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      A secret-baby, second-chance contemporary stand-alone romance

      

      Quintessential~ “Representing the most perfect example of quality or class”

      

      A trip back to the small Indiana town of Riverbend to finalize my grandmother’s last will and testament throws my world off its axis. I wasn’t prepared to learn the stipulations of her will or that she’d left her beloved mercantile Quintessential Treasures to my college summertime love, Kandace Sheers.

      Imagine my greater surprise when I learn about the secret that’s been roaming Riverbend for the last five years. Here are a couple of hints:

      She’s five years old.

      She has her mother’s silky auburn hair and my golden eyes.

      The answer should be simple—I take responsibility for the girl and go back to Chicago where my life awaits.

      It turns out, Grandma had other plans because life’s never that simple.

      Have you been Aleatha’d?

      Enjoy this sweet, funny, and sexy secret-baby, second-chance contemporary stand-alone romance that brings back the feelings of what it’s like to be young and in love. A stand-alone in the ABCs of Love and one of Aleatha Romig’s ‘Lighter Ones,’ QUINTESSENTIALLY - the ONE.
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        Dax

        Eight years ago

      

      

      Peeking over her shoulder Kandace giggles as she climbs the ladder up to the hayloft. “Hurry up.”

      Her long auburn hair sways down her back, stopping before her perfectly round ass covered by her blue-jean shorts. I can’t help but stare at her tanned long legs as I climb a few rungs behind her, balancing an old cooler under one arm.

      There’s something about Kandace, there always has been. Even though I don’t live in Riverbend year-round, I feel like we’ve known one another for our entire lives.

      Summers in Riverbend are supposed to show me life away from Chicago. Like every teenager, I complained about the small town, but the truth is that I like my summers with my grandparents. I enjoy the hard work that comes from helping my granddad’s friend Bruce Gordon on his farm. Each year, the town welcomes me back as if I never left.

      Kandace peers over the ledge as pieces of straw fall to the floor below. “What’s the matter, Dax, can’t keep up?”

      I take the remaining rungs two at a time until I’m standing on the loft. Dropping the cooler, I reach for Kandace’s waist and spin us around. With the moonlight streaming through the opening in the ceiling, I stare into her eyes. The color is a mesmerizing blue, light like the summer sky early in the morning. Her laugh energizes me as we both fall to the soft bales of hay, and I pull her on top of me.

      “Do you want a beer?”

      Lifting her face over mine, Kandace shakes her head. “I’m not one of the girls at IU. You don’t need to get me drunk.”

      I tuck a rogue strand of her silky hair behind her ear. “Have you thought about coming to IU?”

      “My degree may come from a community college, but it’s still a degree.”

      “Don’t you want to see more of the world than Riverbend?”

      Kandace rolls off me and stares up toward the rafters high above us. “I know you think this is some hick town, but look up there.”

      I follow her eyes to the large square opening in the roof. The purpose is an access to drop hay bales onto the loft. Through the opening, the velvet black sky twinkles with stars. “What do you see?”

      Kandace lifts her arms and clasps her hands behind her head. “I see the big world. I also see that we’re such a small part.”

      “I’m not going to be a small part.”

      “Everyone is.” She rolls toward me, wrapping her arm over my chest, and lifting her face as she stares at me. “It’s not bad. It’s like when I flew to visit Florida. From way up there in the sky, houses and cars are nothing but specks. People are even smaller. I like living where I’m more than a number, where I have friends and family.”

      I frame her face and stare at her features, her incandescent gaze, perky nose, high cheekbones, and full lips. She’s perfect without makeup or trying. “You’re not a speck, Kandace. You’re so much more than that. You could transfer to IU. Your grades are better than mine.”

      “You could transfer to the community college, and we could…” She doesn’t finish the sentence. Her words fade away to the cobwebs and summer heat.

      Finally, I speak, “You’re not, you know?”

      “I’m not what?”

      “Like the girls at IU. You’d blow them away with your looks, laugh, and smarts. You’re more than they are.” Still holding her cheeks, I pull Kandace toward me until our lips meet.

      My body roars to life as she kisses me back, our hunger not to be outdone by the other. My tongue is the first to breach her lips. She tastes sweet like peppermint as her tongue twists with mine. Beneath her thin t-shirt, her nipples bead against my chest as she moans.

      Reaching for the hem of her shirt, I pull it over her head as her long hair cascades over her shoulders. “Fuck.”

      Kandace’s smile grows.

      “You’re not wearing a bra,” I say, staring at her round breasts before me.

      “It’s not the only thing I forgot.”

      “You’re killing me, Kandace.” In one swoop, I have my shirt pulled over my head.

      Her fingers splay over my chest. When her eyes meet mine, she grins. “I remember when you were skinny and scrawny.”

      Between working summers on Mr. Gordon’s farm and football back in Chicago, I’m no longer the skinny boy who used to visit. Hauling bales of hay has a way of bulking a person up. It’s a better workout than summer football training. It took one year of farm work for my high school coach to approve my missing summer practice.

      Now that I’m about to be a sophomore at Indiana University, I no longer play football. That doesn’t mean I don’t work out during the school year. I do.

      I’m not the only one who has changed over the years.

      I lean down and suck one of Kandace’s nipples and then the other. Her back arches and her tanned flesh covers in goose bumps. “And I remember when you didn’t have this rack.” Or the soft curves.

      “It’s hardly a rack.” Her fingers weave through my hair as she pulls me toward her, and I continue my teasing of her breasts.

      “They’re perfect.”

      Sitting back, my gaze meets hers. She doesn’t say a word as I unsnap the front button on her shorts and tug on the zipper. With each movement, my heart thumps harder, the circulation echoing in my ears drowning out the night sounds of crickets and frogs. Even in the dark shadows I can tell that she isn’t wearing panties under her shorts.

      “I want to taste you.”

      She tugs on her lower lip. “I’ve never.”

      “Tell me to stop and I will.”

      Under the shimmer of the sky, she nods. “I trust you.”

      Her pussy glistens in the moonlight. I’d like to say that I’m well experienced in the sex department, but if I did, I’d be lying. At nineteen, this is my first time to go down on a girl. I heard stories. As Kandace spreads her legs for me, offering me this gift, I grow painfully hard beneath my jeans.

      I’m immediately addicted to her scent, sweet like her name. My first lick is as if I’m about to taste a new flavor of lollipop or popsicle.

      Fuck.

      If I could buy this, the stores would constantly be sold out.

      Not only does Kandace taste sweet, with just one lick, her legs tense and her hips buck. The second and third are even better.

      It’s as I swirl her clit that Kandace yells out. “Stop.”

      My entire body freezes, wondering what I did wrong. I’d told her I would stop if she asked. Keeping my word has never been so difficult. “Did I hurt you?”

      “No. I’m going to…come.”

      A smile spreads over my face. “That’s the point.”

      She leans up on her elbows. “I know, but…are you sure?”

      “Am I sure that I want to be the first one to make you come with my mouth? Yes.”

      “Okay,” she says in a whisper as she lays back her head.

      Adding my fingers to the mix, I lick and nip until her pussy pulsates, and I drink her essence.

      Crawling over her, I kiss her lips to show her how good she tastes.

      When her blue stare meets mine her cheeks are flush as she smiles. “That was…amazing.”

      I lie back on the hay and stare up at the ceiling, afraid that if I move I might too come. Soon, Kandace is over me, her nude body draped over my leg and torso.

      “Do you think Mr. Gordon knows that people use his barn…for this?”

      “I doubt he knows.”

      “I’ve heard rumors that this is the place many people have lost their virginity.”

      My eyes open wide. “Kandace.”

      “Where did you lose yours?” she asks.

      “I haven’t.”

      Her forehead falls to my shoulder. “Me either.”
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        Kandace

        Six years ago

      

      

      

      “Damn,” Chloe, my best friend, whispers, “Dax sure knows how to fill out a suit.”

      I look over, seeing Dax Richards sitting with his parents and grandma in the front pew. My best friend is right about the way he fills out his suit. And while I know from experience how sexy he is beneath the suit, I can’t help but concentrate on the sadness in his expression. It makes me want to go to him, to hold him, and give him a reason to smile.

      It’s been two years since I gave Dax my virginity. According to him, he’d given me the same gift. And yet we are what people might call friends-with-benefits. Geographically, we are only together during his visits to Riverbend and my few visits to IU. Although he’d tried to convince me to attend the large university, it only took me a couple of visits to realize that life on a big campus with a population five times that of our town isn’t for me.

      Occasionally, he and I text and call one another, but neither of us has made a commitment. That doesn’t mean I want to be with anyone else. It means I know that while my body and heart became his even before our first time, my mind has come to grips that there will never be a future for us.

      We both have one more year of undergraduate. While my plans include Riverbend, Daxton Richards has already been accepted to Indiana Law for a double master’s degree in law and business. His plans are to follow in his parents’ success. His mother is partner at a big law firm in Chicago, and his dad is a CFO of some gaming company that is doing very well. The days and nights of Dax in Riverbend are about to be history. The reason he is here now is further proof.

      The minister completes the eulogy for John Richards, Dax’s grandfather, and asks us to bow our heads in prayer. With my chin down, my eyes stay fixed on Dax. Maybe it is because he thought no one would see or was watching, but during the prayer he wipes a tear from his cheek. His father sits on one side of Ruth, Dax’s grandmother, and Dax is sitting on the other.

      While I don’t know his parents well, everyone in town loves his grandparents. They own a shop on Main Street called Quintessential Treasures. While finishing my classes, I’m working part time with his grandparents—now only Ruth.

      After the service at the cemetery, we all go back to the church for a dinner in the basement. The large dining hall is filled with long tables and chairs. All of the ladies in town contributed to the potluck. By the time my parents, Chloe, and I get down to the hall, it appears there is enough food to feed all of Riverbend.

      “Kandace,” Ruth calls, lifting her hand when she sees me.

      My throat clogs and tears prick my eyes as I go to her. Even though she has to be in her seventies, Ruth is spry and full of energy. “I’m so sorry, Ruth,” I say.

      She lifts her chin. “I had over fifty years with the love of my life. One day, we’ll be together through eternity. I know I’ll miss him every day, but I also know my Jack. He doesn’t want me sad. For him, I’ll smile until we meet again.”

      I don’t understand how Jack is a nickname for John, but it is.

      I wrap my arms around Ruth’s slender shoulders. “If you need anything.”

      The church’s dining hall is filling up as more and more people arrive. As I hug Ruth, Dax steps closer.

      Ruth reaches for my hand and Dax’s. She turns to her grandson, looking up at him with love and pride. “Did you know that Kandace is working for me?”

      His sad golden eyes meet mine. “Thanks for helping Grandma.”

      “I like the store.”

      Ruth puts our hands together. “You two catch up, and remember, Jack doesn’t want tears. He wants you to remember him with a smile.”

      Dax takes my hand and walks with me to the wall away from the food lines that are forming on both sides of a long buffet. When he looks down at me, I see the sadness Ruth said her husband wouldn’t want.

      “Do you want some food?” I ask, looking at the gathering people.

      He shakes his head. “I’d like to get out of here.”

      “Will your parents mind?”

      “How about a drink?”

      There are only a few drinking establishments in Riverbend—Bob’s and Decoy Ducks. “Unless you want to get out of town, you’re going to get the same condolences there as here.”

      “How about a walk?” he says.

      Without a word, we climb the back steps of the church like salmon swimming upstream. Dax nods as each person offers condolences. Once at the top of the concrete stairs, we open the door to the parking lot. The late summer sky is filled with shades of gray. The trees sway in the strong breeze as if even nature is mourning John’s passing. Dax lifts his chin to the sky and closes his eyes.

      I can’t take it any longer. I reach for his arm. “I want to help.”

      He takes my hand and begins to walk. His grip is strong and tight, filled with determination. I’m not certain where we’re going as my heeled shoes click on the concrete in time with Dax’s steps, and the dress I wore to the funeral blows in the breeze. For the first few minutes, we walk without talking. It’s as if our connection is Dax’s lifeline. His hold of my hand is stopping him from flying away.

      We pass few people as we walk past the bank and post office and head north of town.

      The sidewalk ends as we continue along the gravel edge of the street. At our sides, the corn stalks are taller than Dax, and the mature ears are large with white hair, indicating that harvest will be soon. As Dax leads me down a path we’ve taken many times, I know our destination.

      The fact that I am walking in heels and a dress through a forest doesn’t register as much as the man at my side. He’s grown more handsome every year. His chiseled jaw is tight and his eyes, the golden color of winter wheat, stare straight ahead as we continue walking. Soon the trees open to a grassy bank at the edge of a pond.

      When we were kids, we swam in the murky water to an island in the center. Due to its size, the pond would warm early in the swimming season. As we approach it, I recall the mucky bottom. The island is now overgrown with grass, bushes, and trees.

      Letting go of my hand, Dax looks up at the clouds. “Do you want to know what I told my grandpa the last time we spoke?”

      The pain in his deep voice made my chest hurt. “Dax, John knew you loved him.”

      “I told him I couldn’t come here this summer.”

      He hadn’t.

      It is the first summer without Dax here…until now.

      “You have your internship,” I say. “He understood.”

      Dax shakes his head and stuffs his hands deep into his pant pockets. “I said I’d come later and now, there’s no later.”

      “He told everyone that you had a summer job at a big brewery in Indianapolis.” I grin. “He said you’d be bringing him craft beer.”

      Dax exhales and sits on the grass in his suit. When his golden eyes meet mine, they are moist with unshed tears. “I can never talk to him again.”

      Sitting beside him, I tuck my dress around my knees and lay my hand on his arm. “Ruth is still here.”

      “My dad sucks as a son.”

      I snicker. “I guess as long as he’s a good dad...”

      “Yeah, he missed that boat too. I used to hate leaving home every summer.” He turns and cups my cheek. “And then I hated leaving here, leaving you.”

      As I feel the warmth of his touch, the lump returns to my throat.

      “I also thought,” he goes on, “that by visiting my grandparents, I was stepping in where dad didn’t.” He lets go of my face and turns his attention toward the pond.

      “My mom told me something.” I hug my knees and look out at the waves on the water. “She said that if I decide to leave Riverbend, she’ll never stop loving me. She said that parents need to give their kids two things—roots and wings.” I turn to Dax. “John and Ruth gave that to your dad. He chose wings.”

      “They gave that to me too, I guess—the roots part anyway.” He turns to me. “Why don’t you date?”

      “I date,” I say with a shrug.

      “Oh, you never mention it.”

      There isn’t anything to mention. No one else who matters.

      “What about you?” I ask.

      “I date.”

      Nodding, I take off my shoes and wiggle my toes in the long grass. “I could say I’ve never met anyone to be serious with, but that wouldn’t be completely true.”

      “Whoever he is, I bet Justin wants to kick his ass.”

      I grin at the reference to my older and protective brother. “Nah, he likes you.”

      Dax reaches for my hand and brings it to his lips. “Come to Indy with me next year. You’ll have your degree. You can work or take more classes. The city offers more options.”

      “My dad…” I take a ragged breath.

      “What?” The sadness in Dax’s expression is replaced with concern.

      “He suffered a mild heart attack last June.”

      “Christ, Kandace, you never told me.”

      “What were you going to do? Come down here and hold my hand at the hospital?”

      “Yeah.” He squeezes my hand in his. “I could do that.”

      “I don’t want to move that far away.”

      “Justin is here now.”

      “And he’s helping Dad with the farm.”

      “What do you want,” he asks. “If you could write a book about your future, what would it say?”

      I gave his question some thought. “You know the stuff your grandparents—grandma sells in Quintessential Treasures?”

      “Mostly junk.”

      “No, it’s not,” I say, my voice taking on a new tone. “It’s all made by local producers. Small towns like ours have trouble surviving. I want to help Riverbend survive. I don’t want it to be another Indy or Evansville. I want to help people here make a living doing what they want to do. I had this project for a class.” I can’t stop talking. “I had to draft a business proposal. I used Quintessential Treasures as the model, but I brought it into the future: online sales, mass marketing. I added other products, things that could be manufactured right here.”

      As I speak, the wind picks up.

      “I know you can do whatever you set your mind to do.” Dax stands as thunder rumbles in the distance. Offering me his hand, he says, “We need to find a place to wait out the storm.”

      I’m not certain if he means the literal storm or what is happening back at the church and later at his grandmother’s home. It doesn’t matter. I will take his hand and wait out whatever storm he wants.

      “Gordon’s farm is over that ridge,” he says.

      I pick up my shoes and grin. “I can beat you to the hayloft.”
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        Kandace

        Present time

      

      

      

      “When does he get to town?” Chloe asks as she carries a box of candles from the back room to the shelf near the window.

      “Who?” I ask with all the innocence I can muster.

      “Don’t you dare who me. You’re the one who told me Dax is coming to Riverbend.”

      “Coming and going,” I mumble.

      Crouching down, I begin to remove the jarred candles from the box and line them up on the shelf before Quintessential Treasures opens at ten a.m. I have plenty of time, but stocking shelves isn’t my only responsibility.

      “Kandi,” Chloe prompts.

      If she wasn’t my best friend, I wouldn’t or couldn’t be as honest. We’ve known one another most of our lives. She knows my secrets and I know hers.

      Looking up, I take in her petite frame, her dark curly hair cut in a short bob, and her questioning stare as I shrug my response. “I don’t know for sure when he’s supposed to arrive. Mr. Murphy, Ruth’s attorney, said the sale can’t be completed until the executor signs off. At first, even Mr. Murphy wasn’t telling me the name of the executor.” I push a candle toward the back of the shelf, bringing the older ones to the front. “Why isn’t it Dax’s dad?”

      Chloe smiles. “Ruth got you.” She laughs. “That sweet old lady is playing matchmaker from heaven.”

      Standing, I brush the dust from the packaging off my hands and blue jeans. “She didn’t get me. She respected my wishes while she was alive.”

      Chloe nods. “She did. That’s why she’s in heaven. However, you know she had this planned.”

      “What? Do you think Ruth thought, Hey, I should die and let fate work out the rest?”

      “No, she knew her obligation to keep her word had a statute of limitations.”

      “Oh, so she surmised that when I see Dax again, I’ll get all sentimental, or will I be hot and bothered?” I shake my head. “Or maybe when Dax sees me, he’ll remember that one time long ago when he used the L word, the night before he got in his car and drove away forever?”

      “Ruth believed in the impossible.”

      “Impossible is an understatement.” I survey the store, looking for anything that needs to be restocked before I turn the sign and unlock the front door. The sidewalks are filling with patrons from near and far, people passing by the windows. “I don’t need Dax; I’ve done well without him.”

      Chloe just looks at me.

      I reach for my friend’s hand. “I have you.”

      Her lips come together. “Not the same. I mean, I love you…”

      I shake my head. “It doesn’t matter. He never wanted a life here. Right now, I just want to keep the store running.” I take a deep breath, surveying the boxes. “Thank you for your help.” My gaze goes to the candles still in the box at my feet. They are handmade by a farmer about fifty miles away with beeswax and added scents. They’re one of the hot items here at Quintessential Treasures as well as a slew of other locally produced merchandise. This was John and Ruth’s vision, to create a place where local people could sell their wares and buy products made by their neighbors.

      Chloe leans against the shelves and crosses her arms over her chest.

      I know that look she’s giving me.

      “It doesn’t matter?” she asks.

      My blue gaze meets Chloe’s light brown one. “I mean, it’s inconsequential. What matters is that I loved John and Ruth. They were quintessentially great people, and because of them, I love this store. I’m the right person to keep Quintessential Treasures running. Hell, I can finally do what I couldn’t convince Ruth to do—take this baby online. Ruth knew that I’m capable of not only keeping this store going, but bringing it into present day. The executor just needs to sign the paperwork and go back to his big job and happy life in Chicago.”

      “His name is Dax. Daxton Richards.” Her eyes open wide. “And you know where he works?”

      I know his name. I’m purposely avoiding saying it.

      “Ruth mentioned it,” I reply with a shrug. “His name was in her address book when I helped contact people for the funeral” I sigh. “I miss her.”

      Ruth and John started this store long before I was born. It’s not that I want to go down memory lane. No, that route will take me back to the summers long ago when Dax visited his grandparents.

      Over the years, he changed from an awkward kid into a handsome teenager and then into a hot-as-hell man. That was true six years ago. I’m not ready to find out where he now stands on the sexy scale. Truth is, I’ve changed over time too. The last time I saw Dax was the summer before his senior year at Indiana University. He had big plans that included law and business school. Those future plans never sounded as if they included me or anyone for that matter.

      “Who contacted him for the funeral?” Chloe asks. “Was he contacted?”

      “Yes, but not by me.” My stomach twists at the memory of seeing his name penned in Ruth’s handwriting. “He was out of the country. That’s why he wasn’t here.”

      “I wondered. His parents were here.”

      I nod. “They said hi.”

      Chloe tilts her head. “They never knew?”

      My head shakes. “I asked Ruth not to tell them.” My thoughts go to the best and worst thing that ever happened to me. “I never knew them well. They didn’t visit much. I didn’t think blindsiding them at Ruth’s funeral was a good idea.”

      That last night I saw Dax, the two of us stole away to Mr. Gordon’s barn. It was the night of John’s funeral. While our night together wasn’t planned, it also wasn’t impulsive or rushed. It was a connection, one I thought we both shared.

      Dax was my first, and he said I was his. We’d been smart and used a condom, the first time. That night in the barn wasn’t our first time.

      Six years later, I am no closer to knowing if anything he said that night was true. I only know that according to Mr. Murphy, Dax is coming to town, and seeing as I’m required to be present for the stipulations Ruth set to allow me to buy the store, I won’t be able to avoid him.

      That’s fine.

      He can come, sign his name, and leave.

      Daxton Richards owes me nothing.

      Years ago, I only asked one thing of him: for him to come back to Riverbend.

      He couldn’t do that then.

      I don’t need him now.

      I shake my head as I smile at my friend. “Thank you again for your help.”

      She brushes the dust from her workout clothes. “I need to run. I have a client at nine.” Her expression turns serious. “You know, I’m always happy to help you. So are Mom, Linda, and your mom. It’s been a few months since Ruth passed. When are you going to hire some help? Business hasn’t slowed. If anything it’s increased. And if you open the online store, you’ll be swamped. You can’t keep up this pace.”

      My lips curl in a feigned grin. “I can.”

      “Yeah, girl, you’re superwoman. I get that. But seriously...”

      “Seriously,” I jump in, “I need to know that Quintessential Treasures is mine before I make any hires or big changes. I’ve talked with Mr. Murphy, and he says that as long as the executor is in charge of John and Ruth’s estate, I’m legally only an employee.” I shiver at a concern I’ve fostered since learning the identity of the executor.

      “What are you thinking, Kandi?”

      “What if Dax goes against the will? What if he fires me?”

      “Can he do that?”

      “I don’t know. This is my livelihood.” I take a deep breath. “You know that I’ve been thinking about fixing the old office space upstairs into an apartment for Molly and me. I mean the farm is great, but I think we should move away from my parents.”

      Chloe nods.

      “Living upstairs is my idea, not Mom’s or Dad’s. They’ve been great, but once I own the store, I can make a home for us.” I smile a sad smile. “Ruth wanted this for Molly and me.”

      “He can’t fire you,” Chloe assures me. “This is your store.”

      “Not until he signs the paper.”

      “Mick was telling me about your plans upstairs. It’s been a long time, but I’d love to go up there and see for myself. Maybe I can help too.”

      Mick is Chloe’s fiancé and a local building contractor.

      “I’d love that.”

      A jingle from the back room catches our attention. Chloe and I both turn toward the back of the store. Before we can make it to the doorway, my legs are surrounded by small arms, and Joyce from the diner two doors down is grinning our way, holding Molly’s book bag.

      “Thank you, Joyce,” I say as I crouch down to Molly’s height, staring into her bright golden eyes, the color of her father’s. “Did you have a good breakfast?”

      My daughter nods, her auburn pigtails bouncing. “Joyce let me have pancakes.”

      That explains the strong aroma of maple syrup. My gaze meets Joyce’s. “Thank you, that was nice.”

      “And a big glass of milk,” Joyce says. “Molly’s all set for her day at school.” She lifts the backpack. “I even packed her a lunch.”

      I shake my head, talking to Molly, “You have lunch money on your card.”

      “But I like Joyce’s food better.”

      Joyce’s voice brims with laughter. “You can’t argue with a child with taste.”

      Smiling, I look up at Joyce. At nearly sixty years old, she is as big of a part of Riverbend as Quintessential Treasures. “Thank you.”

      “Same time tomorrow?” she asks.

      “If you’re sure it’s okay.”

      Joyce waves me off.

      I reach for Molly’s hand. “Let’s get your teeth brushed, and then it’s time to get you to the school.”

      “I want to ride the bus, Momma. Lori and Amber ride the bus.”

      A month into the school year and Molly already has friends. That’s not really true. Molly has known Lori and Amber since they were all babies. Just as I know their mothers and fathers.

      My lungs fill with air as I take a deep breath.

      This is Molly’s first year of school, and if I am honest, I’m not ready for her independence. “How about,” I propose to my daughter, “I take you to school in the mornings, and I call the bus garage, and arrange for the bus to bring you here—to the store—each afternoon after school?”

      Molly’s smile minus her bottom front teeth grows. “Yes.”

      “Then it’s settled.” I peek out to the front storeroom after looking at my watch. Chloe’s pale expression catches me by surprise. “What happened?”

      Chloe shakes her head and gestures toward the front windows that look out onto Main Street. “He’s here.”

      I swallow as my stomach drops, and I hold tighter to Molly’s hand. “Here?”

