      The property was decorated with red ribbon, fairy lights, and gorgeous glittery ornaments. The arbor they were to be married under had been decorated with red and gold, and the pine boughs twisted around it gave off a wonderful winter smell.

      After the ceremony, they had a massive Christmas feast inside of the redone barn. It was the second best Christmas she could have hoped for. Her favorite was when she finally gave up on being so resistant to love and opened her heart to the most incredible man she could have ever wished for.

      She walked beside him and up to the arbor where their two children stood, bundled up in adorable jackets and scarves. Grace gave her a snaggle-toothed smile and Harris beamed.

      Those two were thick as thieves and ready as ever to start their new lives as family.

      Cleo looked up at her soon to be husband and tears filled her eyes. He looked down and when he saw her expression, he stopped and pulled her close.

      The guests at the wedding whooped their pleasure as his lips swept across hers.

      "Ready to make it forever?" he asked quietly.

      She nodded. "I do."

      And she did. For as long as she drew breath.
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        Thank you so much for reading.

        Hope you loved the book. If you did, can I please request you to rate and post your review on the links below. It will mean a lot to me!

        Even a couple of lines are enough.

      

      

      
        
        Amazon

        http://bit.ly/AmazonLettingGo

      

        

      
         Goodreads

        http://bit.ly/GoodreadsLettingGo

      

        

      
         Bookbub

        http://bit.ly/BookbubLettingGo

         

        I truly appreciate your time and support. Thank you!
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