      Chloe nods. “I just saw him walk by. He turned and looked in the window, but I don’t think he saw me. I’d guess he’s headed to the diner.”

      I turn to Joyce with the panicky feeling that comes with Dax’s presence. “If he asks...”

      Her lips come together as she shakes her head. “Child, this is your town. We all have your back.”

      I let out a long breath and turn back to Chloe. “You’re sure it was him?”

      “Yeah, Kandi. I’d recognize that golden stare and solid body anywhere.”

      “He hasn’t changed?” I ask. “Like maybe a beer belly or early-onset baldness?”

      “My look was quick, but if you ask me from that peek if he’s changed, it’s only for the better.”
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      Walking along Main Street takes me back to my years of visits. It’s as if I have two hometowns, Oakmont, the one where I lived and went to school outside Chicago, and also Riverbend. This is the kind of town that welcomes loved ones of loved ones. I never felt like an outsider here.

      And yet it has been too long.

      Now, I’m not sure about the reception I’ll receive.

      Up ahead on the sidewalk, I watch as an elderly man on a bench turns my direction, opens his eyes wide, and stands. His bent frame is an outward sign of his years of hard manual labor on his large farm north of town.

      A smile comes to my face. I wasn’t sure if he was still alive.

      Bruce Gordon was my grandpa John’s good friend and the man I worked for during my summers. Today he’s sitting on a bench outside the shops on Main Street.

      “As I live and breathe,” Bruce says, slapping my shoulder. “Look at you, Dax Richards.” He grins as thousands of lines deepen on the skin of his sun-baked face. He scans from my loafers to my slacks and button-down shirt.

      I’m dressed for my meeting with Grandma’s attorney. He wants to talk to me alone before I sign off on the provisions of her will.

      “Or are you Daxton now, a big deal from the Windy City?”

      “Still just Dax, Mr. Gordon.”

      “How’s life up there in Chicago?”

      That is a loaded question that I’m not ready to answer with full honesty. In a nutshell, life in Chicago is hectic and busy. I’ve been concentrating on moving up the ladder of success instead of living a life. Hell, I was even in London when my grandmother passed. It seems as though I’ve become what I never wanted to be—my parents.

      Being back in Riverbend reminds me how simple and satisfying life can be.

      “You know what they say,” I respond. “Rat race.”

      “Remember, it’s better to be a bystander instead of one of the rats.”

      “That seems like sound advice.”

      Mr. Gordon nods. “Everyone sure is sorry about your grandmother. Ruth was loved by one and all. I miss seeing her smile at Quintessential Treasures.”

      I nod as I take a deep breath. “That’s why I’m here.”

      “Ruth had a big heart. She knew what she was doing.”

      I start to ask if Bruce means about leaving the store to Kandace Sheers—of all people—but I stop. First, it isn’t a bequeathal because the will specifies that the transaction will include a monetary payment, a common practice to avoid taxes. Nevertheless, that practice also undervalues Quintessential Treasures, something that as the executor of the will I can’t condone. Second, even though this is a small town, surely not everyone knows the details of my grandmother’s will. “That’s what I’m here to find out.”

      “Some of the boys you used to hang out with are in the diner. They have breakfast most mornings before heading to work.”

      “That’s where I’m headed. Cory invited me and told me not to be late.”

      Mr. Gordon smiles. “Good boy, Cory.” He looks at his watch. “You better hurry.”

      Cory is now a vice-principal at the local elementary school, but to a man like Mr. Gordon, he’s still a good boy. Cory is one of the friends from Riverbend I’ve stayed in contact with. We both attended Indiana University, giving us a connection beyond the summertime streets, parks, and ball fields of Riverbend.

      As I start to walk away, Mr. Gordon reaches for my arm. “I know you’ll do what’s right, Dax. Ruth knew that too.”

      “I’m going to try, Mr. Gordon.”

      Something about his statement prickles my skin. Before I can give it more thought, I’m at the door of the Main Street Diner and peering through the glass windows. A bell jingles as I enter. Cory is the first person I spot. Throwing a few bills on the table he comes my way, shaking his head. “Dax, are you living on Chicago time?”

      “Shit,” I mumble, looking at my watch and the clock above the door. “I am.”

      “Well, I need to head to the school, but fix your damn watch and we’ll reschedule. Hey, some of us are headed to Decoy Ducks tonight. You should join us and catch up.”

      “Who is some of us?”

      “Most everyone. Tonight’s the last softball game of the season. We need to celebrate our record.”

      I recall playing baseball during the summer with these guys. “You won. That’s great.”

      Cory lowers his voice. “We weren’t swept. That’s a win. See you at nine at Decoy’s or come by the ball fields at seven thirty and watch us strike out.”

      “Just like the good ole days.”

      He punches my arm. “Not everyone can hit it out of the park.”

      Before Cory turns to leave, another man I should recognize joins us near the door. “Shit, Dax, is that really you?”

      Cory leans in. “Dax, you remember Ricky.”

      I offer my hand. “Hey, it’s been a while.”

      After we shake, Ricky nudges Cory. “If Dax is in town, I say we make him an honorary teammate and let him play with us tonight. We can show those assholes from Trevor our secret weapon.”

      “Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve hit a ball or worn a glove?” I ask.

      “I guarantee you won’t make us worse,” Ricky jokes. “Besides, the guys will be glad to see you.”

      “So?” Cory asks.

      I shrug. “Do you have an extra glove?”

      “He’s in,” Ricky announces loudly to a large round table near the back of the restaurant.

      One of the sets of eyes that meets mine are those of Justin Sheers. He has the same color hair as his sister—or as I remember. Nevertheless, I don’t understand why he’s looking at me the way he is.

      Standing as tall as my six feet-plus will allow, I walk back to the table of men who I’d first met as boys. It’s a bit of a surprise that these individuals have stayed so close over the years. The kids I went to school with in the suburbs of Chicago have all moved on to here or there. Even those who still live close have their own lives, ones that rarely intersect with one another’s.

      “Hi.”

      “Good to see you,” comes from most present, along with the obligatory condolences for Grandma Ruth.

      “So you’re going to play ball tonight?” Mick Reynolds asks as he finishes his coffee.

      Before I can answer, Justin stands. “Might want to figure out your time zone first, Richards. I thought expensive watches knew better.”

      I lift my wrist. “I left the expensive one in the safe, and you’re right. I’m not sure why my phone didn’t make the time change.”

      “Staying at Miss Ruth’s house?” Mick asks.

      “No, my folks have been working to ready it for sale. I spent the night over in Washington.”

      “If you need a key,” Mick offers, “Kandace has one.”

      The sound of her name makes the small hairs on my neck stand to attention.

      “Forget about Kandace,” Justin says, coming closer to me. “I’m sure someone else has a key. If you need one, I’ll call around or I can get the one from her.”

      I lift my hands as his approach becomes too close. “I’ve got a key. I just thought it would be better not to mess up the hard work of the contractors.”

      “Forget about Kandace anyway.”

      I shake my head. “Whoa, Sheers. I’m here for Quintessential Treasures. That’s all.”

      Justin stands tall, inflating his chest. “From what I hear, you just need to sign the paperwork. Ruth and John planned out the rest.”

      Mick comes closer and slaps my back. “Hate to interrupt this friendly reunion, but we all need to head out. See you tonight.”

      “Yeah, see you tonight.”

      The table with chairs that held eight people moments ago is now surrounded by empty seats.

      “Hey, honey.”

      I turn and meet Joyce Simpleton’s smile and shining dark eyes. “Joyce. You still here?”

      “And where do I have to go?” She tilts her head toward the booths to the side of the room. “Grab a seat. I’ll bring you some coffee.”

      “Black. Thank you.”

      When she arrives with the filled cup and saucer, she speaks softly, “They were talking about your return. Thought maybe you got lost. You know, forgotten your way?”

      “No, it was my—”

      “Good to see you, Dax,” she interrupts. “Mick was right. No reason to be staying at a hotel. Ruth’s house is just sitting there.”

      “It’s part of her estate.”

      “And last I heard you’re the executor.”

      A smile comes to my lips. “So everyone does know about her will.” It isn’t really a question.

      “We know John and Ruth were two of the best. We know your folks have been here, but Chicago is a lot closer than Florida. That’s why Ruth named you as the executor.”

      Florida is where my parents now live.

      I take a deep breath. “May I ask you a question?”

      “Honey, you can ask. I can’t promise I’ll answer.”

      “What can you tell me about Kandace Sheers?”

      “Pretty broad question,” she replies. “What do you want to know?”

      “Is she still here in Riverbend?”

      Joyce nods.

      “She married?”

      Her lips come together. “Son, move to town for a few days while you’re working things out. Open your eyes and see what there is to see. Keep your ears open too. You just might learn a thing or two.”

      “Did you hear what Sheers said?” When she shakes her head, I continue, “He told me to forget about her.”

      “Have you?”

      “I thought I had. I convinced myself I had until I drove through Riverbend last night. Now I can’t get her off my mind.”

      “How about you?” Joyce asks. “Married. Engaged. Gay. Dating.”

      Again I smile as it’s my turn to shake my head. “None of the above.”

      “What can I get you to eat?”

      I look at my watch and mentally add an hour. “Shit, I’m meeting with Jeffrey Murphy in half an hour.”

      “Plenty of time, seeing as his office is across the street and up the stairs.”

      “Joyce, are you trying to convince me of the advantages of small-town living?”

      “Don’t need to. They speak for themselves.”

      “I’ll take a Western omelet.”

      “Hash browns or fruit bowl?”

      “Both.”

      With a nod and a smile she is gone. A quick look at my phone tells me that it is on the right time. It is me and my old watch that aren’t.
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        Kandace

      

      

      “What are you doing here?” Justin asks as he climbs up the aluminum stands to where Chloe and I are sitting.

      I look at my friend. She grins and I turn back to my brother. “Getting ready to watch the final game of the season. I’d say to watch you guys beat Trevor, but we know that’s unlikely.” When my brother doesn’t grin, I add, “I think what we’re doing is obvious.”

      His blue eyes, darker than mine, scan all around us. “Where’s Molly?”

      “She’s at the farm with Mom. The game won’t be over until after her bedtime. She has school.”

      He lets out a sigh.

      The bleachers ring with the sound of footsteps on the aluminum.

      My brother looks from side to side as his volume lowers. “You should know, he’s going to be here.”

      Even though I know the answer, I do as I did this morning and play dumb. “He?”

      “Richards. Ricky asked him to play tonight.”

      My circulation races with memories of summer baseball games, watching all the guys, including Dax, play. He was always the best, much to my brother’s chagrin. I heard that he’d stopped at the diner, but I had no idea he’d be at the game tonight.

      “We can go,” Chloe whispers.

      “No.” I sit taller. “I don’t care where he is. I just want him to sign the papers and leave town.” My gaze meets my brother’s. “I’m not hiding from him.”

      “Didn’t he meet with Murphy today?” Justin asks.

      I shrug. “I don’t know what he’s done or doing. Mr. Murphy said he’d call when he had more information.”

      My brother’s voice is a low growl. “Stay away from him, Kandi. I swear I’ll kick his ass.”

      “You could try.”

      Why am I sticking up for Dax?

      “He’s gotten soft,” Justin says as he puffs out his chest. “I fucking work for a living.”

      My brother is good looking, in the way a sister sees her brother. Since graduating from Purdue, he’s taken over most of the business of our parents’ farm. Dad is still present and relinquishing control a little at a time. With over 1500 acres the two of them work side by side with the hands they hire.

      Justin continues, “Stay away from him. And keep Molly away from him. He doesn’t belong here.” With that, Justin turns and steps down the bleachers, two seats at a time.

      Chloe lays her hand on my arm. “Let’s go. I didn’t know he would be here. We could get a drink at Bob’s or head to the Tastee Freeze for ice cream. I don’t care. I think Dax Richards’s return warrants one or the other, booze or ice cream. I’ll let you decide.”

      As we talk, the stands fill with friends, siblings, spouses, and children all ready to cheer on our hometown team. The familiar greetings and smiles remind me of what Joyce told me this morning.

      This is my town.

      I shake my head. “No. I’m not letting him push me away from this ballgame. If Dax is as soft as Justin says, that visual will sustain me for the future.”

      Chloe sits back and side-eyes me. “He didn’t look soft when I saw him this morning.”

      The Trevor team is on the field warming up as our team congregates behind the hometown bleachers.

      Chloe’s fingers grip my thigh. “Holy heaven almighty. I think Justin needs to get his eyes checked.”

      “Why?”

      “Don’t turn but let me say—not soft.”

      I straighten my back and keep my focus on the field. “Stop it. Dax Richards has always been good-looking. So what?”

      Chloe nibbles on her lower lip.

      “Stop it.”

      She inhales. “If Mick and I weren’t engaged…”

      I laugh. “You’re not that easily swayed. Besides, you and Mick have been on and off forever.” I peer down at the engagement ring on her finger. “I’m glad he’s finally making an honest woman out of you.”

      “Speak of the devil,” Chloe says with a huge grin.

      Mick’s expression is as solemn as Justin’s, yet his eyes are set only on Chloe until he reaches her and lowers his lips to hers. “I forgot to tell you something,” he says to Chloe and turns to me. “Shit, this is my fault. It slipped my mind, and I feel awful. Maybe you two might want to go do something else tonight.”

      “I offered drinks and ice cream,” Chloe says. “Kandi wants to watch you guys lose.”

      His dark eyes come to mine. “So you know?”

      A scoff escapes my lips. “Riverbend is pretty small. Yeah, I know.”

      “I don’t know what” —his head shakes— “if you two decide you want to talk…let me warn you, Justin is hot.”

      Chloe reaches for his scruffy cheek. “Are you telling me that you’re checking out guys these days?”

      Mick grins. “Hot, baby. You’re hot. Justin needs no incentive to get into a knock-down, drag-out with Richards.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” I say. “Please keep an eye on my brother.”

      “He just cares about you, Kandi. Can’t blame a guy for looking out for his sister and niece.”

      A deep voice shouts from behind us.

      “That’s my call,” Mick says. “I’ll keep an eye on Justin. You make sure he doesn’t have reason to start swinging.”

      When Mick makes his way down the bleachers, I sigh. “I wish I could move time forward, get the damn papers signed, and go back to the way it is.”

      “Most people want to move time back,” Chloe says.

      I smile at my friend who happens to also be a therapist, a recreational therapist who works at the hospital in Washington. “Maybe you should expand your therapy into relationship counseling.”

      “I should,” she says with a grin. “I’m so great at them.”

      “You and Mick are good.” All at once, my mouth goes dry as the Riverbend team takes the field. It isn’t that Dax sticks out only because, Lord, help me, Chloe is right: he’s not soft. He’s also the only one wearing a blue shirt. The rest of the team is in orange.

      The way my heart thumps against my breastbone, I expect Chloe to hear it and ask to check my watch for my heart rate. I breathe in and out. Rubbing my moist palms over my jean-clad thighs, I try to look away.

      I can’t.

      Six years.

      Seeing Dax again shouldn’t affect me this way.

      It’s the same way I felt the night of John’s funeral, lying with Dax, beside Dax, and in his arms. That night he’d done the worst possible thing to me. Something unforgivable.

      He said he loved me.

      And then he was gone.

      Until now.

      The crack of the bat drags my attention to the softball. A Trevor player tosses the bat as he rounds first base. The ball sails into the outfield, appearing as if it will clear the fence.

      “A Trevor home run is not a good start,” Chloe says.

      Everyone is on their feet as the handsome man in the only blue shirt runs backward and leaping, pulls the ball from the sky.

      “Out,” the umpire yells.

      And just like when he was a kid, Daxton Richards gets cheered by Riverbend.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dax

        Six years ago

      

      

      

      As we crest the hill, the skies open and torrents of rain fall in sheets from above. A few steps ahead of me, Kandace laughs as she runs. For a moment in time, I forget about my grandfather and the future. As my suit is drenched and Kandace’s dress sticks to her beautiful curves, my only thought is getting us out of the rain.

      Lightning crisscrosses from cloud to cloud as thunder rumbles the ground beneath our feet.

      Lengthening my strides, I catch Kandace just as she slips on the wet grass. Her blue eyes come to mine as she takes my hand. Together, we hurry past the trees with the outline of our finish line barely visible through the downpour. Mud splatters as we refuse to slow. What was dry ground turns to running streams and my shoes slosh with each step.

      We’re both breathing heavily as I push the barn door open. From this side of the large structure, there’s no climbing a ladder. We enter directly at the level of the hayloft. Once we’re both inside, I grip the handle of the door and pull it closed.

      As water drips down my face, I turn to the vision at my side. With her auburn hair soaking wet and her dress plastered to her skin, Kandace is an angel on earth as she wipes the rain from her face. “That came fast.”

      “Fuck.”

      I wipe the wetness from my hair and taking off my suit coat, shake it out. My suit is ruined and so are my shoes. I don’t care. When I look over, Kandace has her arms wrapped around her midsection and is peering up at the opening in the roof as rain continues to fall to the hayloft. The walls echo with thunder merely a second after the inside of the barn brightly flashes as lightning streaks through the sky, only to fade into the shadows seconds later.

      I reach for her hand. “Come this way.”

      Kandace’s hand is cool in mine as we climb a stack of remaining hay bales. In another few months, harvest will be here, and this entire loft will be filled with hay. Once we get away from the rain to a drier spot, I wrap my arm around her and pull her against me. “Are you cold?”

      Her body shivers as she nods. “Who would have thought? It was eighty yesterday.”

      My mouth goes dry as I stare into her beautiful blue gaze. I’m living in one of those moments, one that feels surreal. From being overwhelmed with grief only a short time ago, my thoughts are now completely and totally consumed with the woman before me.

      My stare lingers on Kandace’s.

      Time ceases to move.

      The rain and wind no longer register.

      Leaning down, I kiss her lips before reaching for the buttons lined down the front of her dress. One by one, I open them. Dropping to my knees, I undo the final buttons as her dress gapes open, revealing her sexy body now only covered by her bra and panties.

      Still on my haunches, I look up. “I didn’t suggest going on a walk for this.”

      Kandace’s soft hand comes to my cheek. “The way you look at me.” She shakes her head. “I can’t describe how it makes me feel.” She grins as her hands fall to my shoulders. “My hands and feet are cold, but you just looking at me—you warm me from the inside.”

      My voice lowers an octave. “I’m looking at you like you’re the most beautiful woman in the world because you are.”

      Her voice is soft as the drumming of the rain on the roof registers. “I only feel that way with you.”

      Standing, I push the wet dress from her shoulders, letting it fall to a puddle near her bare feet. The sound of the storm again fades as I gently push damp strands of hair away from her face. “I want to spend tonight with you. I want to get so fucking lost in you that I forget about everything and everyone else.”

      Like a statue of a goddess before me in only her bra and panties, Kandace’s smile grows. “During the funeral, I wanted to make you feel better. It was all I could think about.” She reaches for my tie and slowly loosens the knot. Next, it’s her turn to undo the buttons on my shirt.

      Once the material is pulled from my arms, I wrap the dress shirt around her shoulders. I can’t stop my grin. “My shirt swallows you. You’re so damn perfect.”

      Kandace pulls the collar to her nose and grins. “It smells like you.”

      Reaching into my back pocket, I pull out my wallet. When I open it, I realize what I’m missing. My Adam’s apple bobs as I look down at her. She’s there also looking into the depth of the wallet before her blue gaze looks up at me.

      “Shit. No condoms.”

      Her lips quirk. “I suppose you used them all with someone at the brewery?”

      “No, there’s no one at the brewery. I guess heading to a funeral…I wasn’t thinking…”

      “We don’t have a commitment, Dax. It’s okay.” She inhales. “I’m on the pill.”

      “You are?” As I ask, a strange feeling overtakes me.

      Why is Kandace on the pill?

      Who is she dating?

      Who has she slept with?

      As if reading my mind, she answers what I have no right to ask. “My periods have been crazy and random. I’m not a kid. I’m twenty-one. The doctor thinks the pill will help regulate them.”

      My finger skirts over her flesh, down her neck and between her breasts still covered with the lace bra. I watch as I lower my touch to the edge of her panties. “I have no right to ask you to be exclusive.” Even if I want to more than I want anything else.

      “You don’t. Not unless it goes both ways.”

      I take a deep breath, feeling the need to be completely honest. “There was one girl. We were on and off—now off. I know college is supposed to be some huge orgy, but it isn’t for me. You see, it’s hard to take sex lightly when I keep thinking about this one girl.” I grin and tease my shirt from her shoulders. “I can’t get her out of my mind.”

      Kandace’s eyes flutter as she concentrates on my touch.

      When they open, she tilts her head. “I haven’t been with anyone else, Dax. It’s not because we’re exclusive. It’s that I’m not some slut who sleeps around. Besides, everyone here knows everyone else. I mean, I could go to Washington or Vincennes to hook up with a stranger, but I don’t want that. I also don’t want to be someone’s notch. I mean, the only man I’ve slept with isn’t mine to claim. Why would I want that from someone else?”

      Me.

      That’s who she means.

      My chest feels heavy.

      “You’re on the pill?” I ask.

      She nods.

      “We’ve never been skin on skin.”

      A rosy hue fills her cheeks.

      “I’m clean, Kandace. I promise. After…” I hate saying this. “Her name was Allison. I found out that even though I was only with her during that time, she wasn’t as exclusive. I went to the health center on campus. I was so fucking mad.”

      Kandace reaches for the belt on my suit pants and undoes the buckle. Next, she reaches for the button and zipper. Soon I’m standing with my pants and boxers around my ankles.

      She peers up through her lashes and smiles. “I want to make it better. For tonight, can we only think about each other?”

      I nod as she licks her lips before dropping to her knees on the scratchy hay. With one sexy look up at me through her lashes, she opens her mouth to take me in.

      Shit.

      There is no one else in the world, no world beyond this hayloft.

      My entire body ignites as Kandace swirls her tongue around the tip and runs her hands up and down my rock-hard shaft. My balls grow tight and my thighs tense as I begin to rock with her. I never felt as right with anyone as I do with Kandace Sheers.

      Though I try to pull away as the heat within me builds, Kandace won’t let our connection break, taking all I have to give. After the best fucking blow job of my life, I kick off my shoes, pants, and boxers, and kneel in front of her, our noses nearly touching as we stare at one another.

      Our breaths come fast as my chest presses against her breasts. Skirting my touch over her arms, I marvel at the softness of her skin. Our lips come together with a hunger that could never be satisfied with the food back at the church. It’s as if I can’t get enough of her.

      Kandace isn’t only beautiful with her lips bruised by my kisses, for there is more to her, a goodness within her that radiates through her smile, her laugh, and her words.

      As I lay Kandace back on the hay and take my place between her legs, I have a momentary thought, one of her and me with a future. It seems that being with her is where fate keeps bringing me.

      The daydream is interrupted by thoughts I don’t want to entertain. I push them away—my mother and father and their ideals for a future in the world of success that doesn’t include a connection with Riverbend, even if that’s where my father’s roots are planted.

      Sitting back on my knees, I take in Kandace’s curves lain out before me. Maybe it is because we took this road together, but I love how open she is. There’s no shyness or uncomfortableness. It’s just us. Running my finger through her folds, I make sure she’s wet. A smile curls my lips as she bucks at my invasion. “You’re soaked.”

      “The blow job turned me on.”

      “Note to self…start with a blow job.”

      Kandace giggles.

      Leaning over her, I line myself up with her core and watch her expression as I slowly move inside her. Her eyes are on me as her lips open. Sounds come from her lips that range from desire to pleasure.

      “You feel so good.” My rhythm slows as her core squeezes me.

      “Don’t go slow, Dax.”

      Driving deep, I marvel at the way her pussy contracts. Like a fucking vise, she holds me, and her noises grow louder. As with everything else about Kandace, her sounds are real. I flash back to thoughts of our first time. It wasn’t the fireworks that others claim. At the time, I wished I was more experienced to make it better for her, and at the same time, there was magic in sharing our first with one another.

      We didn’t give up.

      Each time with Kandace is better than the last.

      As her hands grip my shoulders, I lift her legs over my arms, giving me the best view as I thrust in and out. What we’re doing is another first, the first time I’ve had sex without a condom.

      The skin on skin is everything, the way I slide inside and the way her essence coats my cock. I’ve never been so turned on, so hot, as if fire is burning within me. My thrusts come faster as despite the cool storm, my skin covers in perspiration.

      It doesn’t take long until her fingernails grip my skin as her legs tense.

      “Oh God, Dax.”

      “You’re fucking beautiful.”

      “I-I-I…”

      Her core contracts around me as she calls my name.

      “I’m not stopping.”

      Kandace’s smile grows. “We’re not limited to the number of condoms.”

      “Oh, Kandace, we have a long night ahead.”
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        Dax

        Present day

      

      

      

      Looking at the glove in my left hand, I grin.

      Shit. I caught the ball.

      I might be as shocked and surprised as the other men on the team. Cheers come from the hometown players and the bleachers. Just before tossing the ball to the pitcher, I catch sight of someone in the crowd. She isn’t among those standing, but her pale blue eyes are on me.

      My smile dims at her expression.

      I’ve made mistakes in my twenty-eight years, but the biggest mistake is not getting back in contact with the beautiful woman sitting in the crowd, the one with no emotion on her face. In a split second, I have memories of Kandace’s laugh, whether we were walking hand in hand or caught in the rain. The way she giggled as we swam in the pond and the excitement in her voice as she talked about her plans…

      Fuck.

      I’d forgotten.

      My stomach sinks.

      Kandace told me once about a plan for a business similar to Quintessential Treasures.

      Is that why Grandma left her the store?

      “Hey, earth to Richards,” Cory calls. “Get your head in the game.”

      With one more glance toward the stands, I nod.

      We hold Trevor to no runs in the first and second inning. At the bottom of the second, I finally get a chance to bat. We have two outs and one man on second.

      “Don’t strike out, Richards,” Sheers says.

      I grin. “You mean the way you did.” I don’t know why I’m fucking with him, or why he has decided to ride my ass, but I can’t help but enjoy his expression as I walk past the bench.

      It takes all my effort not to turn and see if Kandace is watching the way she did when we were young. My personal cheerleader, her voice calling above the others.

      “Show them what you’ve got,” Ricky yells.

      I take my stance.

      Maybe playing ball is the same as riding a bike.

      I hope it is.

      The pitcher throws a fast ball.

      Swing and miss.

      “Strike,” the umpire yells.

      “That was a ball,” Sheers yells. “You forgot how to read a pitch.”

      The small hairs on the back of my neck stand to attention as I grip the bat tighter and do a couple practice swings. The pitch is released. It’s low—most likely a ball—but I can’t stop myself. I swing.

      Crack.

      The bat connects and I feel the impact from my hand to my shoulder as the ball sails high between second and third. I’m too intent watching the ball to remember to run until I hear my team screaming. I take off at full speed, rounding first as the outfielder jumps and misses. The ball lands over the back fence.

      “Home run.”

      My run slows to a trot as I make my way around all the bases a few steps behind Mick.

      The Riverbend team starts cheering and offering high fives as Mick and I come back to the bench. Everyone except Sheers. He turns away as I walk by.

      Riverbend is up three to two in the top of ninth when Trevor hits a triple.

      I’d forgotten what an adrenaline rush it is to play sports. The only sport I play these days is golf and only because my parents think it’s important to show competence on the course to make deals in the boardroom.

      Each time I steal a glance up at the stands, I see Kandace, though not since the first time is she looking my way. That doesn’t mean I can’t see how beautiful she still is. The hell with that, she’s prettier than I remember. The only thing missing when I look her way is her smile. Sometimes she’s leaning over and talking to Chloe. I remember that they were best friends when we were younger. It appears as if that hasn’t changed.

      “Fuck, you guys,” Cory says, excitement brimming in his voice. “We could actually beat these assholes. Sheers, you’re up and Richards, you’re on deck.”

      Sheers huffs by me without a word.

      On the first pitch, he hits a single.

      “Don’t leave Sheers hanging,” Mick yells.

      If the team wasn’t depending on this win, I might. After all, he’s been an asshole to me since this morning at the diner.

      The pitcher has me figured out. Two strikes and two balls later, I’m feeling the pressure. Maybe this is why I don’t play team sports any longer. When I look at Cory, he gives me a hand signal.

      A bunt.

      Shit, I was never good at bunts and a bunt won’t bring Justin home.

      Cory nods.

      I set myself up as if I’m going to try to knock it out of the park and while the ball is in the air, I readjust the bat and boom, I bunt the ball—it rolls past the pitcher. Dropping the bat, I take off running for first.

      With an error by the pitcher, Sheers is now on third and I’m on first.

      The crowd is tense as Ricky and Aaron strike out.

      Mick is up to bat.

      When we were kids, Mick was a good baseball player. So far tonight, I haven’t seen that old spark.

      Strike one.

      Ball one.

      Crack.

      The stands erupt in cheers as the three of us take off around the bases. The ball is called fair as an outfielder misses it. My eyes are around the field. Sheers is safe at home. I’m rounding third as Mick keeps running.

      I slide into home, dirt and dust filling the air.

      “Safe,” the umpire yells.

      My heart is hammering in my chest as I brush the dust from my jeans and see Mick is safe at third.

      We’re tied with one runner on third.

      The tension is high.

      Cory, the team captain, is up to bat.

      I peer over my shoulder, wondering what Kandace is thinking. My gaze searches the crowd. I lean this way and that, but I can’t find her or Chloe.

      Crack.

      My attention goes back to the field as Cory’s hit gets him to first and Mick slides into home.

      The team and hometown crowd goes wild.

      My excitement wanes when I realize Kandace is gone.

      After we shake hands with the Trevor team, Cory pats my shoulder. “Come on to Decoy Ducks.”

      I shrug. “I don’t know.”

      “Oh, come on. You won’t be in town long, and we just had our second win of the season.”

      “Second?”

      “I told you, we weren’t swept.”

      I nod. “Okay, for one beer. I’m working tomorrow from the hotel.”

      My gaze goes back over the bleachers, wondering if I’m just not seeing Kandace.

      “Do you have a date?”

      I shake my head. “A date?” I haven’t wanted a date in too long. My guess is that it’s too late for a date with the woman who disappeared.

      “For the signing,” Cory says, “the executor thing.”

      “Oh, that kind of date. No, Jeffrey Murphy and I discussed some things today. I just don’t know what Grandma was thinking. Quintessential Treasures has better sales numbers than I ever imagined. Selling it under the provisions of the will would go against what she worked to accomplish.” As I speak, I again remember Kandace’s business plan, the one she shared years ago.

      Cory’s lips form a straight line. “Maybe Ruth wasn’t thinking about herself.”

      “Murphy has some bullshit stipulations that Grandma wanted me to do first.” Before we can say more, a familiar brunette is hugging Cory’s neck with a small girl in tow.

      “Dax, do you remember Judy?”

      I grin. “I do. Nice to see you again, Judy.” I look down at the little girl with wavy dark hair and a beautiful complexion—a mixture of her dad’s dark and mom’s light. “And who is this?”

      Judy lays her hand on the little girl’s shoulder. “This is Amber.”

      I go down to my haunches. “How old are you, Amber?”

      She holds up her one hand, spreading out all her fingers and thumb.

      “You can talk to Mr. Richards, Amber.”

      “I’m five,” she says in a sweet voice.

      “Hi, Miss Amber, five years old. You can call me Dax.”

      She nods.

      When I stand tall, I turn and see Sheers in the parking lot. He’s talking to someone in an SUV, leaning against the door, and the window is open. By his body language, there is more to the conversation. Maybe he’s just an asshole—not only to me. When he stands back, he turns my way with a scowl. Looking at him, I almost miss who he was talking to.

      Almost.

      The SUV drives away.

      Kandace is gone.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kandace

      

      

      The house I’ve lived in my entire life comes into view. Two-story farmhouse, it’s pretty cliché. The wraparound porch, the outdated rooms. There is nothing smart about it. Dad doesn’t even want gadgets that talk to him. No Google Home or Amazon Echo for him. And yet as my headlights skirt over the white building, I am home.

      At twenty-seven, almost twenty-eight, it is time I think beyond my parents’ home. The thing is they love and support me—me and Justin and Molly. Our farm isn’t as large as Mr. Gordon’s, but it’s still working, and, in this day and age, that says something.

      When I learned that I was pregnant, I went into denial. I hadn’t lied to Dax. I was taking the pill. I hadn’t been taking it long and even if I was perfect with the schedule, the birth control pill isn’t one hundred percent effective. At first, I assumed it was my crazy periods. It wasn’t until the sickness started that I even fathomed the possibility. With one more year of classes, I didn’t want to admit that I could be pregnant.

      My mom is a nurse at the same hospital in Washington where Chloe works. Maybe she figured it out before I did, but when she confronted me about not eating in the morning and I told her that I wasn’t feeling well, she was already prepared with a pregnancy test. As the lines turned blue and my eyes filled with tears, she was there with her arm around me, telling me that it would be all right. My dad didn’t waver. They and Justin were there for me and for Molly. It’s a gift I can never repay.

      Yet if—no, when—Dax signs off on Quintessential Treasures, I know that it’s time for Molly and me to get our own place. Town isn’t far from my parents, and she’ll be closer to the school. Plus, she can be home while I work on the ground floor. There is even room upstairs for an office, a real office where I can run the online side of Quintessential Treasures.

      Those thoughts and concerns fade as I park my SUV in the driveway—more like a long gravel road that spans from the house, garages, pole barns, and out to the big barn. I see my parents on the porch looking out at the fields. Walking toward them, I take in the peacefulness as darkness fills the sky and stars twinkle above. The sounds of crickets, insects, and toads come naturally here, not piped in by some recording.

      “How was the game?” Mom asks as I come up the steps.

      I nod. “Good. Riverbend won. How is Molly?”

      “An angel,” Dad says. “She made me read four books before her eyes got heavy.”

      That makes me smile. “Oh, the inhumanity.”

      He lifts his mug and grins. “Driving me to drink.”

      “Right, Dad.” My father doesn’t drink alcohol. He isn’t against anyone else having some. But after his health scare about six years ago, he’s taken better care of himself. “That herbal tea is pretty strong,” I joke, before giving each one of them a kiss on their cheeks. “Thank you.”

      “Honey, we’re happy to do it.”

      “I’m heading upstairs,” I say.

      Mom reaches for my hand. “Did he sign?”

      Tears prickle my eyes as I step out of her reach. Wrapping my arms around my midsection, I lean against a post on the covered porch and shake my head. “Not yet.”

      “He will,” Dad says.

      “Mr. Murphy said he’d call me. Apparently, Ruth had some stipulations for him. I don’t know what they are. According to Mr. Murphy, Ruth specifically wanted each of her beneficiaries to make their own choices.”

      “What choice?” Mom asks. “Quintessential Treasures belongs to you. That young man hasn’t stepped foot in this town for years.”

      That young man.

      My chin falls to my chest.

      “Kandace Anne.”

      Taking a deep breath, I lift my eyes to Mom. “I saw him. Cory asked him to play on the team tonight.” I shrug. “He’s probably why they won.”

      Mom’s lips purse. “What did you find out?”

      “About?” Apparently, playing dumb is my new defense.

      “Dax,” Dad answers. “Or don’t you care?”

      “I care, I mean, I don’t want him to have some genetic disease that will end up hurting Molly.” I inhale. “Joyce said she spoke to him at the diner. According to her he’s not dating, engaged, married, or gay.”

      Mom laughs. “Well, Joyce has a way of getting straight to the point.”

      “I’m going to bed.”

      Dad asks, “Big win tonight. No celebrating at Decoy Ducks?”

      “I didn’t really feel like it. Justin is there and the team is excited. I wouldn’t expect him home until late.”

      Dad reaches for my hand. “I made some calls. The work you want to do over the store…” He shrugs. “…materials are pricey these days, but Lynell has a crew that can work off-hours for a reasonable charge.”

      I’m afraid to make plans.

      What if…?

      “Chloe said Mick would help too,” I say.

      “Mick might be able to get better prices on material.”

      I nod at Dad as he squeezes my hand.

      “You deserve this,” he says.

      I feign a smile. “You two are just trying to get rid of us.”

      “Never,” Mom answers. “Now, Justin…”

      We all smile.

      “Good night.”

      The screen door squeaks as I open and gently close it. Walking beyond the steps and front rooms, I make my way back to the kitchen and grab a bottle of water from the refrigerator. Instead of going to the front stairs and hearing whatever my parents are saying about Dax, I tiptoe up the back staircase, coming first to Molly’s room. Her door is slightly ajar.

      The light from the narrow hallway spills onto her bed.

      I step inside.

      This was my childhood room.

      I redecorated before she was born, adding a baby bed and an array of colors. For the first two years of her life, I too stayed in this room, sleeping on the twin bed where she now sleeps. When she was ready for a big bed, I took the fourth bedroom. Mom had always called it the guestroom despite few overnight visitors.

      My heart melts as I take in her tiny features. No longer a baby, Molly is a miniature adult. Every day she surprises me with something new. I love that life is an adventure for her and that she’s loved.

      The lump is back in my throat.

      Molly has a mommy, grandma, grandpa, and uncle who love her unconditionally. She also had a great-grandmother who adored her. There was no way or reason to hide the truth from Ruth. After losing John, she was thrilled to see her family grow.

      I had only one stipulation.

      Molly’s father wasn’t to be informed.

      Tears come to my cheeks as I kneel beside Molly’s bed and listen to her little breaths as she hugs her Elmo. My thoughts go back to the morning Dax and I woke in the hayloft.

      The sky above the opening was blue. My body was tender in the best of ways. All through the night we’d reached for one another.

      At one point he’d told me that he loved me, and I’d been honest, telling him that I’d never loved anyone else. That morning, we made love for the final time. When we finally pulled ourselves away, Dax’s phone broke our bubble.

      He had numerous messages from his parents.

      Although he didn’t read them all to me, I fully understood the gist.

      They were angry that he’d left the church dinner, that he wasn’t responding to calls or messages, and that he’d turn to some summertime fascination—that was what they called me—instead of being a man and supporting the family.

      We walked to the ridge hand in hand.

      The last time we spoke, he kissed me and said, “You, Kandace, are not a summertime fascination. My parents don’t know you. Once they do, they’ll love you like I do. I promise.”

      “Come back to Riverbend,” I said.

      Dax nodded and we turned separate directions.

      Full-out sobs are shuddering in my chest as I make my way out of Molly’s room and to the bathroom. Stripping off my clothes, I step into the shower and let the hot water soak my hair and skin as the spray covers my cries.

      “Stop it,” I tell myself. “You have not cried about him in years. He doesn’t deserve it.”

      In the top of my closet is a box filled with letters I never sent.

      I learned things from Ruth.

      Dax graduated IU with honors.

      Dax was loving law school.

      An Indianapolis firm offered him an internship.

      Ginny’s—Dax’s mom’s—firm offered Dax a position in Chicago.

      He took the offer and moved to Chicago.

      With each bit of information, I knew the truth. Never, ever, has Dax wanted a life in Riverbend. Telling him about Molly would only hurt his life and hamper his success. While part of me wants him to know her and her to know him, I never want him to think that I purposely tried to ruin his dreams.

      I tilt my face to the hot spray with the realization that this is the way it’s meant to be. Dax has his dream in the big city, and I have mine. I’m capable of success beyond what I have and even more important, I have a beautiful, healthy daughter and a support system that goes beyond the people living in this home.

      After drying my hair and putting on my pajamas, I turn off the lights in my room, and walk to Molly’s room. Slipping beside her in the narrow bed, I hold her little body to me and gently kiss her hair.

      “You are loved.”
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        Dax

      

      

      Today, I make it to the diner early. Even though I will be working from the hotel room, being on central time in an eastern time zone gives me an extra hour. I’m also here because last night Cory wouldn’t stop razzing me about being an hour late yesterday.

      The bell above the door jingles as I make my way inside. The round table in the back of the room is set and ready, but it appears I’m the first one to arrive. There are other customers in the booths and a few at the long bar. I go to the bar with stools. Looking around, I realize that this place hasn’t changed since I was a kid. The vinyl seats are probably new, but the stools bolted to the floor are the same.

      When I sit down, beyond an empty stool I see a partially eaten breakfast along with a child’s menu and crayons two seats away. My thoughts go to Amber, Cory’s daughter. While she and Judy didn’t go to Decoy Ducks, this Riverbend thing is making me appreciate the way people live here, away from the late-night meetings at swanky restaurants and bars in Chicago.

      The drive back to the hotel last night was spectacular.

      Light pollution in the city obscures the beauty of a starlit night.

      “Dax,” Joyce calls, coming from the kitchen with her eyes wide. “You’re early this morning.”

      “I guess you could say I learned my lesson yesterday.”

      “Never too old,” she muses.

      “Will you make me lunch again?” I couldn’t see the source of the question, but the voice was sweet.

      Just then, a precious little girl with auburn hair pulled back in a ponytail comes around the counter and climbs up on the stool. I struggle with wondering if she needs help as she grins my way. Her two bottom front teeth are missing, and her eyes are a golden amber reminding me of my own.

      “Hi, mister.”

      I can’t help but grin. “Hi. You sure are big getting on that stool.”

      “Yep,” she says, sitting straight and picking up her toast. Forgetting me, she speaks to Joyce, “Mommy says I can buy lunch, but I like yours better.”

      Joyce taps the counter in front of her. “Let me get this gentleman his coffee, and you finish your breakfast. Then you can help me in the back making a sandwich for you.”

      “Really?” The little girl’s eyes grow as wide as saucers. “I can help?”

      “You sure can,” Joyce says. She turns to me. “Black coffee, coming up.”

      I can’t explain the pull, but I long to see the little girl’s smile. There’s something about her voice and grin that is entrancing. As Joyce pours my coffee, I turn to the girl. “So you like Joyce’s cooking?”

      The girl nods with a mouthful of toast and jam.

      “I do too.”

      After she swallows, she says, “My mommy and grandma are good cooks too.” She shakes her head. “I’m not going to cook when I’m big.”

      “You’re not?” Joyce asks. “Why?”

      “Cause I’m gonna sell stuff and make lots of money so Mommy doesn’t have to.”

      I nod.

      As Joyce smiles, she asks, “Are you going to finish that oatmeal?”

      The little girl nods again as she scrapes the bowl with her spoon, getting the last bites. Next, she uses two hands to lift the glass, and finishes the last drops of milk. Placing the glass on the counter, she sighs and grins. There’s a white milk mustache on her upper lip.

      “Now can I help?”

      “You sure can,” Joyce says, picking up the dishes as the little girl climbs down from the stool.

      She smiles at me and waves her fingers. “Bye, mister.”

      “May I ask your name?”

      The child looks at Joyce who nods.

      “My name is Molly, and I’m five.”

      I chuckle at her willingness to share not only her name but also her age. “My, you are big. I met another five-year-old last night. Do you know a girl your age named Amber?”

      Molly nods faster. “She’s my friend.”

      “I bet you’re a great friend.”

      “Come on, Molly,” Joyce says, “Your mom is waiting.”

      Molly disappears behind the counter. As I take a sip of my coffee, I notice her peering around the end. When I smile, she speaks, “Mister, Mommy says it’s best to use names. What’s your name?”

      My smile is bigger than I can recall in years. Molly is an absolute gem. Getting off the stool, I go to her. Crouching down as I did with Amber, I look into her eyes and say, “My name is Dax. Your mommy sounds like a good mommy.”

      “Hi, Dax. My mommy is the best.”

      “Come on, Molly,” Joyce calls.

      I stand and watch as they disappear into the diner’s kitchen. Back at my seat, another waitress, who introduces herself as Cheryl, refills my cup. She’s busy with the room and my thoughts go to the things on my agenda at work. Today’s Friday and I thought I’d be back to Chicago this weekend. It would take a little rearranging, but I believed I could continue virtually for a few more days.

      Soon, the guys from the game and round table are filing in. I make my way back to the table.

      “Thought you were working today from the hotel,” Mick says.

      I grin. “Advantage of working on central time. I can still make breakfast with you bozos.”

      I’m seated at the table when Justin walks in and looks around. Pulling out his chair, his eyes are on me. “When did you get here?”

      “Before you.” Asshole.

      Yeah, I didn’t say that, but what the fuck is this guy’s problem?

      Cheryl takes our orders. Soon, the table is full of plates and drinks, and the chairs are all filled. The conversation mostly stays on last night’s game and the way we stomped Trevor.

      My memory isn’t quite the same. As I recall, Riverbend won by one run in the bottom of the ninth, but I don’t want to burst their bubbles. To hear these guys talk, Riverbend is ready for the National Championship. Talk goes to next season and their plans for domination.

      In a few minutes, Joyce is back, and I can’t help but wonder where she took Molly and why a five-year-old is eating breakfast at the diner. Those thoughts fade as Mick discusses a new subdivision being developed south of town.

      “It’s mostly people from Evansville,” he says with a shake of his head. “They’re willing to pay for some peace and quiet—you know, good country living.”

      Snickering into my coffee mug, I’m amused that anyone thinks Evansville, Indiana, is a big city.

      Mick goes on, “Hell, what these people will pay for an acre and a McMansion is going to increase the value all around. We’ll have to put up with outsiders, but the property value will be worth it.”

      A long-lost thought comes back to me. Long ago, Kandace told me that she wanted Riverbend to survive, that she wanted to help in that pursuit. Listening to these guys, it seems that it’s a common goal.

      Do people in skyscrapers in Chicago ponder the city’s survival?

      Ricky pulls me from my thoughts. “Hey, Dax, if you’re free this weekend, we’re baling. We can always use an extra hand.”

      I rub my shoulders. “Shit, softball has me sore. I can’t imagine lifting bales of hay.”

      Everyone laughs.

      I take that back. Everyone—minus one.

      As the breakfast breaks up, Sheers meets me near the front glass door. His chin is out, and his chest is puffed like a stupid peacock. “Are you signing off on the store today?” he asks.

      I would ask him what business it is of his, but I suppose he’d say that it’s about his sister. Instead, I answer casually. “No, Murphy’s in court all day today in Washington.”

      “But you will…sign off.”

      I’m not sure if that’s a question or demand. I shrug. “I don’t know.”

      “What the fuck?”

      I lift my hand. “I mean, yeah, I don’t want it, but since this will shit is all common knowledge, Grandma short-ended herself on this deal. And besides, there are some bullshit stipulations. I mean, why not get what the store is worth? Remember, big spenders from Evansville are coming.”

      His tone lowers to a growl. “You’re a fucking asshole. You know that?”

      Mick comes up and grips Sheers’s shoulder. “Come on, we have work.” He nods my way. “FYI, no breakfast tomorrow. See you on Monday if you’re still here.”

      With the way Mr. Murphy and Grandma have this drawn out, I probably will be.

      Justin gives me one last glare as he leaves.

      “What’s his problem?” I ask Ricky, who is now also at the door.

      “I think he’s just happy to see your smiling mug back in Riverbend,” he jokes.

      “Well, lucky for him, I’m headed back to Washington to the hotel. Although, I doubt he’s happy with the twenty-minute separation, probably wants me back in Chicago.”

      “Don’t worry about it.”
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      My mind is a blur. Early this morning I received an email from Mr. Murphy asking for a complete inventory of the store and invoices dating back to before Ruth passed. I’d already provided the same information, but now he is asking for up-to-date figures. Some of the merchandise we sell—or I should say that Quintessential Treasures does—is consignment rather than purchased. For example, Judy Sams, Cory Sams’s wife, creates a line of lotions, natural with a range of scents. She just expanded into lip balm. Her folks still own a small orchard, and she’s been working on amazing apple fragrances. They sell very well. Instead of buying the product from her, I rent her shelf space in the store.

      The panic set in as soon as I finished reading the email. By the time Joyce brought Molly back for school, I think she could tell that I was frazzled. Our talk was quick with a rundown of Molly’s breakfast and how my daughter helped her make sandwiches for her lunch.

      Now, it’s after eight at night and I’m still stressed. The books are up to date, but all day I’ve been nagged with worry. Is this sudden need for updated information because Dax doesn’t want to sell the store, or he doesn’t want to sell it to me or possibly for the price Ruth stipulated? The whole money exchange is meant to help me by purchasing not inheriting.

      If she’d just left Quintessential Treasures to me, this would be done.

      The store has been closed for over two hours. Molly ate dinner from the diner because I’m a terrible mother and there isn’t a kitchen upstairs—yet—and I can’t take her out to the farm until I go through everything in the back room.

      Not that Molly is complaining.

      Currently, she’s in the small office off the back room watching the newest Disney release and eating popcorn I made in a bag in the microwave that was once in Justin’s dorm room. I won’t even mention how hard I worked to clean that sucker out.

      I turn with a start as the back door opens.

      My eyes are wide and my heart thumps as my mom enters, still wearing her scrubs from work.

      “Hi,” she says softly. “Can I help?”

      My entire body sags as I let the tears I’ve been holding back flow. Within seconds, Mom has me wrapped in her arms. “It will be all right.”

      I shake my head against her shoulder and pull myself together. Standing straight, I wipe my cheeks with the back of my hands, no doubt spreading the dust and dirt from the boxes and shelves.

      She looks at me with her soft blue eyes, close to the color of mine. “I can stay here all night and Dad will come get Molly and put her to bed, or I can take her home and get her settled. You tell me what you want.”

      I try to scoff with my head pounding. “What I want…that’s a tall order.”

      She glances into the office seeing Molly and reaches for my hand. Soon we’re out to the front of the store. The closed sign is in the window, and the large shades are pulled, covering most of the glass. She leads me to two stools behind the counter.

      We sit.

      “Ruth loved you and Molly,” Mom says. “She worked this out. Believe in her.”

      Inhaling, I nod. “I believe in Ruth.”

      “Not Dax.”

      My shoulders slump. “I don’t know what to believe, Mom. He is…” There were so many ways to end that sentence.

      Her hand lands on my knee. “I’ve found that when you love someone, it’s hard to not love them. Instead, we find reasons to not like them.”

      “Like? I don’t have time to like or dislike Daxton Richards.” I sigh. “He was my first love…my first everything.”

      “You didn’t tell him about Molly. How was he to know?”

      “I tried, but I was afraid. It was easier to stay determined than to let him know and have him turn away from me again.” I look down at my dusty jeans and back up. “I can’t bear another rejection.”

      “How would you feel if you found out that you were an aunt, that Justin has a child you and he don’t know about?”

      “Wait? Is there? Does he?”

      “Oh Lord,” Mom said with a grin, “I don’t know. It’s an example. How would you feel?”

      “I’d be excited that Molly has a cousin. I’d also be sad that I didn’t know sooner.”

      “Have you considered that might be how Dax will react?”

      “I can’t, Mom. I can’t have hope for something that won’t happen. I can’t be disappointed and hurt again, not by him. Right now, I’m so scared about losing this store.” I look around. “I really do love it, and I know I can make it more. I have so many plans, but until it’s mine…”

      She grins. “It’s been a while. Will you show me upstairs?”

      A spark of my excitement springs to life. “Yes.” I double check the front and back doors, making sure they’re locked. Then I go to the small office. “Molly, Grandma’s here.”

      She jumps up from the beanbag chair and runs to Mom. “I can stay here with Mom.”

      My mom smiles. “We’ll see.”

      “We’re going upstairs to look around,” I say to my daughter. “Do you want to come or stay here?”

      Molly looks at the beanbag and bowl of popcorn. “I’ll stay here.”

      “Okay. Remember, don’t open the doors. If someone knocks, yell upstairs for us.”

      Molly agrees as she goes back to the beanbag and pulls a soft blanket over herself.

      The staircase to the second floor is located near the back of the front storeroom, and as I open the door, I see again how narrow the passage is. “I wonder if there will be problems getting things up there.”

      “I’m sure there will.”

      “Thanks,” I say in jest as I flip the switch and bring light to the dusty staircase.

      “Kandace, real life isn’t life without problems.”

      “Then I have one hell of a life.”

      Mom smiles. “You do. It’s best to concentrate on that.” Her eyes open wide as we get to the top of the stairs.

      The space was at one time used by an accountant. It’s mostly one large area.

      “Wow,” she says, “this is bigger than I remember.”

      I spin around. “It is. It’s a little over eighteen hundred square feet, and there is a small third floor that is another nine hundred square feet. It needs a lot of work.”

      Mom goes to the wall and runs her hand over the wainscoting and woodwork. “This is beautiful.”

      Using my shoe, I tap the floor. I imagine sanding and restoring this floor. The wood is solid and in good condition. Mick said he thought it would restore well.”

      “That’s a lot of work.”

      Simply thinking about making this space a home for me and Molly brings back the spark that has been doused all day. I walk to the back wall. “There’s an unusable out-of-date bathroom with a toilet and sink. Mick says that we’ll need to replace the plumbing, but it’s a start.” I grin as I peer all around. “I figure there’s room on this floor for a living room, a nice bathroom, kitchen, and two more rooms. Upstairs Mick thinks we could fit a half bath and two bedrooms. That way, Molly could have a playroom on this level by my office.”

      Mom nods. “I can see it.”

      “Me too,” I say hopefully. “I just…”

      “How much more inventory do you have to do?”

      I shrug. “A few hours’ worth.”

      “Why not do it tomorrow?”

      “Tomorrow is Saturday. It’s the busiest day of the week for sales. With the pumpkin and apple festivals around, the store should be hopping. I need to get the inventory done tonight.” I exhale. “There are still a few things at Ruth’s house. I can’t take the chance that Mr. Murphy thinks I’m hiding something. I should go pick up the boxes.”

      “Are you sure what you want is still there with the contractors working on the house?”

      I hadn’t thought of that. “I sure hope they are.”

      “Okay,” Mom grins. “Let me take Molly home and get her ready for bed. You come home when you can.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      She reaches for my hand. “Why are you sorry?”

      “You shouldn’t have to do so much with Molly.”

      “And why not? She’s our granddaughter. There’s nothing your dad or I won’t do.” She tilts her head and her short bob of hair swings to the side. “Justin, too.”

      I roll my eyes. “According to Mick, he’s been less than hospitable to our town visitor.”

      Mom grins. “He loves you and Molly very much.”

      “Oh, he gave me an earful for even being at the game last night.”

      “You, Kandace Anne, are an adult. So is your brother even if he doesn’t act that way. He’s worried because he doesn’t want to see you hurt again.”

      “Neither do I. Molly is a gift. Dax doesn’t owe me anything other than to follow through on Ruth’s wishes.” Lifting my arms, I give my mom a hug. “Thank you.” When I step back, I joke, “It’s been a long day. When I get home, I’ll share some herbal tea or maybe some of the wine you keep hidden in the kitchen cupboard.”

      “It’s not hidden,” Mom says with a grin. “It’s simply in its place.”

      There’s a place for everything and everything in its place.

      That saying is something Mom has said my whole life. Thankfully, her advice has sunk in. If not, I wouldn’t be as organized as I am with the Quintessential Treasures inventory.

      After Mom and Molly leave, I spend another hour checking boxes I’d already checked, making sure the inventory balance sheet is up to date. With my back and legs aching, and my stomach growling—my dinner consisted of the crust from Molly’s grilled cheese sandwich and a few French fries, mostly because I didn’t want to take the time to eat—I go to the old laptop in the small office. My goal is to compare my hand count to the inventory checklists.

      “Stop spinning,” I say to the screen as if it will listen to me any better than my daughter does. Riverbend has improved the town’s Wi-Fi, but this dinosaur can’t keep up. A new computer is on the top of my list for when—if—Quintessential Treasures is mine.

      The screen tells me what I already know. Everything is present and accounted for except the holiday inventory. That includes items that didn’t sell last year and even some new items that I’ve acquired for later this year. Homemade pillows and quilts as well as pine arrangements. As soon as Halloween is over, the store will look as if Santa lives here.

      Keeping those items at Ruth’s house was to save space. Honestly, I’d forgotten all that was there, and now, after talking to Mom, I’m worried the contractors or the Richardses, Dax’s parents, did something with the boxes, not knowing what they were.

      As I’m about to lock the back door and drive to Ruth’s, I change my mind.

      It’s almost ten on Friday night and Ruth’s home is only two blocks away on a quiet street. The contractors won’t work on Saturday, or I hope they won’t. I decide to walk to her house, confirm that the boxes are still present, and I can pick them up tomorrow morning.

      Maybe a walk will clear my mind.

      The evening breeze feels good. All my hard work has me dirty and sweaty. I inhale the fresh air as streetlights send circles of light on the green grass and sidewalks. My mind clears as I stroll toward Ruth’s home.

      Many of Riverbend’s residents live outside the city limits on farms or even in new subdivisions. The houses within the city are grand structures, most built before the 1920s.

      Even though I have a key to Ruth’s home, I haven’t been inside of it since she passed away. It didn’t feel right. I also don’t want anyone to think I would take advantage of a kind woman who was so good to me and Molly, after she’s gone.

      This visit isn’t about her belongings or the house. It’s about Quintessential Treasures.

      Standing for a moment in front of the stone home with pale yellow trim and pillars on the front porch, I sigh. Ruth was truly a quintessential person. By definition, that means she represented class and quality. The darkened windows make me sad, as I recall the times Molly and I spent inside this beautiful home. Ruth welcomed both of us with open arms.

      Walking around to the back, I go to a door that enters a breezeway. To the right is the garage and to the left is the house. Despite the renovation that’s being done to ready the home for sale, as soon as I cross the threshold into the kitchen, I sense Ruth. There’s an aroma and feel that is still present, bringing a smile to my lips.

      Instead of looking around at the changes that have been done, I head directly toward the basement door to where I’d last seen the holiday merchandise.
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      A hotel room is okay for one or two nights. However, the luxury of the Suites Inn gets old fast. By coming to Riverbend for breakfast, I missed out on their number-one amenity—free breakfast with rubbery eggs and sausage links. The thought makes my stomach roll.

      The more time that passes, the longer I’m afraid this executor stuff will take. It feels weird to be in my grandparents’ home without them. Earlier, I called Mom and told her I wanted to stay at the house instead of a hotel. Working and sleeping in the same room is not my style. Once I walk into their home, I notice the changes.

      They aren’t bad but different.

      Gone are all of Grandma’s pictures from the walls. Gone are the shelves of books in Grandpa’s library. The built-in china cabinet is empty. I stand for a moment and stare at the dusty glass, recalling Grandma’s dishes and special knick-knacks. A grin curls my lips as I envision a lopsided ceramic vase I made in elementary school sitting beside her good china.

      Walking room to room, I look at all the improvements that have been made. The kitchen and bathrooms are updated with new fixtures and countertops. Carpets are gone and the wood and tile floors are restored. The front entry is still the slate I recall. Thankfully, the kitchen’s new appliances are functional and so are the bathrooms. Any furniture that wasn’t claimed or sold is covered by sheets. Sheets aren’t the only things covering the furniture, floors, and shelves, dust is everywhere.

      Mom said they didn’t get a chance to go through everything when they were in town, and if I found something tucked away, take a look. The legal stuff is where it’s supposed to be. She told me to decide to keep or toss whatever is still remaining.

      In the next month, my parents hope to get the house on the market. It seems counterproductive to me to put so much time and money into the renovation. Small towns aren’t known for their property value. Then again, maybe someone from Evansville will want a real small-town home, not a McMansion in a subdivision.

      The bedroom suite of furniture in the room I used to stay is gone. It’s probably for the better. I had images of sleeping on a slender twin-sized bed. The queen-sized bed in my grandparents’ room is still present. Yes, I’m aware of how weird this is, and for the record, my grandma passed at the hospital not here, so that makes it a little better.

      With my car tucked away in the garage, I turn off the lights on the first floor and head upstairs.

      One thing about houses built over a hundred years ago, the idea of bedroom suites didn’t exist. Despite the dust, being here feels more like home. My mind goes to my apartment high in Chicago’s skyline. That’s my real home. My parents sold my childhood home many years ago. This old house is the closest thing I have to roots.

      Kandace told me something about roots and wings. I can’t recall exactly what she said, but having roots, even only a few, feels good. Soon, I strip out of my clothes and step into the shower in the bathroom, not far from the bedroom I’m using. Thankfully, when I first got to the house, I remembered to turn on the water heater.

      Not soon enough.

      Apparently, instant hot isn’t a thing.

      The cold shower may be best. Since seeing Kandace last night, I’m having a difficult time keeping her off my mind. She’s there when I least expect it; memories that had faded are again bright. They’re present in all senses of the word. I see, hear, smell, taste, and feel her.

      Yeah, a cold shower is just what the doctor ordered.

      With a towel around my waist, I wipe the condensation from the mirror and brush my teeth. It’s then that I notice the bathroom doesn’t have any windows. Maybe windows in bathrooms are a new thing. I really don’t know.

      While it’s not that late on a Friday night, Riverbend isn’t exactly the Magnificent Mile. Not only that, coming back here has been exhausting in a way I didn’t expect and can’t explain. I could also add that not running into Justin Sheers is another reason to stay in.

      The man is being an ass to me, and I don’t know why.

      Slipping on a pair of basketball shorts and throwing the towel back into the bathroom, I send a text to the contractor, asking why the Wi-Fi isn’t working. According to my mother, it should be. Flopping down on the bed, I pile the pillows behind my head and stare up at the ceiling.

      How can a place that feels wrong also feel right?

      Sighing, I contemplate sleep. I want that, but my mind is too wound up—too full of memories and decisions—to settle. I don’t understand why Grandma didn’t make Dad the executor. He could have taken care of everything, and I could have stayed away. When I met with Mr. Murphy on Thursday, I asked for an up-to-date inventory. Hell, the inventory alone is worth more than the amount Grandma wants Kandace to pay.

      With the lamp beside the bed giving me light, I grab my tablet and log into my email. At least my cellular service works. There are two emails from a senior partner at the firm. I shake my head.

      In London, I secured the firm a two-hundred-million-dollar-plus client. In the process, I missed my own grandmother’s funeral. I’m sick and tired of justifying why I’m here in nowhere Indiana instead of back in Chicago. I spent nine hours online today. I’m doing my damn work. Get off my ass.

      Fuck the partner. I’ll look at the emails later. It’s Friday night.

      Not that an attorney trying to make partner gets weekends.

      A thought makes me smirk.

      What if I say fuck it and spend tomorrow with Ricky, following a tractor and throwing bales of hay?

      My arms and back think it’s a terrible idea. My mind is starting to consider it.

      Memories of the exhaustion that comes from a hard day’s physical work add fuel to the thought. As I recall, it’s a better workout than I’ve had from personal trainers.

      I might actually do it. The physical exhaustion may help my mind rest and stop me thinking about Kandace. Yes, I could show up and throw bales of hay into a trailer until my body screams for me to stop.

      Getting off the bed and going into the closet, I look at the clothes I brought for what I thought was a one-night stay. There isn’t a large variety. I could wear my jeans and a t-shirt tomorrow, and tomorrow night drive over to Washington or Vincennes for some more clothes. Honestly, I’m not that difficult to please on the clothes front. I don’t need the high-end stores on Chicago’s Gold Coast.

      Looking up, I notice narrow boxes with lids on a high shelf.

      Could Grandma even see these?

      How long have they been there?

      Curiosity gets the better of me as I pull down one of the boxes. The entire thing is filled with photographs from when people still had their film developed. The first photo I pull out is a picture, the colors faded, of my dad holding a fishing pole. I know it’s him, although he has no resemblance to the little boy any longer. He is probably ten years old at most. I look at his smile, with big front teeth.

      My thoughts go to the little girl at the diner, Molly, missing her bottom front teeth.

      I shake my head. Looking back at the picture, I see the man with my father. It’s my grandpa. Seeing Grandpa so young and healthy makes me grin.

      I run my fingers over the tops of the photographs. Going back to the closet, I pull out the last box, leaving a few in between. These pictures are different. They’re more recent with crisp colors. I blink once and then twice at a picture of my grandma with Kandace. They’re smiling and laughing at the camera. I’m struck by Kandace’s smile. She looks the way I remember her…but wait.

      I lift the picture higher, unsure if I’m seeing what I think I’m seeing.

      Holy shit.

      Kandace is…she’s pregnant.

      What the hell?

      Dumping the box onto the bed, I frantically start to sort through pictures of a baby. There’s Grandma holding a baby. My grandma’s smile is huge. The child is wrapped in a blanket. All I can see is the auburn peach fuzz and chubby cheeks. As I search through the photos, the child grows. Based on the clothes, I can tell she’s a girl. Her auburn hair grows longer as she gets taller. In one photo, she’s sitting with Grandma reading books. There are a few shots of them out in Grandma’s yard. I recognize the porch and furniture.

      The little girl seems to always be happy.

      I blink.

      Wait.

      “Molly?” I question her name aloud and flip over the picture, hoping for a date or a name.

      There’s nothing.

      No, this can’t be the same child.

      Why would Grandma have pictures of Molly?

      A noise pulls me from my thoughts. I listen for more, unsure of what I heard.

      Standing, I go to the bedroom door.

      Fuck.

      I hear it again. It’s coming from downstairs. Doors are opening and closing.

      Someone is here.

      My first thought is the contractor. No, it’s nearly ten at night.

      A burglar?

      Shit.

      In the house.

      I look around for a weapon.

      ‘Right, Dax,’ I say to myself. ‘Grandma had a 45 in her bedside stand.’

      My phone is here. I could call the Riverbend police.

      What if I’m wrong?

      Quietly, I make my way to the room I used to use and open the closet. While most things are gone, there is a stack of totes, the large plastic kind, and in the corner is a baseball bat, one smaller than the one I used last night. With my heart thumping and palms sweating, I quietly descend the staircase. The bat is in my grasp, ready to swing, and my back is to the wall, the way I’ve seen in movies.

      All the rooms are dark.

      I check the front door.

      Locked.

      Slowly, I make my way down the hallway to the kitchen entrance that goes out to the breezeway. That too is locked.

      Just when I think I may be hearing ghosts, wind, or simply a creaky old house, I notice light shining from beneath the basement door.

      Could I have left a light on when I turned on the water heater?

      I know I didn’t.

      What the fuck?
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      It seems that my heart stops beating when I get to the bottom of the basement stairs. The room that was once covered in wood paneling is now drywalled. The suspended ceiling is gone, the rafters and pipes now painted black. The change makes the room seem larger and more modern. My anxiety rises at the absence of a large pool table, one that had not been used in decades. The problem with this situation is that the pool table held the boxes and containers of merchandise. I carried them down here myself as Ruth didn’t often go down into the basement. In reality, this house became too large for one person.

      Flipping switches, I move to the other rooms. They are all connected one to the other, separated only by doors. The second room is smaller. In her younger years, Ruth used this room for crafts—sewing and scrapbooking. The table and shelves are gone. As with the first room, the paneling is now painted drywall.

      Why didn’t I think about this merchandise before now?

      My pulse is racing at the notion of explaining the missing inventory.

      Who will believe I’m responsible enough to run Quintessential Treasures if I can’t keep track of the inventory?

      My steps slow as I open the last door.

      Flipping the switch, I bring light to what could mostly be described as the furnace room. This room is much like it was before. I inhale, seeing the boxes stacked in the corner opposite the water heater. Quintessential Treasures is written in marker on their sides.

      I hurry to the stack and pull down the top box as my heart attempts its normal rhythm. Opening the flaps, I peer inside and exhale. One by one, I look in each box. This is some of the inventory I’m missing.

      Sitting on the floor, I drop my forehead to my knees.

      It isn’t all present.

      With my head pounding, I try to recall the items listed back at the store as tears come to my eyes. There were half a dozen holiday-themed quilts made by a woman in a neighboring county. I recalled stocking caps and mittens knitted by a group of women at the local nursing home. They knit all year long to raise money to buy gifts at Christmas.

      My chest is heavy, as I stand.

      I have savings, savings I planned to use in the renovation of the space over the store. It won’t matter. Losing this merchandise will be the final straw, taking away my dreams. I take one last look at the boxes. Tomorrow after the store closes, I’ll come by and get them. By Sunday, I should know who I owe, and on Monday, I’ll arrange a personal payment to reimburse the missing items.

      Turning off the light, I close my eyes, ready to go home and finish what remains of Mom’s hidden wine stash.

      “Shit!”

      My scream comes out as I run face-first into a brick wall.

      “Oh shit,” I mumble, backing away and looking up at what isn’t a brick wall, but a solid wide chest—an exposed, solid wide chest. My mouth goes dry as I look up at the man I once thought I loved, the man with the same golden eyes as our daughter.

      I can’t help but assess that my brother is wrong. Dax is not soft.

      “Kandace?”

      Hearing my name from his lips is the final blow to my awful day.

      “You scared the shit out of me.” My head is shaking. “What are you doing here?” It’s then I notice the small baseball bat in his hand. “Why do you have a child’s bat?”

      Other than my name, Dax hasn’t said a word. Yet I feel his stare, the way he’s looking at me, the same as I felt on me at the softball game. Now, instead of being yards away, he’s right here. Close enough to touch. His face is even more handsome close up. His blond hair is longer than it was. His cheekbones are as prominent and his strong, chiseled jaw is set.

      This is not good.

      This is bad.

      Inhaling, I stand taller. “I need to leave.”

      As I push past Dax, I notice the scent of bodywash and despite not trying to look, I see that he’s barefoot, wearing only a pair of nylon shorts. I need to get out of here before my emotions get the better of me.

      Yes, I’m tired and dirty and sad and upset, but a new emotion is rearing its head. I’m pissed.

      How dare Daxton Richards think he can waltz back into Riverbend. And how dare my body and heart betray me by yearning for someone who was never mine.

      I make it to the stairs when Dax is behind me.

      “Wait, Kandace.”

      Straightening my neck, I turn and set my gaze on his. “For what, Dax?”

      His head is shaking. “I’m here because the Inn Suites in Washington is crap. Why are you here?”

      “It doesn’t matter. I’m sure you’ll learn about it soon enough from Mr. Murphy.”

      He leans the bat against the wall. “You’re here because of Quintessential Treasures?”

      I nod. “Ruth and I stored some of the merchandise here, and I should have thought about it when the contractors started working on the house, but I’ve been a little busy and I didn’t.” I lift my chin toward the furnace room. “Those boxes belong to the store. If you’ll let me get them back there, I can come back when you’re not here.”

      “I don’t understand, why would Mr. Murphy tell me that?”

      My resolve is waning.

      “Because he asked for an updated inventory this morning. There were more things here, totes, big ones, and obviously, they’re gone. I’ll repay the store and the sellers. It’s my fault they’re missing.”

      His lips make a slight grin. “I saw some totes upstairs. Do you want to see if they’re the ones you’re looking for?”

      Go upstairs with a nearly naked Dax Richards?

      Hell no.

      “I should go.” I take the first step on the stairs when Dax reaches for my arm. My eyes go to the place he’s touching, and again my body betrays me. His touch is electric while also safe and familiar. Mostly, it’s unwanted. I meet his gaze. “Don’t touch me, Dax.”

      Immediately, he releases my arm. “I can look in the totes and send you pictures. Let me get your number.”

      My eyes narrow. “It never changed. Don’t worry about it. I’ll ask Justin to come and get the boxes and he can look in the totes.”

      “I could bring them to the store tomorrow,” he offers.

      “Don’t bother.”

      I’m up the staircase and out to the breezeway when I hear him call.

      “Wait, Kandace, I’ve been thinking about you.”

      The anger wins as I spin around.

      In only shorts, he’s standing in the doorway to the house a few feet higher than where I’m standing. My eyes narrow as I lie. “I haven’t thought about you. Sign off on the store or don’t. I’m not waiting for your decision to plan my life.”

      The windows on one side of the breezeway lead out to a slate patio. On the other side is the door I entered earlier. My hand is on the doorknob.

      He comes closer, taking one step at a time. “Who is Molly?”
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      Kandace is here, in my grandparents’ home. With her being in my thoughts, it is as if she materializes from my wish. Mick said that she had a key, but I never dreamt she’d be here. She is also fucking beautiful, the way I remember her but better.

      The only thing missing is her smile.

      In the light of the breezeway, I see she’s been crying by the tear tracks on her cheeks.

      The pictures upstairs come back to me as I step down to where Kandace is. I have to ask before she leaves. “Who is Molly?”

      The color drains from her cheeks as she shakes her head.

      “Goodbye, Dax.”

      Kandace turns and, opening the door, steps outside.

      I pound my fist against the doorjamb as I watch her walk away.

      Sitting on the steps, I try to recall the girl I last saw after my grandfather’s funeral. Kandace wasn’t a girl; she was a woman. Outwardly, she’s still as stunning, but something has happened to her. Maybe that’s why Justin is so protective.

      The clues start falling into place.

      When I asked Joyce about Kandace, she told me to move to town and keep my eyes and ears open. Shit, I’m in town. My eyes are open wide. I hurry back into the house and up to the bedroom. Shuffling through the pictures, I come to one of Molly alone. She’s staring up at the camera with a blue ice cream cone in her hand. Her lips are covered in ice cream, and her eyes are wide, filled with joy, and the same color as mine. Grandma used to make homemade blueberry ice cream. It was my favorite.

      The reality hits me like a sucker punch to the gut.

      Five years old.

      Eyes the color of mine.

      Hair the color of Kandace’s.

      Breakfast at the diner, only two storefronts away from Quintessential Treasures.

      With each revelation, my heart beats faster.

      Molly can’t be my child, can she?

      Why didn’t Kandace tell me?

      Fuck that, why didn’t Grandma?

      Grandma knew.

      The pictures in my hands tremble, telling me that she knew. She loved Molly as a great-grandmother should.

      Why keep her a secret?

      The store.

      I lie down on the bed and look up at the ceiling as my temples pound. Fuck, Grandma wants Kandace to have the store to take care of Molly. I remember Molly sitting at the counter and what she said. “I’m not going to cook when I’m big. ’Cause I’m gonna sell stuff and make lots of money so Mommy doesn’t have to.”

      Mommy is Kandace.

      I reach for my phone.

      “My number hasn’t changed.”

      Shit, I don’t have Kandace’s number. I didn’t delete it, yet I’ve had numerous phones in the last six years. I’m cursing myself as I find Mick’s number. He’s engaged to Kandace’s best friend. Surely, he knows the answer to my burning question. Mick answers on the second ring.

      “Richards, what’s up?”

      “Yeah,” I stammer, “um, I’m at my grandma’s house. Decided to stay here. And…shit, there are these pictures…”

      Mick doesn’t interrupt me.

      “This morning before you all arrived at the diner, there was this little girl.” Shit, I’m crying. I’m actually crying. The damn tears are streaming down my face. I haven’t cried since Grandpa’s funeral. Not being at Grandma’s made it easier to stay emotionless. Now, with the phone in one hand and a picture of Grandma and Molly in the other, I’m a blubbering idiot. “She said her name is Molly.”

      “Fuck,” Mick grumbles. “What are you asking?”

      “Is she mine?”

      “You need to talk to Kandace about this.”

      My voice raises. “Tell me, is she mine?”

      “Good night, Dax. Get some sleep and find Kandace tomorrow. She’ll be at the store.”

      “Where…?” I have so many questions. “Where does Kandace live?” I could go to her tonight. She walked out on me, not the other way around.

      Mick exhales. “Out at her parents’ farm. So does Justin. I recommend you stay away from there until you and she can talk.”

      Justin. The light bulb turns on. I know why he’s been such an ass. “I didn’t know, Mick. I didn’t.”

      “I’d say what matters is that now you do. Good night.” He disconnects the call.

      Now I do.

      Fuck.

      Falling to my knees beside the bed, I throw the phone on the pillow and reach for the pictures. Based on what I see, I try to arrange them chronologically. I’m hit with how much of Molly’s life I’ve missed—five years.

      First step.

      First word.

      First everything.

      It’s after eleven o’clock when I call my mom’s phone. As soon as she answers, I know I’ve woken her from sleep.

      “Dax, is everything okay?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Her voice is more alert. “What is it?”

      I hesitate. “Mom, did Grandma ever mention a girl named Molly?”

      “A girl? Not that I recall.”

      “You’re sure that you don’t know about her?”

      “I’m sorry, Dax, I don’t. Who is she?”

      I blurt out the answer. “She’s five. I think she’s my daughter.”

      Mom’s voice is fully awake. “What did you just say?”

      “Grandma has boxes of pictures and well, Kandace…remember her? And a baby. I fucked up.”

      “You didn’t know. If she’s really yours—you can get a blood test to find out. If she is, well, Dax, you should pay support.”

      “I don’t want to just pay support.”

      “It’s the right—”

      “I want to know my daughter,” I say, interrupting. “How did I not know? Why wouldn’t Grandma tell me or tell you or Dad?”

      “Honey,” she says placatingly, “I don’t know. Are you sure? Did Kandace tell you?”

      “No, she didn’t, but…” My jaw aches from clenching.

      “I agree it’s odd that Ruth would have pictures. Maybe there’s another explanation.”

      “This is why Grandma wants Kandace to have the store. I’ve been a dick, talking about the worth of the building and inventory.” It hits me that the inventory Kandace has been working on is because of my request.

      Mom’s voice lowers. “Dax, you do what’s right.”

      “Dad agrees the sale price is too low,” I say.

      “Sometimes, there’s more to something than we realize. I trust you to do what’s right. Heaven knows that Ruth’s estate is fine. We’re all doing well. You make the decision.”

      A new thought comes to me. “You’re not upset?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know what I am. I’m blindsided. I’m also the mother of one son. If this Molly is my granddaughter, it’s a little late to be upset. I mean, I thought we had the whole use protection talk.”

      “We did.” I think back to the funeral. “She said she was on the pill.”

      “Then either it didn’t work, or she lied.”

      “Why would Kandace lie?” I question obstinately. “She wouldn’t,” I add, suddenly feeling the need to defend her. “I mean, if her goal was to trap me, wouldn’t she have told me?”

      “You and she will work this out, and if you have a daughter, we’d love to meet her.”

      “Daughter? What the hell?” My father’s voice came from a distance.

      “Good night, Mom. Thanks.”

      “What is he…?”

      Mom speaks over Dad, “Good night.”

      The phone goes dead.
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      “You look like something the cat dragged in,” Chloe says, handing me a paper cup of coffee from the diner.

      It’s only ten minutes before the store opens. On Saturday, we open at nine. Traffic in town is picking up as out-of-towners drive from one festival to the next. The diner was too crowded to get coffee when I first arrived.

      “Thank you.” I take the coffee and hum. “Yeah, I feel like shit.”

      “Are you sick?” my friend asks with concern. “Maybe you’re pregnant.”

      I shoot her a death stare. “Since I haven’t had sex in six years, I’m going to eliminate that possibility.” Taking a sip, I shake my head. “I found Mom’s wine stash.” My lips quirk. “And since there was only one glass in the open bottle, I opened the second.”

      “And how much did you leave?”

      “Wine stoppers are for quitters.”

      Chloe laughs. “You have a hangover.”

      “Shh. Not so loud.”

      My friend’s voice rings through the storeroom. “Kandace Sheers has the second hangover of her life.”

      “And the way I feel, there will never be a third.”

      “Mick got a call…but you don’t look up to hearing about it.”

      “A call?” I ask. “From whom?”

      Changing the subject, Chloe looks around. “What do you want me to do? I’m here all day to help. Mick is helping Ricky with baling. He left before I woke. By tonight he’ll be drowning his sore muscles in beer.”

      “Help checking people out, watching the customers, and restocking the shelves if necessary—basically, everything.” My lips come together. “I wish I could pay you.”

      “Oh, girl, once this place is yours, you can pay me in merchandise. Have you tried Judy’s creations?” She goes to the shelf and picks up a jar of lip balm and loosens the top. “I love this scent.”

      I sit on one of the stools behind the cash register. “It’s not going to be mine.”

      She turns to me. “Don’t say that.”

      “It’s the truth. I saw him last night.”

      “Him?”

      My head shakes as I fight the bubbling cauldron of wine and coffee in my stomach. “You know who. I spent all day yesterday updating the inventory numbers because Mr. Murphy sent me an email telling me that he needed it.”

      “And Dax showed up?”

      Closing my eyes, I see him standing in nothing but basketball shorts. When I open them, Chloe is staring at me. I take a breath and try to explain. “Ruth and I stored some items for the store in her basement. She didn’t use the basement and” —I shrug— “the upstairs here is dirty. Her house worked. After she died, I’ve been too busy. I forgot things were there, so when I saw I was missing items on the inventory sheet, I remembered. Last night, I went to her house and let myself in.”

      “Don’t tell me, Dax is staying there.”

      “Yes. I was a dirty, sweaty, and tired mess, and he finds me in Ruth’s basement going through boxes.” I let myself have a small grin. “You’re right.”

      “About?”

      I shake my head. “Not soft.”

      Chloe’s eyebrows dance.

      “Since he had recently showered—his hair was damp—and was only wearing nylon shorts, I got a good look.” I place my coffee on the counter. “I mean, why do the gods hate me? A beer belly or something, but damn, he’s even more buff than the last time…”

      “And you two made up with makeup sex and now the world is right?”

      “No, that’s not happening. I left after discovering that over two thousand dollars’ worth of merchandise is missing.” I shake my head again. “Once I tell Mr. Murphy, I don’t blame Dax for refusing to sell the store to me.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Pay back the vendors and the store and spend the rest of my life at my parents’ house.”

      “Where is my best friend?” she asks. “You’ll know her by her nothing can stop me and superwoman attitude.”

      “She went swimming in a bottle of wine and has a massive headache because as her mother would put it, she has one hell of a life. Meaning, I’m fucked and not in the good way.”

      The buzzer on my phone tells me that it’s time to unlock the front door. There is already a line of people on the sidewalk waiting to enter when I flip the sign. I turn back to Chloe. “Thank you for being here.”

      “I’ve got you.”

      The next six hours are nonstop. Earlier I’d sent a text to Joyce who brought Chloe and me sandwiches. They’re both sitting in the small refrigerator in the office because neither of us has had time for so much as a bathroom break. It’s completely insane how busy we are.

      My inventory evaluation last night is going to be way off. Throughout the day, we’ve restocked some of the shelves three times, and it’s only three in the afternoon.

      I start to think about adding online sales. My imagination is working overtime with figures and the idea of renting some storage space when the reality hits: Quintessential Treasures won’t be mine.

      “Kandace,” Mrs. Gordon says, laying her hand on my arm. “Are you not well?”

      I feign a grin. “I’m good.”

      “Well, where is that beautiful smile?”

      One could think that Mrs. Gordon is rude, but since I’ve known her all my life—her husband owns the farm where… And she’s near Ruth’s age, I take her words to be concern.

      “I think I’m tired.”

      She nods. “God made Sundays for rest.”

      “I’m ready,” I say, though I know that instead of rest, I’ll be updating the inventory and profit-and-loss reports.

      Finally, at ten after five the last customer leaves. Locking the front door, I exhale and lean against it. “Whoever owns this place needs to hire help.”

      Chloe steps into the store from the backroom. “Where did this stuff come from?”

      “What stuff?”

      Following her, I enter the back room and see two tall stacks of rubber totes. My pulse races as I peel off one of the lids. “This is the merchandise.”

      Pulling a holiday quilt from the container, I have tears in my eyes. “These sell for a hundred and fifty a piece.” I hold the thick blanket to my chest and grin. “They aren’t gone.”

      Chloe opens a second tote. “This one is filled with glass ornaments.”

      We keep searching. It’s the tote with the hand-knitted items that does me in. “Oh, I didn’t lose these.” I look at my best friend. “It had to be him.”

      “Dax?” She lets out a sigh. “I didn’t see anyone even go back here, much less carry these through the store.”

      “We were so busy.” I look around from where I’m sitting on the floor and spot the boxes, I’d opened last night. “And over there are the boxes. I’ll have to count, but I think it’s all here.”

      Chloe reaches for my hand and pulls me to standing. “Not tonight, Kandace. You’re either going home and after Molly is asleep, taking a long bath, or you’re coming home with me and working on the third hangover. You’ve worked hard enough.”

      My stomach remembers its hunger. “First, I’m eating my lunch.”

      “Good idea.”

      We’re both in the office, eating delicious sandwiches and chips, each of us on our second bottle of water. “No wonder Molly prefers Joyce’s sandwiches.” I look out at the totes. “How did he get in?”

      “I’m going to guess the back door.”

      “No, it’s locked. I mean, who unlocked it?”

      “Not me. Who has a key?” Chloe asks.

      I do a mental inventory. There’s Mom and Dad. Justin. Joyce. Chloe. I may have given one to Judy. Of course, Ruth had some. I don’t know where those went. Exhaling, I say, “The new owner better change the locks.”

      Chloe stands and goes over to the boxes. She lifts a white envelope. “I just noticed this. It has your name on it.”

      With half my sandwich consumed, my appetite is gone. “Shit.”

      She comes closer. “Do you want me to open it?”

      “I want you to burn it and throw the ashes in the pond behind the Gordon farm.”

      Chloe giggles. “Those are oddly specific instructions.”

      I reach out and take the envelope. There’s no doubt of whose handwriting it is. I remember from when we were younger, how Dax used to make an extra swirl on the ‘K’ that extended under the rest of my name, as if he was underlining it. That is exactly how it appears.

      Letting out a breath, I look up at Chloe. “Do you know what he asked me last night?”

      “I might. Like I said before the rush, Dax called Mick last night.”

      “He asked who Molly is.”

      Chloe nods. “He asked Mick the same question.”

      “Who told him?” I ask, the thought of betrayal causing my blood to cool.

      “He told Mick that he found pictures at Ruth’s.”

      “What did Mick tell him?”

      “To talk to you.”

      My hands tremble as I open the envelope. Inside there is one sheet of paper and a picture of Molly eating blueberry ice cream. Tears fill my eyes. The note is simple.

      

      Kandace,

      We need to talk. Please come by the house after the store closes.

      Dax

      

      I hold it up for Chloe to read. “What should I do?”

      “Are you sure you’ve ruled out a third hangover?”
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      I know the guys think I wimped out with the baling. I was there and left before anyone else, promising to be back at sunrise tomorrow. The more I thought about Molly, the more I needed to talk to Kandace. It’s not only Molly but also Quintessential Treasures.

      It’s not like I slept much last night. All night long, I tossed and turned.

      At first, I was shocked. As the night progressed, pissed would be a better description. It seems the whole damn world of Riverbend knows about my daughter and yet not one person—not even my grandmother—thought I should know. In all fairness, besides family, Cory is the only one I’ve truly stayed in contact with. And a text that said ‘your daughter lost her bottom front tooth’ would have sent my world spinning. I would have thought it was sent to the wrong person.

      The truth is that my world is spinning.

      This morning when the sun rose, I drove out to Ricky’s farm. For a few hours I was seventeen or eighteen again. While playing softball may not be like riding a bike, working hard is. Before nine a.m. the sweat was pouring off us and my blue jeans and socks were covered in burrs. By noon, I’d drunk a gallon of water and could have eaten a horse, and by two, my back was on fire. Not sunburn. I kept my shirt on. It was and is the muscles. My personal trainer and I will have words when I get back to Chicago.

      I don’t care about the pain. I plan to be back tomorrow.

      After a shower—the water heater is finally working—and a sandwich made with groceries I purchased yesterday, I went to the closet upstairs and checked the storage totes. I’m not sure why I didn’t look at them last night, other than last night I spent hours staring at pictures.

      I imagined being with Kandace as Molly grew. I woke up thinking I was hearing a baby cry. Molly isn’t a baby. Molly grew from an infant to a toddler, to a child without me, without a dad.

      Though I spoke with Mom last night, I haven’t heard from her or Dad today.

      Everything about being a loving father I learned from the man who lived in this house.

      Finally, my thoughts settled on something that I hadn’t considered.

      When I was born, my parents and I lived in Oakmont. Grandpa and Grandma were here in Riverbend. They visited and we visited, but it wasn’t until I was a young teenager that I started spending my summers with them. Grandma Ruth never experienced with me what she got with Molly. I began to change my focus from how my having a daughter affects me to how it affected her.

      In the pictures of Grandma and Molly, my grandmother is full of joy. It radiates from her soft brown eyes. Her smile is full, and I see the way she looks at her great-granddaughter. Kandace chose to let Grandma Ruth be a part of my daughter’s life. Molly knew the love of a great woman, more than one, but she was able to experience what I didn’t until I was older.

      In the six years since Grandpa John died, Grandma Ruth lived. She loved. She had joy.

      That revelation is something I want to thank Kandace for.

      As soon as I opened the totes, I knew they contained the items Kandace was searching for. I could let her know and tell her to get them. There is the possibility that she could send Justin or her father. While Mr. Sheers was always nice to me, understandably, he may have changed his mind. Justin obviously has.

      Driving down the lane behind the stores, I found Quintessential Treasures. As a kid, I used the back door more than the front. Of course, the door was locked. That was when luck suddenly found me.

      Joyce came out of the back of the Main Street Diner with a bag of garbage for the dumpster and asked me what I was doing.

      My answer was genuine. “Trying to do the right thing.”

      She smiled. “Are your eyes open?”

      I nodded. “My ears too.”

      “What do you need?”

      I explained the totes and boxes I had in the trunk and back seat. A minute or two later, she and a busboy from the diner were back with a key. Quietly, the three of us took the containers into the back room of the store. Beyond the curtain, we could see that the front was filled with patrons and Kandace and Chloe were busy tending to their needs.

      Neither one saw us.

      For a moment, I stood in the back room and took it all in.

      In many ways, what I saw of Quintessential Treasures looked exactly as it had six or even fifteen years ago. In other ways, much like the house, there were changes.

      After I left a note for Kandace, we all slipped out, and Joyce locked the door behind us.

      “You didn’t tell me,” I said after the busboy went back to the diner. “She was there, and you didn’t say a word.”

      “Not my place to tell you anything, Dax Richards. You’re a man. I’m happy you took the time to look and listen.”

      “I think I’m scared.” I grinned. “I know I’m petrified.”

      Joyce nodded. “Then you’re on the right track.”

      “Tell me about Molly. Does she always eat breakfast with you?”

      “Honey, the person with all the answers is in there.” She lifted her chin toward the back door of the store. “You just need to ask.”

      That brings me to now.

      My watch, which is now on the right time, tells me that Quintessential Treasures closed an hour ago. I’ve paced around this old house from room to room. I even checked my phone every five minutes in case someone gave Kandace my number. Unlike her, my number has changed from the number years ago.

      Could that be why she never told me?

      No. Grandma would have given her my new number.

      I’m about to give up that Kandace is going to show and crack open the six-pack sitting in the refrigerator when the doorbell rings. There’s no way to explain what I’m feeling. It’s a mix of excitement and fear, happiness and sadness, highs and lows—in other words, I’m a fucking mess.

      In hindsight, I’m thankful Kandace left last night, giving me time to think.

      Taking a deep breath, I go to the door.

      For a second, I hesitate.

      It’s only a second.

      Opening the door, I’m met with the woman who still takes my breath away. There’s exhaustion in her expression, yet her posture is straight and tall. Her hair is pulled back and her shirt says Quintessential Treasures over her left breast. I can’t let my gaze linger.

      As the silence remains, I motion inside. “Please come in.”

      There is more hesitation.

      “You came,” I say.

      “I came to thank you for bringing the holiday inventory to the store. I didn’t plan beyond that,” she says, still standing on the stoop. “I almost didn’t make it here.”

      “I’m glad you did,” I reply with a grin. “Thank you for coming. And you’re welcome for the boxes and totes.” Again, I gesture inside.

      With a nod, Kandace steps forward, but instead of coming into the house farther, she stops in the foyer as I close the door behind her.

      “I have water or beer,” I offer.

      “I need to get home.”

      “To Molly.”

      Her blue eyes meet mine. “Dax, you did your part. You don’t owe me or Molly anything.”

      “How could you not tell me?” My question comes out harsher than I planned.

      She stands tall, straightening her neck. “The last time I saw you, you told me you’d be back. That never happened.”

      “Shit.” I run my hand over my hair. “You didn’t give me a chance.”

      “I gave you six years.”

      My tone mellows. “Molly is mine.” I’m not sure if that’s a question. I know the answer.

      “No, she isn’t.”

      It’s as if my heart drops from my chest. “She’s not? I saw the pictures of you pregnant. Who is her father?”

      “I heard about the pictures.”

      Of course she did. News travels fast in Riverbend. Still, I try to explain. “Grandma Ruth had a box in her closet with pictures back before Molly was born.”

      Kandace’s lips come together as her head shakes. “She’s not yours.”
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      I can’t believe what Kandace is saying.

      She goes on. “Molly is mine. I carried her and gave birth to her. I wake up in the middle of the night and soothe her. I feed her and clothe her. I tuck her in…most nights. I wake her and bathe her. Molly is not yours; she’s mine.”

      I take a step back. “Right, Kandace. I’m a shit father because I didn’t know she even existed.”

      “Don’t you get it? You left. You said you’d be back and that didn’t happen. Do you know how many letters I wrote that I never mailed? How many text messages I typed out only to erase? You had your plans. And congratulations, you did it. You’re a big lawyer in Chicago. You never wanted Riverbend. I wasn’t going to be the one to force you to choose a life you’d hate.”

      Each sentence breaks my heart. By the time she stops talking, there are tears rolling down her cheeks.

      My eyes are also moist as I stare at her. It takes every ounce of self-control to not reach for her, to not pull her into my arms. Instead, my tenor drops. “I never hated being here with you.”

      Her eyes close and her nostrils flare as she wipes her cheeks with the back of her hand. When her focus is again on me, she’s more composed. “I should have told you, Dax. I’m sorry.”

      Unable to stop myself, I reach for her hand. As soon as I do, I remember touching her last night and the way she looked at me and what she said. That rejection doesn’t stop me this time.

      She doesn’t pull away.

      With her hand in mine, I look into her blue gaze. “I’m the one who’s sorry, Kandace. I’m so sorry.” My head shakes. “I spoke to her—Molly.”

      Her hand in my grasp stiffens. “When?”

      “Yesterday morning. She was eating oatmeal with Joyce.”

      “Neither Molly nor Joyce told me.”

      “I didn’t know who she was.” As I envision her, a smile curls my lips. “I only knew that she is beautiful and brave and smart. She smiled at me, flashing her missing bottom front teeth.” I tug on Kandace’s hand. “Please come in and sit. I have so many questions.”

      Kandace smiles. “She was so excited to start losing teeth.” And then she shakes her head. “I can’t. Molly was asleep when I left for the store. I want to go home to her before her bedtime.”

      “I could come with you.” I’m not sure where the idea comes from, but once I say it, I’m committed.

      Kandace pulls her hand away. “Not yet.”

      “Not yet?” I question. “She’s five, Kandace. I’ve missed five years.”

      “She is five and I don’t think springing her father on her is the best way. I need to talk to her.” Kandace looks around the foyer. “The house looks different. It’s even different downstairs.”

      “I’m not sure I approve.”

      That makes her grin. “I can hear Ruth and what she’d say.”

      “She knew.” That isn’t a question, and I’m not talking about the renovation of her house.

      Kandace nods. “Don’t be upset with her. She honored my wishes. I couldn’t raise her great-granddaughter in her town under her nose and not tell her.” Kandace wraps her arms around her midsection. “Ruth was supportive from the very beginning.”

      “I love how happy she looks in the pictures with Molly.”

      Kandace nods. “Molly loved her. She called her grandmom. Ruth loved her back.”

      Thinking about Grandma Ruth, I can’t help but be grateful she had Molly even if I didn’t.

      “I called my mom,” I confess. “Last night, after I saw the pictures and talked to Mick. He didn’t answer me. He told me to talk to you. I stayed up most of the night staring at her photos. She has your hair.”

      “And your eyes. What did your mom say?”

      “That she didn’t know about Molly and said if it’s true, she’d love to meet her granddaughter.”

      “She did,” Kandace sighs. “She met her at Ruth’s funeral.”

      “But she didn’t know…”

      Kandace shakes her head.

      “I want to know my daughter,” I say. “I hate that I haven’t been part of her life. I’ve drafted some support papers. Civil isn’t my specialty, but Murphy can look them over. I can send you monthly financial support and back payments. I won’t walk away from my responsibility.”

      Kandace’s expression grows cold. “I don’t want your money. I’ve done well for five years. She doesn’t need a sugar daddy.”

      I fight the urge to laugh. “I don’t think that’s the way that moniker works.”

      “I came here to thank you for bringing the merchandise to the store and to find out what you plan to do with Quintessential Treasures.”

      “It’s yours, Kandace.”

      Exhaling, she bends forward as her knees bend.

      I reach forward. “Are you okay?”

      When she looks up, she nods. “I promise I’ll take care of it.”

      “I never doubted that. It was your business model.”

      “You remember that?”

      “I’ve been remembering a lot of things.”

      “Thank you for signing,” she says.

      “When I received the mailing saying it was left to you, I didn’t understand. Now I do.”

      “I don’t need charity. I’ll pay what Ruth stipulated.”

      “I can’t sign yet. Grandma stipulated a few other things,” I say, remembering my last meeting with Murphy.

      “What?”

      “She wanted you and me to spend two days together running the store.”

      Kandace’s eyes grow wide. “Two? That’s silly. Just sign the paperwork and then you can go back to Chicago.”

      “Murphy said the directions are specific. Grandma Ruth had other plans.”

      Kandace exhales. “Chloe was right.”

      “About what?”

      “She said Ruth kept her promise while she was alive. Now she’s playing matchmaker from heaven.”

      I grin. “That sounds like Grandma.”

      Kandace’s blue stare looks up at me. “Not tonight, Dax, but yes, I’ll introduce you to Molly.”

      “I want more than an introduction.”

      “Give me time.”

      “You’ve had six years.”

      Kandace steps back and reaches for the doorknob. “I don’t want your money. I also don’t need Ruth playing matchmaker. My life is as full as I can handle right now. I’ve been so worried about the store, but if you promise you’ll sign, it will relieve a bit of my stress.”

      “If I said no about Quintessential Treasures, would you let me meet Molly?”

      She nods. “I will never use my daughter as a pawn. She’s not a token to be brokered. She’s our daughter. If you want to meet her, you should. Don’t agree to signing over the store because you’re worried that if you didn’t, I’d be that kind of person.”

      Listening to Kandace’s conviction, I remember how amazing she was, and I can see that six years hasn’t changed that. I like her more than I did six years ago. She loves Molly fiercely. I couldn’t ask for more for my—our—daughter. One last time, I reach for Kandace’s hand. “I’ve always known what kind of person you are,” I say before asking, “Where did we go wrong?”

      “We didn’t go wrong. We stopped.” She pulls her phone from her back pocket and hands it to me. “Give me your number and I’ll call you.”

      I take her phone and send myself a text message before handing it back. “I’m baling with Ricky tomorrow. I can be done whenever you want.”

      She grins. “You’re helping bale?”

      I turn over my hands, showing the blisters on my palm. “I did today, too.”

      “Justin was wrong.”

      “He hates me.”

      “He doesn’t hate you. He loves me.” She shrugs. “Now you know why he’s acting like a fool.”

      “Do you hate me?”

      “I never hated you, Dax. The opposite. It wouldn’t have hurt as much when you didn’t come back if I hated you.” She turns toward the door and opens it. Peering over her shoulder, she smiles. “Tomorrow night. Molly loves ice cream. We can meet at the Tastee Freeze. Six o’clock. She shouldn’t be out too late. She has school on Monday morning.”

      “Six o’clock.” I smile. “Thank you.”

      And with that, Kandace disappears behind the door.
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      I don’t look back at Ruth’s house as I walk toward my car, still parked behind the store. With each step, Dax’s and my conversation plays on repeat in my thoughts while the sandwich I ate churns in my stomach. The couple of blocks pass by in a whirlwind as my temples ache and my eyes burn from unshed tears. Before I get to the store, my phone rings. Pulling it from my pocket, I look at the name, wishing it is Dax and at the same time, hoping it’s not.

      Chloe is on the screen.

      I grin as I answer. “Hi.”

      “Don’t hi me. Did you go? You didn’t change your mind, did you? What happened?” She doesn’t slow for me to answer. “What did you say? What did he say? Are you getting married and living behind a picket fence?”

      “No marriage.” I shrug as I unlock the store and get my purse. For a second, I stand looking around the back room with the new reassurance that Quintessential Treasures will soon be mine. The relief is overwhelming. “He said he’ll sign. The store is mine.”

      I pull the phone away from my ear as Chloe screams. “I told you. I told you.” Her phrase is on repeat.

      Once she quiets, I say, “I was afraid to be hopeful. According to Dax, Ruth set up another stipulation.”

      I lock the store behind me and hitting the button to unlock the car door, I get into my SUV. The phone connects to the speakers.

      “Come on,” Chloe says.

      “Sorry, I missed some of that while I got in the car.”

      “What stipulation did Miss Ruth have?”

      “Dax and I have to work together at the store for two days.”

      Her laugh echoes in my car. “Oh my God. She did it.”

      I shake my head as I drive toward the farm. “She didn’t do anything.”

      “How did Dax find out about Molly? I swear, Kandi, no one in Riverbend would spill. You know we love you. Was it the pictures?”

      I scoff. “I’m glad he finally knows. And you were right, maybe she did do something.”

      “Who?”

      “Ruth. He’s staying at Ruth’s house, like I told you. He found a box of pictures in her closet. He put two and two together.”

      “That little matchmaker had this planned,” Chloe says with a laugh.

      “I have no time for a man in my life. Right now, all I can think about is Quintessential Treasures and all the things I have planned for the future.”

      “What about Molly?”

      “You know better. I’m always thinking about her. This is her future too.”

      “No,” Chloe says, “I mean what about her and Dax?”

      The sky is filling with purples and reds as I drive out of town. “He wants to meet her. He says he wants more than that.”

      “I told you.”

      “He offered child support.”

      “That’s great,” Chloe says. “It will help with the renovations above the store.”

      “No,” I say adamantly. “I told him I don’t want his money.”

      “Yeah, superwoman is back, but seriously, he’s her father, and he’s a big lawyer in Chicago. I bet he has plenty of money.”

      “Nope. I’m not taking it. I agreed to introduce him and Molly. He said he met her yesterday morning at the diner.”

      “And Joyce didn’t tell you?” Chloe asks.

      “I was thinking about it. When she brought Molly back to the store, I was freaking out about Mr. Murphy’s email about inventory. Maybe she tried.”

      “Is Dax coming out to the farm?”

      “With Justin?” I ask with a scoff. “I told Dax that Molly and I will meet him at Tastee Freeze tomorrow night.”

      “Mick and I were just talking about ice cream. I’ll call Judy, Linda, and Crystal.”

      “No, you won’t. This will be hard enough. Molly doesn’t need an audience.”

      “We can all sit in our cars. She won’t know we’re there. What time?” Chloe asks.

      “I’m not telling.”

      “Don’t make me spend all evening at the Tastee Freeze. You know I love their hot fudge sundaes. If I gain ten pounds, I’m blaming you.”

      “Bye, Chloe.”

      “Tell me one thing,” she says.

      “Not the time.”

      “No, tell me if you’re smiling.”

      I let out a sigh. “I am. I’m not going to expect anything, but yeah, I’m smiling.”

      “Love you,” she says.

      “I love you too.”

      Soon, I turn off the main road and up the lane toward the house. Once I park the car, I lift my phone from the cupholder and notice a text message. I click on the icon.

      The first message is from me to Dax, the one he sent.

      

      “Hi Dax. If you’re thinking about kissing me, I’m thinking about the same thing.”

      

      I shake my head.

      I was thinking about it. The next message is from him to me.

      

      “I never meant to stop. Do you think we could try to go again?”

      

      Laying my head against the seat, I sigh. Don’t do this, Dax. Don’t give me hope. I’m not sure I can take you breaking me, not again. And I won’t let you break Molly. I text back.

      

      “See you tomorrow night.”

      

      My phone pings immediately.

      

      “I can’t wait.”

      

      My heart beats too fast as I stare at his reply. Instead of answering, I look over toward the house. In the dimming sunlight of the dusk sky, Mom, Dad, and Molly are in the yard playing wiffle ball. Ever since Molly watched Uncle Justin play softball, she’s been obsessed.

      I laugh as my dad slows and Molly runs after him with the ball. Opening the car door, I yell, “You’re out!”

      “Mommy,” Molly says as she drops the ball and runs toward me. “Did you see me get Granddad out?”

      Reaching down, I pick her up. She’s taller every day, yet I want to hold her.

      Wrapping her legs around my waist, she looks at me with her daddy’s eyes. “Did you see?”

      “I did.”

      Mom looks at her watch. “I was worried. Was there a problem at the store?”

      “Very busy,” I say, letting Molly’s feet reach the ground. “The festival traffic has started. I got some good news.”

      Dad looks my way and asks, “The store?”

      My smile grows. “He’s going to sign it over.” I do a little jump. “It’s really mine.”

      Mom comes my way and wraps me in a hug. “Praise the Lord.” Her eyes narrow. “Who gave you the news?”

      “Dax.”

      “You spoke to him?” Dad asks.

      I nod. “I’ll tell you more after someone goes to bed.”

      Dad grins at me. “It’s good to see you smile.”

      Running to the wiffle ball, I pick it up and ask, “May I play?”

      Molly giggles as she runs to the bat.

      The four of us play what could best be described as Molly wins until the sky darkens and the mosquitoes come out to feast. Once inside the house, I take my daughter upstairs for a bath before bed. By the time I’m lying in her bed beside her, I ask her the question I’ve wanted to ask since Dax told me that he spoke with Molly.

      As I finish the story about a hungry caterpillar, Molly yawns. I turn her way, look into her golden eyes, and kiss her nose. “I love you.”

      She reaches for my cheeks with her little hands and kisses my nose. “Love you more.”

      When her hands lower, I ask, “Did you meet a man at the diner yesterday?”

      She nods. “He was nice. His name is Dex.”

      “Dax,” I say with a grin.

      “Yeah, Dax.”

      Her eyelids are heavy.

      “Dax is an old friend of mine,” I say. “He wants to have ice cream with us tomorrow.”

      “Okay. I like ice cream.” She rolls to her side. “Good night, Momma.” Her eyes flutter until they stay closed.

      Life is so simple when you’re five.

      Quietly, I get out of Molly’s bed, turn off the light, and close her door to a crack. It’s my turn to shower. When I’m finished, my wet hair combed out and my pajamas on, I go downstairs. The windows are open and there’s a nice autumn breeze. Dad is in the living room watching a Cardinals baseball game, and Mom is sitting at the kitchen table with a book.

      Hearing my footsteps, Mom sticks a receipt in the book and puts it down. She smiles at me.

      “Is your book good?” I ask.

      “Yes, but this author mostly writes series, and her cliffhangers will be the death of me.”

      I grin. “Then don’t read her.”

      “Are you kidding? I love everything she writes.”

      Shaking my head, I take a seat at the table and blurt out what I’ve been thinking. “I don’t want to get hurt again, and I don’t want Molly hurt.”

      Mom reaches over and lays her hand over mine. “From the moment you were born, all your dad and I have ever wanted is for you to be healthy and happy. If I could have wrapped you in Bubble Wrap or kept you here in this house forever, I would have.”

      I nod, knowing I feel the same way about Molly.

      “I don’t want to see you hurt, Kandace. Your tears hurt more than my own. I also want you to be happy. Sometimes we have to take a risk to achieve happiness.”

      “What if Molly learns the truth and he leaves?” I sigh. “I know he’ll leave. His life is in Chicago.”

      “What did he say?”

      I lift one foot to the seat of the chair and hug my knee. “He said he wants to know her, to be part of her life. He said he’s missed five years, and he doesn’t want to miss more.”

      Mom gets up and places a pod of herbal tea in the coffee maker. When she turns to me, she grins. “Would you like tea, or is tonight another wine night?”

      “No more wine—ever. Besides, I think you’re out.”

      She winks. “I have a secret stash.”

      “Keep it a secret. This morning was rough.”

      “Then tea it is.” When she hands me the first cup, Mom says, “I’m glad you told Dax about Molly.”

      “I didn’t. I did, but he already knew.”

      Mom’s eyes open wide. “Who told him?”

      “Ruth.” I smirk. “Not before she died. She kept her promise.” I remember what Dax said. “Apparently, she had a box in a closet at the house filled with pictures. Dax found them and put two and two together.”

      “He did but so did you. You put one and one together and made three.”

      Warmth fills my cheeks. “That wasn’t what I meant.”

      Mom’s smile grows. “So…sweet Ruth Richards had a plan.”

      I wrap my fingers around the warm mug. “Dax said he’ll sign over the store. He also said that Ruth had an additional stipulation that must be done before he can sign.”

      “What?”

      “He has to work two days at Quintessential Treasures with me.”

      Mom shakes her head. “How do you feel about that?”

      “Scared. I’m worried.”

      “Do you think he’ll change his mind about the store?”

      “No,” I answer honestly. “I’m afraid my resolve isn’t strong enough.” I peer down into the tea and back up at Mom. “He asked if I hate him. I told him the truth—it’s the opposite. And seeing him, being near him, I don’t want to still love him.”

      “Funny thing about love…we don’t choose it. It chooses us.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dax

      

      

      After Kandace leaves the house, I sit on the back porch with the box of pictures. For hours, I stare at my daughter, as more and more questions come to mind.

      How was Kandace’s pregnancy?

      Was she sick?

      Did her delivery go well?

      Did she find out if she was having a boy or girl before Molly was born?

      What was Molly like as a baby?

      What was her first word?

      How old was she when she rolled over, crawled, and walked?

      The more questions that come to me, the more overwhelming five years becomes.

      Five years.

      It’s after ten o’clock when my phone rings. Dad is on the screen.

      “Hi,” I answer.

      “Have you learned any more about the Sheers girl?”

      My eyes close and my jaw tightens. “Her name is Kandace, Dad. I mentioned her every damn year when I came back to Oakmont.”

      “And she had your kid.”

      That isn’t an actual question, but I reply, “Kandace has a daughter. Her name is Molly, and yes, she’s mine.”

      “You need a blood test. You can’t be sure.”

      The blood in my veins grows hot. “I am sure.”

      “Hmm.”

      Taking a deep breath, my chest expands. “What are you worried about?”

      “Son, you have a good job. You’ve worked hard, and your mother’s heard from some of the partners that they’re looking to make you one. At your age, that’s phenomenal. Your work in London has stood out. There’s nowhere to go but up. Fine, if this kid—”

      “Molly,” I say, interrupting him.

      “If Molly is yours, you can work out child support.”

      “Kandace doesn’t want that. I offered.”

      “But she wants Mom’s store.”

      I don’t like where this is going. “Grandma left the store to Kandace.”

      “My mother knew nothing about the way things work. I’m surprised Jeffrey Murphy let her put the girl in the will. It’s a travesty. Devaluing Quintessential Treasures is bad for all the property in Riverbend.”

      “And you give a shit about Riverbend, right, Dad?”

      “I care about you, Dax. Don’t give up your life and dreams because of one mistake. Take responsibility and move on.”

      I see the pictures I chose not to return to the box and smile.

      “The only mistakes I made were not knowing about Molly and not coming back to Riverbend as I promised. Now that I do know, I plan on rectifying both.”

      “Don’t be rash, son. It sounds like the girl is handling the situation. That’s her choice.”

      “The girl is Kandace, and she is a woman. From now on, use her name. And you know what?” I ask rhetorically. “She has handled our daughter and the store too. She’s pretty fucking strong and amazing.” I grin. “I can’t predict the future, but I know a few things: I will be part of Molly’s life, and if she’ll let me, a part of Kandace’s too.”

      “What about Quintessential Treasures?” he asks.

      “I already told Kandace that I’ll sign the papers.”

      “Think like an attorney, not a heartsick teenager.”

      “Thanks for the advice, Dad. I’m not a teenager, and as for my heart, I think Kandace has owned it for as long as I can recall. I’m hanging up now. Enjoy sunny Florida. Bye.”

      Staring up at the ceiling in the bedroom, I contemplate my father’s concerns. As per usual, his approach and delivery sucks, but what he said makes me think. It’s a four- to five-hour drive from my place in Chicago to here, depending on traffic. As I drift to sleep, I wonder about buying a house so I can have a place to stay when I’m here.

      I’m almost asleep when the realization hits.

      I’ll buy this house.

      My alarm goes off before sunrise. As I move, every muscle in my body aches. Splashing cool water on my face, I stare into the mirror above the vanity. From only one day of working in the fields, my cheeks are red. Turning my hands over, I stretch out my fingers and see the blisters.

      My father would think I’m crazy, but I’m more energized to spend the day walking behind a trailer and throwing bales of hay than I am to make multi-million-dollar deals. I can’t describe it, but there is something real in Riverbend that doesn’t exist in Chicago. Or maybe I haven’t found it there because since I was young, I knew it was here.

      Roots.

      Stopping at the convenience store, I grab a cup of hot coffee and head toward Ricky’s place as the sun begins to rise. The horizon glows with reds and purples above the green trees as the sun turns the sky to a pale blue—the color of Kandace’s eyes.

      “You came back,” Ricky says as I get out of my car. The Porsche looks out of place, parked beside a line of trucks near his barn.

      I look down at my hands. “I did. Do you have some gloves?”

      Ricky grins. “Getting soft, Richards.”

      We turn to the sound of voices coming from the barn. Mick and Justin Sheers are talking until Justin’s eyes land on me.

      “The fuck?” he mumbles.

      I knew this confrontation would happen. That doesn’t mean I was expecting it today before the sun is fully up. I walk toward Kandace’s brother. “I know why you’re upset. I didn’t know until the other day.”

      I shuffle backward as Justin’s fist contacts my jaw. Before he can throw another punch, Mick and Ricky are on him.

      With his arms restrained, he growls, “Stay the fuck away from them. Kandace doesn’t want you, and Molly doesn’t need you.”

      Rubbing my jaw, I lift my hands. “I’m not fighting you, Sheers. Kandace can make her own decisions. She doesn’t need you to do that for her.”

      “What are you going to do? Ride in here in your expensive car, declare that you’re Father of the Year, and leave? Great plan. This time you can leave Kandace and Molly both in tears. Don’t worry about it. They have all of us here to help them pick up the pieces—again.”

      “Justin, man,” Mick says as he pats Sheers’s shoulder, “let Dax and Kandace work this out.”

      Sheers glares at me and at Mick.

      “Who’s ready to work?” Ricky asks.

      With my jaw still aching, I nod along with everyone else.

      Ricky disappears into the barn, and the silence between the three of us is deafening. Finally, I speak to Sheers. “I want to be a part of Molly’s life. Can we get along for her?”

      Sheers grunts. “Don’t you dare fucking hurt her.”

      “It’s the last thing I want to do.”

      Ricky appears and tosses me a pair of heavy leather gloves. “Do you two think we can have a truce and get some work done?”

      We both nod.

      Surprisingly, the truce continues throughout the day. By the time we have two fields cleared and the hay stacked in Ricky’s barn, we’re all talking and laughing like we did when we were teenagers. We’ve talked about everything from college hoops to professional baseball to craft beer and the best whiskey. We’re also hot, sweaty, and yeah, we stink.

      I wipe my brow with the dirty glove before saying my so-longs.

      “Hey,” Mick says, “if you’re still in town…next weekend, we’re working at Mr. Gordon’s farm.”

      If I’m still in Riverbend.

      A grin comes to my lips as I lift my hands. “If I can walk.”

      They laugh as I take off the gloves and give them back to Ricky. “Thanks, they helped.”

      “I knew you went soft,” Sheers says.

      I don’t care what he says. I’m about to go on a date with two of the most beautiful girls I’ve ever known.
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      “You’re both beautiful,” Dad says as Molly and I come down the stairs.

      I’m wearing a sundress with a light sweater and sandals, and Molly is wearing pink shorts, a pink and white striped top with a big flower over her tummy, and a white bow in her hair. My lips are pink, and I’m wearing mascara.

      “Is it too much?” I ask as Mom walks in the room.

      “It’s perfect.”

      My stomach is in knots as I fasten Molly into her car seat. Before I back away and shut the door, Molly reaches up to my cheek. “If you don’t like your old friend, we can eat ice cream at home.”

      Tears threaten as I stare into her gold eyes. “I do like him.”

      “Then why aren’t you smiling?”

      Leaning closer, I kiss her forehead and smile. “You’re right, sweetie. I should smile.”

      “Miss Pollard says our smiles tell other people we’re happy.”

      Miss Pollard is Molly’s teacher. She was also my teacher long ago. That’s the way it works here.

      “I’m happy because I’m with you.”

      When I get in the front seat, my daughter continues talking a mile a minute. It’s hard to think of her as anything other than a child, yet each day she shows me how intuitive she is and how eager she is to learn.

      “Dax is a funny name,” she says.

      I look at her in the rearview mirror. “His real name is Daxton.”

      “Like Abby. Her name is Abigale, but we all call her Abby.”

      “Yeah, like that.”

      “And sometimes people call you Kandi, but your name is Kandace.” She looks out the window and back to the mirror. “How come I don’t have two names?”

      “Because Molly is the most perfect name. There’s no need to shorten it.”

      She nods. “Yep. Where’s he been?”

      “Who?”

      “Dax. I only saw him at Joyce’s. If you know him, where has he been?”

      Her question twists my heart. “He lives in Chicago.”

      “With the dinosaurs?” she asks excitedly.

      I grin. “Not with the dinosaurs in the museum, but yes, in that city.”

      “Can we visit him and go to the museum and the big lake?”

      “I don’t know about that.”

      “But I liked the big lake.”

      “It’s Lake Michigan.”

      “Is Chicago in Michigan?”

      I shake my head and giggle. “Chicago is in Illinois.”

      “Then why is the lake called Michigan?”

      Just when I think I’ve answered every question thrown my way, we pull up to the parking lot near the Tastee Freeze. I half expect to find Chloe and Mick sitting at one of the picnic tables. There are quite a few people but no sign of them. The clock on the dash tells me we’re a few minutes early.

      Before I can get out of the SUV, there’s a knock on my side window.

      Turning, I see my old friend.

      “Look, Mommy, it’s Dax.”

      My cheeks rise as my smile broadens. “It is.”

      I unlock the doors, and Dax opens my door. “Hi.”

      It’s not fair what he does to me. My heart is racing, and my skin feels clammy. Standing here, Daxton Richards is sex on a stick. His cheeks are red from the sun, and his blond hair is damp and combed back. His smile glistens and letting my gaze sweep lower, I notice how the Dri-FIT shirt stretches over his shoulders and wide chest. He’s wearing khaki shorts and cloth loafers.

      “Hi,” I say back.

      “I was afraid you would change your mind.”

      “I did about a hundred times.”

      His smile grows as his golden orbs stay focused on me. “Then I’m glad you didn’t do it one more time.”

      He offers me his hand, and I get out of the SUV. He steps back as I open Molly’s door.

      As I unbuckle her, I say, “Molly, this is Dax, Mommy’s old friend.”

      “Hi, Dax,” she says excitedly. “You don’t look old. Not like Grandmom did.”

      Dax and I both laugh.

      Once she’s out of the car, Dax bends his long legs and gets down on his haunches. “Hello, Molly. I’m very glad to formally meet you.”

      I bite my lip to keep my tears at bay as I watch the two of them looking at each other with the same color eyes. My heart leaps; my chest feels tight. I’d never dared to dream that this would happen and now here it is, more than I ever imagined.

      Molly offers Dax her hand.

      He glances up at me.

      All I can do is nod.

      Taking her hand, he shakes it.

      “Hi, Dax,” she says.

      “How about some ice cream?” I say as I take Molly’s hand.

      The whole evening feels surreal as if I’m in a dream.

      The Tastee Freeze is located next to a small stream. The ground in between is covered in white pebbles with several picnic tables and benches. There are lights strung over our heads for after dark.

      I reach for my purse after I order for myself and Molly, but Dax won’t have it. He adds a blueberry shake to the order and insists on paying.

      The three of us sit on a bench facing the stream as Dax asks Molly questions and she tells him everything and more. At some point, he lifts his arm over the back of the bench, and it stretches from him over Molly to me.

      My thoughts are filled with Hallmark stories despite telling myself to not have hope. It’s exactly what I do have.

      Next door is a small playground near our library.

      After our ice cream is done, Dax and I walk Molly to the playground and find another bench where we can watch her. She runs off with a smile as she sees Amber, a friend from school.

      “You’ve done an amazing job,” Dax says. “She’s perfect.”

      I shake my head. “I think she is, but she isn’t perfect.” I smile at him. “She’s amazing. Each day I feel like she’s growing and comprehending so much more.”

      He scoots closer and lifts my hand. “I’m sorry you had to take care of her alone.”

      I contemplate retrieving my hand, but I don’t. “I haven’t done it alone. My parents are wonderful. Ruth was fantastic. Chloe and Mick are great.” I grin. “And so is Justin.”

      Dax releases my hand and rubs his jaw. “Yeah, so your brother punched me this morning.”

      My eyes grow wide, and my fingertips go to my lips. “He didn’t.”

      Dax nods with a grin. “I deserve it. If the roles were reversed, I’m not sure Mick and Ricky could have kept it to one punch.”

      I reach for his chin and turn his face toward me. “Are you hurt? I’m sorry.”

      His smile grows. “I’m fine. I’m glad you care.”

      My gaze goes out to the playground where Molly and her friend are climbing a slide. “I’ve always cared.”

      This time, it’s Dax who reaches for my chin, bringing my gaze back to his. “You’re more beautiful than I remember.”

      “Yeah, well, you’re not as handsome.” I laugh. “You’re more, too.”

      “Justin has made his feelings about me clear. Should I expect the same from your parents?”

      I shake my head. “No. There was a time, but I’ve been completely honest with them from the beginning when I found out” —I look out at Molly— “that she was coming. They know that I never contacted you. That’s on me. They also want me to be happy.”

      “I want that too. I hate that I’m the cause of you being unhappy.”

      “I’m really not, Dax. Molly is…” I take a deep breath. “She is a light, and as sad as I was that you weren’t here, having her with me makes me happy.”

      “Tell me when, and I can go out to the farm. Your dad deserves his chance at me too.”

      I laugh. “Dad won’t punch you.”

      “Speaking of parents, I called mine before coming here tonight and made an offer on Grandma Ruth’s house.”

      My heart skips a beat. “You did what?”

      “I meant what I said: I want to be a part of Molly’s life. I can’t expect you two to drive to Chicago every weekend.”

      “You want to live here?”

      “I want to be here. The living thing is still up in the air. For now, I’ll keep my apartment in Chicago.” His golden orbs shimmer. “Maybe you could visit, and we could have a grown-up weekend in the city.”

      He’s doing it, making me feel the way I felt when we were younger. Turning away from him, I find Molly. She and Amber are running in circles. “Molly will be nice and tired tonight.”

      Dax’s focus goes to the girls. “Is that Cory and Judy’s daughter?”

      “How do you know that?”

      “I met her after the softball game. The one where you disappeared. That’s how I knew your SUV. I saw Justin talking to you before you drove away.”

      Exhaling, I sigh. “He was mad I was there.”

      “I picked you out of the crowd right away.”

      “I didn’t notice you,” I lie.

      Dax grins. “I figured.” He again reaches for my hand. “May we see each other?”

      “I see you, Dax.”

      “Dinner?”

      “You’ll be at the store, won’t you? For Ruth’s stipulation.”

      He nods. “I’ll be there Monday.”

      Monday.

      Tomorrow.

      All day.

      “Okay.”

      He looks out at Molly. “When can we tell her the truth?”

      “Before you leave.”

      That answer seems to satisfy him.

      Letting go of his hand, I stand. “I really should get her home. She has school in the morning.”

      Dax stands. “I feel like I’ve missed so much. What grade is she in?”

      “Kindergarten.”

      “What about college? Does she have a 529?”

      “Let’s take this a step at a time.”

      Dax expounds on the benefits of early investing as together we walk toward Molly. At the same time, Cory and Judy appear. Judy smiles at me. I know what they’re thinking, but I don’t have words.

      Cory slaps Dax on the back. “Good to see you two together.”

      “Baby steps,” I say.

      The two girls are at our legs when Amber looks up at Dax and says, “I didn’t know you was Molly’s dad.”

      My stomach sinks as Molly’s expression sobers and she stares up at Dax.
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      My eyes go as wide as Kandace’s as we both turn to Molly who is looking up at me. Her usual smile is replaced with her lips agape.

      “I’m sorry,” Judy says. “We thought…” She reaches for Amber. “Come on, honey. We need to go home.”

      Cory tilts his head. “Man. Sorry.”

      For a moment, the three of us are left speechless until Kandace bends down and reaches for Molly’s shoulders. “Amber is right; Dax is your father, Molly. We were going to tell you after you got to know him.”

      Molly looks from Kandace to me and back to her mom as her eyebrows pinch close together. “Dad? My dad?”

      Kandace nods. “Yes, he is.”

      “You said he was gone.”

      Kandace takes a deep breath. “He was, honey. Now he came back.”

      It’s my turn to get down on my haunches. “Molly, if it’s okay with you and your mom, I would really like to get to know you better.”

      Her little nose scrunches. “Are you going to live with us?”

      I shake my head. “Not right now. First, can we be friends?”

      She looks at Kandace. “You like Dax?”

      Kandace nods. “I do. I have since before you were born.”

      Molly turns back to me. “Okay. We can be friends.”

      It isn’t until that moment that I remember to breathe. My gaze goes to Kandace as we both stand, and she takes Molly’s hand. “I think that went well.”

      Kandace shrugs.

      I’m walking with them up to Kandace’s car when Molly looks up at me and with a smile reaches for my hand. As the sun lowers in the sky, our shadows stretch out over the parking lot. Like paper dolls, we’re all connected, and I’ve never felt more whole in my entire life.

      After Kandace has Molly buckled into her car seat, I lean in and say, “See you later, Molly. Thanks for being my friend.”

      “Will you be at Joyce’s tomorrow for my breakfast?”

      “If you want me to be.”

      She nods.

      “I’ll be there.”

      Once Kandace closes the door, I fight the need to hold her, to pull her against me. Yes, I’m capable of big business deals and even baling hay, but staring into her blue gaze, I’m scared to death to ruin what has been one of the best evenings of my life.

      “You like me?” I ask with a grin.

      “I do.”

      “I like you too.”

      Her breathing deepens as her breasts push against the bodice of her dress.

      ‘Don’t fuck this up, Richards,’ I tell myself.

      Instead of acting on what I want, I stuff my hands in the pockets of my shorts and say, “I’ll see you at Quintessential Treasures tomorrow.”

      Kandace nods.

      Her lips are pink and perfect for kissing. I’m thinking about the text I sent, and I wonder if she is too. For a long moment we stare at one another. Finally, she grins and backs away. “See you tomorrow, Dax.”

      I open her door and watch as she buckles her seat belt. Her legs are tan and shapely. My gaze moves up to her trim waist and round breasts. When my gaze meets hers, she grins as if she’s caught me checking her out. Without a word, she starts the SUV.

      “Tomorrow,” I say as I close the door.

      Standing in the parking lot, I watch as the two of them drive away, and I know in my heart and soul that I don’t want to be a weekend dad. I want the entire package. I lift my face to the sky. “Thank you, Grandma.”

      I’m floating on air as I get back in my car. My phone pings, and the screen on the dashboard tells me I have a text message from my assistant, Gena. I hit the button allowing the car to read it to me.

      

      “Mr. Miller wants the brief for the Swanson case, yesterday.”

      

      Shit.

      My mind has not been on work, not since I turned off my computer Friday late afternoon. Doing the math, I know I have at least three hours of work to put into it. So much for floating on air. I guess it’s a good thing Molly needs to be in bed early.

      I reply.

      

      “I’ll have it to you by morning.”

      

      Sitting at my computer in Grandpa’s office, I look around at the empty shelves and imagine them filled with books and the house filled with laughter. My vision isn’t complete without Kandace.

      I tell myself I’m moving too fast, but am I?

      We have a daughter.

      The next morning, the brief is done and sent to Gena. Leaving my car in the garage, I walk toward Quintessential Treasures. As I approach, I see the pulled shades and closed sign. It isn’t until I knock on the door that I hear someone from within.

      Kandace’s smile warms me from the inside as she unlocks the door.

      “I suppose you should have a key,” she says as she lets me inside.

      Her hair is piled on her head, and she’s absolutely gorgeous in a light blue Quintessential Treasures t-shirt and blue jeans.

      “I need a shirt,” I say as she locks the door.

      “For two days? I think what you’re wearing is fine.”

      “Where is Molly?” I ask, looking around.

      “Next door.”

      “Do you want to join us for breakfast?”

      “Nah, I have things to do here. She’s expecting you.”

      “Thank you,” I say as I stare at Kandace.

      “You better hurry.”

      I do, going out the front door and heading to the diner. Molly is sitting on the same stool as she was on Friday morning. Her hair is in pigtails, and she has a stack of pancakes in front of her. The stool to her side is empty. As I walk toward her, I notice a few familiar faces. The round table in the back is still empty.

      “Is this seat taken?” I ask.

      Molly’s golden eyes turn and look up at me as she grins. “I saved it for you.”

      Joyce comes to the counter from the kitchen with a smile on her face. “Coffee?”

      “Yes, and I think I’d love some pancakes.”

      “You like pancakes?” Molly asks, bouncing on the stool.

      “I do. I also like blueberry ice cream.”

      “Me too,” she replies with glee. “Grandmom used to make it. I miss her.”

      “Did you know that she was my grandma, too?”

      “She was?”

      I nod as Joyce brings me my coffee.

      “She was really nice,” Molly says. “Mommy cried when Grandmom went to heaven.”

      “I think,” Joyce says, “your grandmom is smiling right now.” She gives me a wink.

      As we both eat our pancakes, Molly tells me about her teacher, Mrs. Pollard, and gives me the first names of most of her classmates. Finally, Joyce comes out with a lunch sack.

      “It’s time to get you to your mom,” she says. “You have school.”

      Molly nods. Before she gets down, she turns to me. “Mommy said she likes you.”

      I smile. “I heard her.”

      “Do you like her?”

      My heart beats in double time. “I do, very much.”

      “Why didn’t you come here sooner? If you like someone, you want to be with them.”

      “That’s a great question, Molly. I should have been here. I hope you and your mommy will let me make that up to you.”

      “Okay,” she says matter-of-factly. “I’m glad you’re mommy’s and my friend.”

      I look at Joyce. “I can take her back to Kandace, if that’s okay.”

      “Molly, is it okay with you if Dax takes you to your mom?”

      Molly grins and nods. “Yep.”

      When I stand, I pull a twenty from my wallet and lay it on the counter. “Thanks for a great breakfast.”

      “I think it was the company,” Joyce says with a grin.

      Before we’re out of the restaurant, Molly reaches for my hand as she did at the Tastee Freeze. Immediately, I can tell it’s sticky with syrup and simultaneously, I don’t care. As the bell above the door jingles, Justin Sheers walks in.

      “Uncle Justin,” Molly says, letting go of my hand and running up to him.

      He crouches down and lifting her, gives her a hug.

      As he sets her down, he looks at me. “Richards.”

      “His name isn’t Richards. It’s Dax,” Molly corrects. She reaches again for my hand and adds, “And he’s my dad.”

      I swear on all things holy, my heart melts right there in the middle of the diner.

      Sheers smiles at Molly. “And I’m your uncle. Don’t you need to get to school?”

      “Yep.” Molly tugs my hand, and we make our way down Main Street to Quintessential Treasures. “Joyce usually uses the back door. This front one is locked until the store opens.”

      I knock on the door again.

      “Do you like this store?” I ask as we wait.

      “Yes.” She looks up at me. “Mommy is going to make a house upstairs for me and her. I’ll have a playroom and a bedroom.”

      The door opens and Kandace grins at both of us. “I smell syrup.”

      “Yes, there was a lot of syrup,” I say.

      She ushers us both inside and relocks the door. “Well, Miss Molly, let’s get your hands washed and teeth brushed.” Kandace looks at the bag in my hand. “Did Joyce send lunch?”

      “It’s better than the school’s,” Molly says. “Their pizza is gross. And the apples have worms.”

      “They do not have worms,” Kandace says.

      “That’s what Tim said. And I tasted the pizza. It is gross.”

      “It’s hard to argue with that,” Kandace says as she takes Molly to the back of the store.

      This is the first time I’ve been in the storefront in years. Walking around the room, I notice the products. Not only the items themselves, but the way they’re displayed. It is new and inventive while still having the retro feel of nostalgia.

      “Dax,” Kandace says from the doorway. “The store doesn’t open until nine. I’ll be back in ten minutes.”

      “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      “Help?” Her blue eyes shimmer. “I thought you were working.” She lifts her chin to the back room. “The totes and boxes you brought over are in the way. And I won’t need that merchandise for a few months. For now, I can store them upstairs. Do you know anyone who could carry them for me?”

      “You’re really going to make me work?” I joke.

      “Damn right. I recently found out my offer on this store has been accepted. My to-do list is a mile long.”

      Molly tugs on Kandace’s hand. “You said a bad word.”

      “Oops. You’re right.”

      With a sexy grin, Kandace turns, giving me the pleasure of watching her round ass in her blue jeans do a little sway. The back door closes and I go to the bathroom to wash the syrup from my hands. Above the sink is an old medicine cabinet. Opening it, I see two toothbrushes and other personal items.

      How many hours a day does Kandace spend here, I wonder.

      Back to the piles of tubs and boxes, I lift the first tub. It’s been years, but I remember where the door is to the upstairs. Opening the door and turning on the light, I look at the dust-covered staircase and begin my ascent. Once at the top, I set the tub down and take in the space.

      Kandace wants to make this a home?

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kandace

      

      

      It’s Tuesday afternoon and the store is slow. I’ve taken advantage of having someone to carry and move things. Together, Dax and I have moved shelves and cleaned. I also asked him to put together some shelving I’d had at my folks’. The back room is more crowded, but most of the extra inventory is now available whenever I need it.

      Dax looks as handsome as ever as he leans against the doorjamb between the back room and the office with his arms crossed over his chest. His long legs are clad in blue jeans, and he’s wearing the blue t-shirt he’d worn at the softball game.

      “I like your hair longer,” I say.

      He runs his long fingers through it. “I don’t know. It was something different. Are you still planning to take Quintessential Treasures online?”

      “I am.”

      “You’re going to need more room for merchandise.”

      Sighing, I lean back in the office chair. “I’m going to need more than that. I’ll need room for shipping—boxing and mailing.”

      “You can’t do this alone.”

      “I was waiting for you to sign the store over to me. Mr. Murphy said until you did, I was basically just an employee.”

      His golden eyes narrow. “You’re not just anything.”

      “You know what I mean. I couldn’t authorize hiring or big expenditures.”

      “Maybe you could put the shipping center and more storage upstairs.”

      His suggestion reminds me of my plans for upstairs. I jump up from my chair. “Let me show you.” Hurrying to the front door, I lock it and put out the sign that says I’ll be back in ten minutes. My circulation races as I open the door to the upstairs. Dax has seen this space, but I haven’t told him what I have planned.

      Looking over my shoulder, I smile. “Come on, keep up.”

      “I’ll keep up.”

      I giggle as he chases me up the stairs. Once I’m to the top, I spin around, unsure where to go. Dax is a step behind me. When he catches me, his arms wrap around my waist, and he spins us around.

      When is the last time I giggled?

      For a second, we’re young and carefree again.

      My hands go to his solid chest, and I feel the beat of his heart.

      “Dax.”

      I lick my lips as my mouth goes dry. I’m caught in his strong arms as he stares down at me.

      “Remember the text you sent me?”

      I shake my head. Nothing is coming to mind except him.

      “Telling me you were thinking about kissing me.”

      I feel the heat rise in my skin. “I think you sent that to yourself.”

      Dax pulls me closer, bringing my hips to his. “I’m thinking about it, Kandace. I’ve been thinking about it since I saw you at the softball game.”

      “I’m scared,” I tell him honestly.

      “Me too.”

      I’m looking at his lips, trying to remember the way they felt on mine. Slowly, we move toward one another until it happens, and our lips meet. Strong and firm. Possessive yet gentle. He tastes like desire, the way I remember but even better.

      Pushing up on my tiptoes, I take what I thought I’d never again have.

      Dax’s hand moves up to my hair as his tongue teases mine.

      I feel his kiss everywhere. It’s only our lips, but my body is sparking to life. Synapse after synapse is firing as electrical current flows from him to me. It’s been so long since I’ve been kissed, really kissed. It’s been equally as long since I’ve been with the only man who’s ever touched me this way. My knees go weak as he holds me against him.

      When we finally pull away, I feel my cheeks warm.

      His smile quirks. “I’m sure glad you sent me that text.”

      I reach for his hand and talk about why I brought him up here. “I want to tell you what I want to do on this floor and the one above.”

      “Molly told me you want to make this your home.”

      “I do,” I say excitedly. “Dad’s been talking with Lynell, and Mick’s been working with me on ideas. Nothing is official, but try to picture this...” I begin describing the layout as I had to my mother. With each passing day, it feels as if my dreams may actually come true. “And then I’ll be home with Molly while being able to work at the same time.”

      “It will be expensive.”

      “I have savings.”

      “I can help.”

      “No. I need to do this myself.”

      Dax goes to the large windows in the front of the room and looks down on Main Street. “I can help,” he finally says as he turns toward me. “If not money, I can physically help. On weekends when I’m here.”

      “Did you buy Ruth’s house?” I hadn’t brought up the subject since he mentioned it the other night at ice cream.

      He nods. “It is all but done. I’m buying it as is. I don’t want my parents in charge of the remodel if it’s my house.”

      “I miss Ruth’s pictures,” I say.

      “Replacing that ugly paneling in the basement was a good move.”

      “I agree. It sounds like you’ll be busy doing work on your own place.”

      “I’ve talked to Mick too. Since I won’t be here during the week, he said he can send crews in while I’m gone.”

      “You’ll pay Mick to work on your house, but you’ll help me here. Why?”

      Dax walks closer, too close, as he again snakes his arm around my waist. “Because you said you wouldn’t let me pay. And more importantly, if I’m here, I’m with you and Molly. That’s where I want to be, Kandace.”

      “When are you going back to Chicago?”

      “Wednesday.”

      My heart sinks. “Tomorrow.”

      He nods. “I’m meeting with Mr. Murphy tomorrow morning, and I have some pressing work at the firm.”

      “I know you’re an attorney, but what do you do? What kind of law?”

      “Mostly real estate. Large construction. Our firm has some big clients, and it’s all about getting more.” He shakes his head. “It’s not what I imagined.”

      “But you did it,” I say. “I’m glad you did what you set out to do. You made your dream come true.”

      He looks around. “You’re realizing your dream too.”

      I look at the open space and smile. “I am. There was a time I thought it wouldn’t happen, but I never gave up.”

      Dax’s palm gently cups my cheek. “Dreams change.”

      “Please don’t tease me, Dax.”

      “I’m not. I’m confused. I know what I want, and what I want, Kandace, is you and Molly, here.”

      “You used to ask me to go to you.”

      “I remember. You never did.”

      “I visited,” I said, thinking about Indiana University. “I like here better.”

      “And I like you. If that means here, I guess it’s here.”

      I shake my head. “Don’t give up your dream for us.”

      “This is now, the future. There are limitless possibilities.”

      “What does that even mean?”

      “I’m leaving for Chicago on Wednesday after my meeting. I won’t be back next weekend, but I will be here the next. Hopefully by then, I’ll have things worked out.”

      “I’m trusting you.”

      “I won’t let you down again.”

      The sound of the school bus down on the street catches my attention. “Oh, Molly is back. I need to open the front door.”

      Dax follows me down the stairs. As I hurry to the front door, Molly hops down from the bus and runs my direction.

      “Is Dax here?” she asks.

      “Yes. What am I? Chopped liver?”

      Molly’s nose scrunches. “What’s chopped liver?”

      “Something grosser than school pizza,” Dax says as he lowers himself to her level.

      Molly runs toward Dax as she says, “Eww.” Nearly plowing him over, she wraps him in a hug.

      “Your mom has popcorn in the back.”

      Molly looks up at him. “Will you help me with my homework?”

      “You have homework in kindergarten?”

      I chuckle. “Welcome to my life.”

      His sexy grin turns to me. “It’s where I want to be, Kandace.”

      Turning, Dax follows Molly to the back of the store. For a moment, I close my eyes and breathe. I think about our kiss—the one we just shared, the best kiss of my life, and I want to believe. Yet I’m scared that Dax will leave and not return.

      When I walk into the back, I hear Dax telling Molly that he’s coming to our house for dinner.

      “You are?”

      He looks up from the desk and nods.

      “You’ve been here all day and you didn’t mention it.”

      “It was a surprise.”

      “Wait, does Mom know?”

      “I think so,” he says with a grin. “She’s the one who invited me.”

      “She invited you…when?”

      “Last night when she called.”

      I can’t believe my ears. “My mom called you. How did she get your number?”

      “You’ll have to ask her.”

      “Oh, I plan on it.”
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      When Molly and I walk into the house, we are met with the delicious aroma of garlic and my mother standing at the counter chopping fresh vegetables for a large salad. As Mom turns our way, I rest my hand on Molly’s shoulder. “Honey, go take your bookbag up to your room.”

      For a moment, I watch as my daughter heads toward the back stairs. As soon as Molly is too far away to hear, I walk toward my mother—the woman with the smirk and twinkle in her eyes. “Why?” I ask.

      “Why, what?”

      “He’s leaving tomorrow.”

      “That’s what he said. He also said he’d be back.”

      I cross my arms over my breasts and lean against the counter. “He’s said that before.”

      “Well, it took him a while,” Mom says as she hands me a slice of fresh cucumber, “but you have to admit, he’s back.”

      Plopping the cucumber in my mouth, I let my chin drop.

      Laying the large knife on the counter, Mom turns to me and reaches for my shoulders. “Kandace Anne, Dax isn’t a bad person.”

      “I know that. It’s part of the problem.”

      “What are the other parts?”

      Lifting my chin, I look into Mom’s eyes. “He’s…a good person. He’s still as handsome as ever, if not more, and he’s been a big help at Quintessential Treasures these last few days. Did you know that he’s buying Ruth’s house?”

      “He is?”

      I nod. “He’s also still sexy and” —my cheeks heat— “he kisses even better than he did.”

      Mom grins. “It sounds like Ruth’s plan of making the two of you spend a few days together is working.”

      “If her plan is to get my heart broken again, she’s on target. Why invite him to dinner?”

      “He said he asked you out to dinner, and you refused.”

      “I didn’t refuse. I don’t want to leave Molly. She’s not your responsibility—”

      Mom grins. “Now you have both. Dax also said he wanted to talk to me and your dad.”

      My head starts to ache. “Wow, this will be fun.”

      “What’s fun?” Molly asks as she comes from one direction, and the back door opens, and my brother comes in from the other.

      I do my best to glare Justin’s way. “Seriously?”

      As he takes off his cap, I see that his hair is mussed from work and his jeans and shirt are covered in dust and dirt.

      “Seriously what?” he asks. “I live here.”

      “We all live here,” Mom says.

      I turned to her. “Do you know Justin punched Dax?”

      “What?” Molly asks, her eyes big as saucers.

      Inhaling, I shake my head, having momentarily forgotten I had little ears listening. “I’m sorry, sweetie. Can you please go find Grandpa?”

      “Uncle Justin hit Dax?”

      Justin comes forward and laying his hand on Molly’s head, fluffs her hair. The pigtails from this morning are gone. Her hair is now hanging down her back and wavy. “It was a joke,” he says. “We were just playing around.”

      I hold back a laugh as my daughter turns on Justin with her little fists against her sides. “Mrs. Pollard says never to hit.”

      Justin’s gaze meets mine as he grins. “Mrs. Pollard is right.” He lifts his right hand. “I promise not to do it again.”

      Molly nods as if she’s just settled World War III and sets off looking for her grandfather.

      “Unless he deserves it,” Justin adds once Molly’s out of earshot.

      “Well,” Mom says, “let’s all get ready for dinner. Our guest will be here soon.”

      When Justin turns toward the steps without a word, I shake my head. “Justin knew that you invited Dax?”

      Mom nods.

      “Why not tell me?”

      “It was a surprise.”

      That’s what Dax said.

      With the realization that nothing I can say or do will stop this dinner, I ask, “Do you need help with dinner?”

      “Nope. The lasagna is in the oven, bread and oil are ready, and I’m about done with the salad.”

      “I can set the table.”

      “Already done,” she says.

      Looking at the kitchen table, my stomach sinks. “Dining room?” We rarely use the dining room.

      “Dining room.”

      With a shake of my head, I go to find Molly and Dad.

      Molly is sitting with her grandpa watching Jeopardy and trying to guess answers.

      Upstairs, I’m changing from my work clothes and eyeing the dresses in my closet. Shaking my head, I decide on jean capris and a casual shirt. This isn’t a date, I tell myself, when my phone rings. Chloe is on the screen.

      “Hi,” I answer.

      “Two days of togetherness. Give me all the details. Every one of them even if they make me blush.”

      “There weren’t any blushing moments.” My lips curl into a grin. “I mean other than one kiss. But it was only one.”

      This is another time I have to pull the phone away as my best friend screams. Once she’s done, I say, “He’s leaving tomorrow for Chicago.”

      “I’m sorry, Kandi.”

      I shrug as I sit and lie back on my bed. “He has a life there. I know that.”

      “Yeah, but Mick told me that Dax is buying Ruth’s house. That means he’ll be back.”

      “Unless he isn’t.”

      “Stop thinking that way,” Chloe says. “He wants to be here for Molly.”

      I nod. “And I like that. I guess it would have been nice if he wanted to be here for me.”

      “Come on, superwoman, one day at a time.”

      “He’s on his way here. Mom invited him to dinner—in the dining room.”

      “Oh,” she says with a singsong to her voice. “Dining room.”

      Chloe makes me chuckle.

      “I want details after he’s gone,” she says.

      “For starters, Justin is here.”

      “Mick said he punched—”

      “I know,” I interrupt. “Justin promised Molly no more hitting.”

      “Glad she’s in charge.”

      “Always.”

      My phone pings. Pulling it away from my ear, I see I have a text message from Dax. Pushing the icon, I see the message.

      

      “Almost there. Can you assure me that your brother doesn’t have firearms available?”

      

      I snicker. “I need to go. I’ll keep you up to date.”

      “Have fun.”

      “Oh, so fun.”

      I text back to Dax.

      

      “Molly made him promise to be on his best behavior.”

      

      My phone pings.

      

      “Saved by our daughter.”

      

      I stare at the message. Our daughter. Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath. Once I stand, I peel off the capris and reach for a light blue sundress. When I reach the bottom of the stairs, Molly and Dad turn my direction.

      My dad’s eyes light up as he smiles. “You’re beautiful, angel.”

      “You look real pretty, Mommy.”

      Shrugging, I smile as beyond the windows, I see Dax’s car driving up our lane.
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      I have been more nervous since returning to Riverbend than I have been in years. Officially meeting Molly at the Tastee Freeze was nerve-racking. Coming face-to-face with Kandace’s parents, who have spent the last five years helping raise my daughter, is right up there on the nerves scale.

      As I pull into the driveway near the garages, I look over at the Sheers home. Seeing the big farmhouse, wraparound porch, and beyond, the green lawns and fields ready for harvest, I recall the view from my Chicago apartment. I pay a lot of money to see above rooftops and out onto Lake Michigan. And still, that isn’t a place I want to raise my daughter.

      I see the beauty of the life Kandace has always loved.

      Maybe part of Kandace’s affection is for the people I’m about to face. The Sheerses have made this a home, a place where given roots, you realize that flight isn’t the number-one goal. Taking a deep breath, I reach for the bouquet of flowers I purchased from the florist in town.

      It’s probably silly, but after the day at Quintessential Treasures, I went back to the house, showered, and changed into khaki pants and a button-down shirt. I drove to Washington last night to purchase some clothes to leave at the house. These items are hardly Tom Ford, but they’re clean.

      My parents decided Grandma’s old appliances were out of date. The kitchen has all been updated, but not the laundry. Purchasing a new washer and dryer is on my to-do list.

      Walking up the steps to the porch, I’m met with the delicious aroma of a homecooked meal. Before I reach the door, Kandace is there on the other side of the screen door. A smile comes to life as I see that she also changed her clothes. The light blue dress makes her eyes glow, and her hair is down in waves over her back.

      “Hi,” she says with a grin as she opens the door.

      I hesitate as I long to kiss her cheek. As she takes a step back, I simply enter. “Hi.”

      “For me?” she asks, looking down at the flowers.

      “Um, no,” I stammer.

      “They’re not?”

      Mrs. Sheers turns our way and smiles. “Dax, we’re happy you could make it.”

      I offer her the flowers. “These are for you, Mrs. Sheers.”

      She waves at me. “Thank you. They’re lovely, and call me Bridget.”

      That was the name I called her years ago, but until she says it, I’m not sure where I stand.

      “Dax.”

      As Bridget takes the flowers, I turn to the deep voice and step forward, offering my hand. “Mr. Sheers.”

      “Name’s Randy, you know that.”

      Nodding, I see Molly coming down the stairs in the front room, calling my name.

      Soon, I have her lifted in my arms.

      “You came. You really came.” Her smile is from ear to ear.

      “I did.” My gaze catches Kandace’s, who is grinning our direction.

      After I put Molly back on her feet, she asks, “Do you want to see my room?”

      Again, I look to Kandace.

      “Is it clean?” she asks.

      “He’s my dad. It doesn’t have to be clean. You see it messy.”

      We all smile.

      “I’d love to see your room.”

      With that, Molly reaches for my hand and leads me through the living room and up the staircase. It’s been a long time since I was in this house, but if memory serves me, Molly’s room used to be Kandace’s.

      “Wow,” I say as I walk in. The walls are bright yellow with colorful pictures. I look at one painting that is a swirl of colors. “This is amazing art. Who painted it?”

      Molly beams as she stands straight. “I did.”

      “You did? You didn’t tell me that you’re an artist.”

      Her little shoulders shrug as she grins.

      Molly’s bed is filled with stuffed animals, so much so, I wonder how she can even sleep in it. Along the walls are bookcases with lots of books, and in one corner is a plastic kitchen and a workbench. “You have a kitchen.”

      Molly’s lips come together before she says, “I like the workbench better. It’s like Granddad’s, only smaller.”

      That makes me grin and I remember her saying she wasn’t going to cook when she got older.

      When I turn, I see Kandace leaning against the doorjamb.

      “Do your stuffed animals have names?” I ask as I take a step back toward Kandace and whisper, “Can I see your room?”

      Pink fills her cheeks as her lips curl upward.

      “Maybe I should send you a text about it?” When she doesn’t answer, I add, “If you have your phone handy, I’ll be happy to help you out.”

      I look down at Molly; she’s standing at our legs, holding two big stuffed animals.

      “Oh,” I say, “I know that one. He’s Baby Yoda.”

      She nods. “And this is Bluey. He’s a dog.”

      “A blue dog.”

      I make a mental note to do some research on children’s current popular culture.

      As Molly walks her stuffed friends back to her bed, I reach for Kandace’s hand. “I’m in awe. You’ve done so much for so long.”

      “Dreams change,” she says softly, lifting her chin toward Molly. “She’s my dream. I’m happy about the store, but her being happy and loved is the most important goal.”

      Unable to stop myself, I lean closer until our lips touch. It’s not the passion of the kiss above the store, but that doesn’t make it less meaningful. “I wanted to do that at the door.”

      “You two just kissed,” Molly says with her nose scrunched. “Eww.”

      Kandace and I smile.

      “Chopped liver is eww,” I say. “Your mom’s kisses aren’t.”

      “I don’t ever want chopped liver,” Molly declares. “Come on, dinner’s ready and Grandma made lasagna.” She pronounces lasagna with an extra syllable, but I get the idea. As Molly runs ahead and down the stairs, Kandace and I linger at the doorway.

      “Please don’t hurt her,” Kandace says, stress showing in her expression.

      It’s as if there’s a knife in my chest. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

      “I get that. But now that she knows…”

      My hand goes to Kandace’s cheek as I stare into her blue gaze. “Now that I know, things are different.”

      “You don’t owe me anything. I get you didn’t want to come back for me. She really likes you. Please don’t let her down.”

      Her words catch me off guard. “I never said I didn’t want to come back here for you.”

      “But you didn’t. Actions speak louder than words.”

      I want to argue, to tell Kandace that this isn’t all about Molly, but before I can, another door opens, and Justin enters the hallway. Despite Kandace’s claim that Molly calmed the rough waters, I stand tall. We’re close to the same height, but after working two days baling hay, I know where the strength in his punch comes from.

      Justin’s gaze goes to where Kandace’s hand is in mine and back to us. “Time to eat.”

      Once he’s past, I let out my breath.

      Kandace grins. “Molly has your back.”

      In only a few minutes, we’re all seated around the dining room table. With Randy at one end and Justin at the other, Bridget and Molly are seated across from Kandace and me. I try to remember the last time I sat at a dinner with my parents that wasn’t in a restaurant.

      “Dive in,” Bridget announces.

      To say the lasagna is good would be an understatement. “This is delicious.”

      Despite offering myself as a sacrificial lamb for the evening, the conversation stays benign as we discuss the delicious food, fresh vegetables, harvest season, and the Cardinals’ chances at a pennant. Molly chimes in on topics I never thought a five-year-old would understand. Then again, she’s lived her life with these adults and adult conversations.

      Throughout the meal, I find myself obsessed with the beautiful woman at my side. There is an ease and realness about Kandace that is addicting. Her smile and laugh had me googly-eyed as a teenager, and each minute I spend with her, I realize that feeling isn’t gone.

      “I made peach pie for dessert,” Bridget announces.

      I’m not sure I can eat more, but I won’t turn down homemade peach pie. The last one I had was made by Grandma Ruth.

      “I can help,” Kandace says as she stands, picking up plates and leaving Randy, Justin, Molly, and me alone in the dining room.

      Justin sits back and crosses his arms over his chest. “Tell us about Chicago.”

      Molly’s eyes are on me. “Do you see the dinosaurs?”

      “The dinosaurs?” It hits me. “The museum. Have you been there?”

      She nods quickly.

      I’m transfixed by the way her hair looks down, so much like her mother’s.

      Molly is talking a mile a minute. “…and we went to the lake. Its name is Michigan, but it’s in Illinois.”

      I scoff. “Only parts of Lake Michigan are in Illinois.”

      “Is it someplace else too?”

      “Maybe you and I,” Randy says, “can look at a map later and figure this out.”

      “Okay. I’m going to go tell Mom.” She gets down from her chair and goes toward the kitchen.

      Watching her disappear through the archway, I say, “I’m blown away at how much she knows and wants to learn.”

      “Yeah, she’s five,” Justin says.

      My smile disappears. “I wish I’d known.”

      “You know now,” Randy says.

      Dessert and coffee stay friendly. When Kandace announces that it’s time for Molly to get ready for bed, I’m torn between one of the reasons I came here tonight and offering to help. My first choice is the latter. “Do you need help?”

      Kandace shakes her head. “Not yet. Molly, tell Dax good night. Remember, he’s going to Chicago for a while.”

      “But you’re coming back?”

      “I am.”

      “Good night,” she says as she waves her fingers.

      Taking a deep breath, I look at Mr. Sheers. “Randy, could you and I take a walk?”

      He nods as his gaze meets Bridget’s.

      “I can join you,” Justin volunteers.

      “No,” his mother interjects. “You’re on dishes duty with me.”

      The sky is a kaleidoscope of colors as the sun settles toward the horizon, and Randy and I step out to the porch. He stuffs his hands deep into his jeans pockets as he rocks back on his heels. “I don’t expect you’re wanting a tour of the barns.”

      “I wouldn’t mind a tour.”

      Walking down the steps, I walk beside him. It’s not until we near the first pole barn that I get the courage to speak. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here for Kandace and Molly.”

      “Water under the bridge.”

      “I want you to know Kandace is the only woman I’ve ever loved.” I could go into details on how my personal life has been basically nonexistent since joining the law firm, but instead, I keep talking about her and the beautiful girl I just met and love. “I made a choice to concentrate on my career, and now I know it was wrong.”

      “You’re saying you love her.”

      “I am. I think I forgot or became distracted, but seeing her, talking to her, working with her at the store, I feel like I did as a kid. Kandace is real. This town is real. It’s not like this in Chicago. I want it all back, all that I walked away from.”

      “Have you told Kandace?”

      “Yes and no. She’s leery. I see it. She’s afraid that I’ll leave and not come back.”

      “Will you?”

      “No, sir. I know Kandace isn’t ready for this, but I’d like to know I have your blessing. One day, I want to ask her to marry me.”

      Randy stops walking and turns toward me. “Don’t marry her because of Molly. That’s not a real marriage. And Molly shouldn’t be glue.”

      I can’t stop my smile. “She isn’t glue. Molly is the cherry on top. I’ll do my best to be her father no matter what happens between Kandace and me. But, sir, without a doubt, it’s your daughter I love.”

      Randy nods. “Good answer.”

      “Your blessing?” I ask.

      “All Bridget and I want is our children and grandchildren happy. If that’s your mission, then yes, you have our blessing.”

      “Thank you.”
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      When I finally go downstairs, I hope Dax is still here. I also wouldn’t blame him if he left. Getting Molly to sleep took a little longer than usual. She had so many questions about Dax. Each time I said he’d come back to Riverbend, I also said a silent prayer that I wasn’t misleading her.

      With my hands in the pockets of my dress, I go down the stairs. The breeze through the open windows cools my skin. The living room is empty, and the television is off despite knowing the Cardinals are playing right now. The dining room is clean, and the kitchen is quiet. I’m about to give up when I hear voices coming from out on the porch.

      My heart sinks a bit, thinking Dax left without saying goodbye.

      When I open the door, I’m relieved to see Dax’s golden stare and smile. Those simple qualities shouldn’t affect me the way they do, but I can’t deny they do. My mind is wary, but my body remembers what it’s like to be loved by this man.

      “You’re still here,” I say, looking from him to my parents. I don’t know where Justin has gone, but the three sitting here seem to be doing well.

      Dax stands. “I wouldn’t leave without saying goodbye.”

      I lean against the side of the house. “Then I guess this is goodbye.”

      He offers me his hand. “How about a walk?”

      “Yeah, that didn’t exactly work out last time.”

      Dax’s smile quirks. “I’d say it worked out exceptionally well.”

      “We’ll listen for Molly,” Mom says. “Don’t worry.”

      I’m not worried about our daughter. I know she’s asleep. “A marching band could parade through her room, and I don’t think she’d wake.” Finally, I look at Dax and removing my hand from my pocket, I take his.

      Together we walk down the steps. The sky above us is dark and filled with stars. The farther away we get from the house and barns, the brighter the stars become. Low on the horizon is a large moon, shining its blue hue over the fields.

      “I can feel it,” Dax finally says.

      “What?”

      “You’re closing yourself off. Today, upstairs in the store, you were laughing and—”

      “Kissing,” I say.

      “But now you’re different.”

      He’s right. I feel it too. My heart is beating too fast, and my skin is clammy. The delicious dinner is churning in my stomach. And prior to coming downstairs, I considered the urge to vomit.

      But other than that...I’m fine.

      I look out at the world around us.

      The soft autumn breeze rustles the leaves as night sounds chirp around us. The path we take leads us to the edge of a soybean field. I look up at the sky before I turn my gaze on him. “I’m so scared.”

      Dax’s arms go around me, pulling me against him. Instead of kissing him, I lay my head against his chest and close my eyes. His heartbeat is steady and fast. I want to stay here forever, in the warmth and safety of his embrace.

      “I love you, Kandace.”

      My head pops up, looking at his expression. “Don’t say things you don’t mean.”

      “I mean it.” His body tenses. “I fucking do. I have since we were kids, and I’m an idiot for not doing something about it before now.” He reaches for my cheeks. “Molly is amazing. I want to be her dad in all senses of the word. But you, Kandace Sheers, you rock my world, and you always have. You are gorgeous and kind. You’re stubborn and loving. You’re true to your soul, a great friend, a fantastic mom, daughter, sister, and a hard worker. I. Love. You.”

      I hold back the tears.

      He goes on, “I don’t know if this is some plan hatched by my grandma, but whatever it is, I don’t want to lose you. I want another chance.”

      Sniffling, I confess, “I’ve loved you for as long as I can remember. I never stopped.”

      With his hands still on my cheeks, Dax pulls me to him until he claims my lips. Our kiss goes on as if we’ve been on a hunger strike. Despite the meal we’ve just eaten, we’re ravenous for one another. Our tongues twist and slide over one another as Dax’s touch lowers to my arms and back.

      I’m lost in the sensation of his body against mine as Dax awakens parts of me that have been hibernating for years. There’s energy in our connection, a spark that could threaten the nearby wooded acres.

      The longer we kiss, the more his hardness beneath his pants pushes against me. My nipples draw tight and my core twists. For the first time in years, desire swells within me, reminding me of what I’ve been without. Such as a dry field in need of rain, my body wants to be his, to have Dax make me feel the way only he has.

      Finally, I take a step back and let my mind win. “The last time I had sex,” I say, “was when we conceived Molly. I’m not ready for that, not yet.”

      His brow furrows. “There’s been no one else?”

      “Never. It isn’t like I was waiting for you to come back, Dax. A single mom living with her parents isn’t exactly a great catch.”

      His smile shimmers in the moonlight. “I think you’re an amazing catch.”

      “Well, I’ve been busy.” Taking a breath, I blurt out my next sentence. “You don’t need to tell me anything about the last six years. It’s none of my business. But if you’re married or committed to someone, I guess I should know that.”

      He reaches for my hand, intertwines our fingers, and lifts mine to his lips. “I can’t say there’s been no one else.”

      “I don’t need to hear this.”

      His forehead tips down to mine. “I can say that no one was you.”

      “Right. You haven’t thought about me until you saw my name on Ruth’s will.”

      “That’s not true. Since Grandma didn’t talk about you, I figured I’d missed my chance. I assumed that you were happily married and living your dream in Riverbend.”

      “The thing is,” I say, looking into his golden gaze, “my dream had you in it, my quintessential one.”

      “Let’s make that dream come true.”

      I take a deep breath.

      “I’m committed to someone,” he says. Before I can respond, he adds, “You, Kandace. I’m committed to you if you’ll have me.”

      For a long time, we stand near the soybean field simply holding one another. It isn’t a night of passion. Maybe instead, it’s a night of healing. We talk about Molly, and Dax asks a million questions. Finally, we sit on the grass, and I tell him stories about our daughter. It feels right for him to know these things. As he laughs with me about her antics and grows concerned when I mention her ear infections, I want to share more.

      A look at my watch tells me it’s after midnight.

      Standing, I brush the grass from my dress. “I need to get to bed. Tomorrow is already here.”

      Together, we walk to Dax’s car. It’s slick and black with an expensive logo on the front grill. “Not a good car for baling,” I say.

      “Maybe a truck is in my future.”

      “Don’t change for me, Molly, or Riverbend.”

      “I’ll do whatever I need to do to earn your love, Kandace.”

      “You have it. Please don’t break me again.”

      He pulls me to him and takes my lips. When we pull apart, Dax grins. “I’ll be back.”

      It’s the last thing we say before he gets into his car and drives away.

      Every cell within me wants to believe him, yet I’m frightened.

      I’m so frightened.

      Telling me he’d return was the last thing he said six years ago.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kandace

      

      

      “I can finally start paying you,” I say to Chloe as we ready for another busy Saturday at Quintessential Treasures.

      “Is it official?”

      “Mr. Murphy called me over to his office, and I signed on the dotted line. He said Dax didn’t want me to pay, but by the stipulations Ruth made…yada yada. It doesn’t matter. I wanted to pay. I had the money ready.” My smile grows. Lifting my arms, I spin around. “As of yesterday, Quintessential Treasures is officially mine.”

      Chloe cheers. “Don’t even think of firing me. I can’t imagine sleeping in on Saturdays or not working my butt off.”

      “I know. Isn’t it the best?”

      She peers out the large windows where customers are beginning to congregate. “These festival weekends are crazy. Before we get all bogged down, tell me how often you’ve spoken with Dax since he left.”

      My face fills with a grin. “Every night. He calls after nine, so he knows Molly is asleep and I have time to talk.”

      “How’s it going in Chicago?”

      “I really don’t know,” I say as I arrange a new line of lotions made by a woman in Riverbend. “He says he’s busy, but he doesn’t elaborate. Mostly, he asks about me and Molly, and we talk about things here.”

      “You two are meant to be. You know that.”

      “I know Dax has always been the man I love even when he was a boy. Molly asks about him every day. I don’t think I could bear if she’s heartbroken.”

      Chloe crosses her arms over her breasts, covering the Quintessential Treasures monogram. “Dax has already contracted Mick for work on the house. That good-looking man is jumping in with both feet.”

      The buzzer on my phone goes off and with a deep breath, I turn the sign and unlock the front door. As the hours pass, we are even busier than we were the week before. By the time we close the store at a little after five, I’m exhausted. The problem is that my dad set up a meeting with Lynell Jacobs to look at the upstairs.

      “Do you want to grab a bite to eat?” Chloe asks. “Mick is helping out at the Gordon farm today, and they always put on a huge spread for the workers.”

      “You mean you don’t want to go eat with a bunch of men who have been lifting bales of hay all day?”

      Her nose wrinkles. “I don’t even want to be with one of those men until he showers. Twice.”

      “We could go to the diner. Dad and Lynell Jacobs are supposed to be here at six.”

      “Yeah,” Chloe says, “Mick said you were going to use both of them.”

      “I’ll take anyone and everyone.”

      “Do you need to do any closing before we go, add receipts…?”

      I shake my head. “All of this with the store and Dax has me wiped out. I’ll come tomorrow with Molly and get caught up. After all, I’m now the boss.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      After locking the store, Chloe and I walk two doors down to the diner and find an open booth.

      “I could eat a giant burger,” I say, looking at the menu.

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were pregnant again.”

      My lips come together as I shake my head. “Nope. There’s a prerequisite to that, and we haven’t done that.”

      “What can I get you ladies,” Cheryl asks.

      My stomach growls as I sip on an iced tea waiting for our meal. “I didn’t realize how hungry I was.”

      “The sales were amazing today,” Chloe says. “That one woman, the one with the dog?”

      “I mean, who brings a dog shopping?” I shake my head. “It was cute, but I was afraid it would wet on something. I’m going to need a no-dogs sign.”

      Chloe laughs. “It was cute. And she bought over three hundred dollars’ worth of merchandise. As I rang her up, I told her that Quintessential Treasures is going online. She said that she’s excited to tell her friends.”

      “Dax is right,” I say as our food arrives. “Thank you.”

      “What is Dax right about?” Chloe asks.

      “I need to invest in more inventory before going online. If I can’t fulfill orders in a timely manner, I’ll lose customers.”

      “Maybe I can help you tomorrow. We can figure out which items sell best and when you start online, have a limited selection. That way you don’t have to stock up on everything.”

      “I still need more room.” After a bite of my burger, I add, “You don’t want to be with Mick tomorrow?”

      “The Gordon farm takes five times the workers and at least two weekends.”

      “Dax could help next weekend.” I grin at volunteering him. His hands should be better by then.

      “Maybe you can store things at his house,” Chloe suggests.

      “Upstairs makes the most sense.”

      Chloe sighs as she lowers her BLT to the plate. “Kandi, that’s your dream, your home for you and Molly.”

      “I know, but I’ve been thinking about it. Maybe it should be more space for the store. I mean, living at my parents’ house isn’t awful, and like now, Molly’s with Mom and Dad.” I look down at my plate of French fries. “It will be less expensive, and I can spend money on the inventory.”

      “Can you do both?”

      I shrug. “I guess I’ll see what Lynell says after he looks at the space.”

      “How much money do you think Dax makes?”

      “I have no idea, and I don’t care.”

      “I get that, but if he’s willing to help…”

      I shake my head. “Nope. Not interested.” Remembering something Dax said, I grin.

      “Spill. I love you smiling more. Fill me in.”

      “Dax said I’m stubborn.”

      “Yeah, and what?”

      My eyes open wide. “Chloe, are you agreeing?”

      “Again, yeah.” She leans forward. “I mean, do you not know you’re stubborn?”

      “I’m not stubborn. I’m set in my convictions.”

      “Yeah, okay. That means stubborn.”

      By five before six, Chloe says goodbye behind Quintessential Treasures as my dad’s truck comes toward me, followed by a white truck. Unlocking the back door, I wait as Dad and Lynell shake hands and come my way.

      “Mr. Jacobs,” I say. “Thank you for coming on a Saturday.”

      “Your dad offered me a beer at Bob’s after this.”

      I grin at my dad. “Yeah, he’s a big drinker.”

      “You don’t have to drink to enjoy Bob’s,” Dad says.

      “Well,” Lynell says to me, “I hear congratulations are in order. You are now the owner of this fine establishment.”

      “I am. And while Mr. Murphy has been schooling me on taxes and monthly filings, I’m ready to get some things moving.”

      “That’s why I’m here.”

      I lead both men into the back of the store. “As you can see” —I point at the shelving Dax built— “it’s pretty crowded down here.”

      Into the store and up the stairs, I bring everyone to a stop in the large room. The heat of the day makes the space stuffy, more so than usual.

      “Tell me what you’re thinking,” Lynell says.

      “Mick was here a few weeks ago. He had some concerns with the plumbing and wiring.” I grin. “He says the bones are good.”

      “Need to start somewhere.”

      Exhaling, I look out at the space. “What I’ve wanted is to make this and the third floor into an apartment for me and Molly. There’s plenty of space. But now I’m wondering if it would be better used as part of Quintessential Treasures. Not for customers. That staircase is a lawsuit waiting to happen. I want to take the store online, and I’m going to need a lot more space for inventory and shipping.”

      “How about you tell me both plans,” he says. “I’ll draft up two blueprints and cost estimates. I know you might be able to get some supplies less expensively from Mick, and I’m all for that. My costs will simply give you a ballpark figure. One for each plan.”

      I nod. “Okay. I like that.”

      “Hey, Kandace,” my dad says, “I’m going downstairs for a bottle of water. Lynell?”

      “Nah, I’m good. Holding out for that beer.”

      The time with Lynell takes longer than I imagined. He pulls out a tape measure and draws chalk lines on the floor and takes scrupulous notes. He asks me about things I hadn’t considered. Old buildings aren’t wired to today’s standards. So, if I’m having the building rewired, I might as well do it right. We talk lights and outlets. Flooring and window upgrades. By nearly eight o’clock, I’m worn out and pretty sure that I’ve bitten off more than I can chew.

      “Thank you,” I tell Lynell once we’re back downstairs.

      “Don’t let the numbers scare you, Kandace. We can work in phases.”

      “I think I’m already scared.”

      He grins as his bushy white eyebrows rise and his face fills with tiny wrinkles. He looks at Dad who has been downstairs in the office. “Randy, I’ll take a raincheck on that beer. It’s getting late, and I don’t want Bridget mad at me.”

      “Sounds good,” Dad says.

      After Lynell is gone, Dad asks, “What do you think?”

      “I think I greatly underestimated the expense.”

      “We can help. You can always apply for a loan if you want.”

      “I want to see how well the online sales do and go from there. Chloe is going to meet me here tomorrow, and we’re going to figure out what merchandise will sell best.”

      Dad nods.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, noticing that his color seems off.

      “Just tired. Justin has been working this old man.”

      “I thought you were the boss,” I say with a grin.

      “I keep telling him that.” Dad wraps his arm around my shoulder. “Let’s go home.” He kisses the top of my head. “If this apartment thing takes time, it’s okay. You and Molly always have a place to call home.”

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      Back at home, Molly is already asleep when I arrive. That doesn’t stop me from going into her room and kissing her hair. She mumbles and wiggles, but her eyes never flutter.

      “A marching band,” I say with a smirk.

      It’s after my shower and I’m in my room when my phone rings. Dax is on the screen.

      “I’m liking these nightly calls,” I say in lieu of a greeting.

      “Me too. How did your meeting with Lynell go?”

      “We talked about two options…”

      We’re an hour into the call when I hear my mother’s voice. The small hairs on my neck stand to attention. “Dax, I need to go. Mom’s yelling. Something is wrong.”

      “Call me, Kandace. Let me know what’s happening.”

      I nod as I hang up.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kandace

      

      

      I’m having trouble fathoming the last seven hours as I sit beside my mother and brother in the hospital waiting room. It’s a blur, and yet as I sip my stale coffee, I’m numb. Beyond the windows the sun is rising, bringing color to the sky. Justin has been drifting off to sleep for a few minutes and waking back up with a start. Each time, he asks the same question. Mom is quiet, too quiet, as her bloodshot eyes continually fill with tears. It’s possible I’ve also slept, but it doesn’t feel like it.

      Dad suffered another heart attack—that’s his preliminary diagnosis. The ambulance rushed him to Washington, a bigger town than Riverbend. I’m full of wishes. I wish we knew he wasn’t feeling well and had time to get him to Bloomington or down to Evansville. The doctors said that wasn’t possible.

      Our time was up.

      No time for a transfer.

      The last person who came to talk to us told us that Dad needed three bypasses, and he was being prepped for surgery. While Mom was allowed to go back and see him, Justin and I stayed here in the waiting room. It has been over four hours since that visit, and we haven’t heard a thing.

      It’s as if my nerves are about to stretch to the point of snapping.

      The buzz of people in the waiting room and hallways is getting louder as morning brings the hospital to life. We silently watch as people get in and out of the elevators and walk from here to there. I can’t help but wonder what their stories are and if they’re hopeful or not.

      I want to be hopeful.

      Last night, I called Chloe. She was as wonderful as ever, coming to our house so that Molly could stay asleep. Since today is Sunday, Chloe doesn’t have patients.

      As I sit here, I’m wondering if she’s awake and if Chloe has spoken to Molly. Being that it’s not even six in the morning, I’m afraid to call and wake them. It was after midnight when Chloe arrived. I also called Dax. We didn’t talk long. I am too emotional and feel too uninformed to tell him much of anything.

      There’s a part of me that’s happy I have him to call—to talk with. Right now, it’s the part of me that I’m trying to hold onto. If Dax and I can come back together, miracles are possible, and Dad will be okay.

      Justin taps my arm. “You want to go with me to the cafeteria? We could get Mom something to eat.”

      Mom looks up at us.

      “I can stay with Mom,” I offer.

      Mom shakes her head. “I’m okay. I’d like a yogurt if there’s any.”

      “And coffee?” Justin asks.

      “Only if it’s better than what they have up here on this floor.”

      Going to Mom, I crouch down. “Are you sure? Justin can get everything. I hate to leave you alone.”

      Mom nods. “Walk around. You have your phones. I can call.”

      When I look at my brother, he nods.

      It feels good to walk, to be out of the uncomfortable chairs. I lean my head against Justin’s shoulder once we’re inside the elevator and close my eyes.

      “Have you gotten any sleep?” he asks.

      “I don’t think so.” I shake my head. “It’s all a blur.”

      The doors open and more people enter.

      As we’re walking the hallways, the same ones we did six years ago when Dad had his first heart attack, I scrunch my nose and say, “Why do hospitals smell?”

      “Because no one wants to be here.”

      The cafeteria is filling with people as workers place items in the different bins and the grill is firing up with eggs and bacon.

      “Are you hungry?” he asks.

      “No. You?”

      He shakes his head. “Just some decent coffee.”

      “Me too. I’ll get Mom’s yogurt.”

      It’s as I’m reaching into the ice and choosing a flavor that someone comes up behind me. I’m a bit put off by the proximity, ready to call for Justin, when I turn and am met with the most handsome golden stare. I can’t believe my eyes.

      Is he a hallucination?

      “Dax?”

      My head shakes as I forget about the yogurt and lift my arms to his shoulders. He wraps me in his embrace, and for a moment, I’m safe. When I look up, there are new tears in my eyes. “How did you get here? How did you know where we were?”

      “How are you?”

      “Surprised to see you.”

      His eyes are tired, yet he forces a smile. “Remember me saying that I’ve been recalling a few things?”

      “Yes.”

      “I remember when you told me about your dad, years ago. I asked why you didn’t tell me.”

      A grin lifts my cheeks. “I asked you what you would have done.”

      “Here I am, Kandace. I’m here to hold your hand or whatever you need.”

      My eyes close as I lean against his broad chest and inhale his scent. It’s bodywash and deodorant and worry that emanates from within. Compared to the scent of the hospital, it’s heavenly.

      “Dad—” I begin.

      “I went to the waiting room first and talked to your mom. She said that he’s still in surgery.”

      I nod as more tears clog my throat, making me gasp for air. “We just don’t know.”

      Dax looks down at my tray. At the same time, Justin joins us.

      My brother looks at Dax. With his lips in a straight line, Justin nods. “Thanks for coming.”

      “There’s no place else for me to be.”

      “Do you want to eat?” I ask Dax.

      “I’ll join you drinking coffee. There was late-night construction on 65. I’ve been driving for a while.”

      “Did you sleep?”

      He shakes his head. “My guess is as much as you did.”

      With coffees in hand and one for Mom plus her yogurt, we head back up to the waiting room.

      “Thank you for coming, Dax,” Mom says as she takes her coffee and yogurt.

      “If there’s anything I can do,” he says.

      The two of us sit a little bit away from Mom and Justin. With the lids off our cups, Dax reaches for my hand. In my tired state, I stare down at our connection, unsure if I’m dreaming. When I look up, his gaze is on me. “You didn’t have to come.” Lifting my chin, I focus on him. “But I’m glad you did.”

      “I meant what I said that I want to be part of your life. It’s what I told Randy the other night when we had a talk.”

      “A talk? You had a talk with my dad?”

      Dax nods. “It was while you were putting Molly to bed.”

      I wiggle in my seat. “Dax, what did you and Dad talk about?”

      “I didn’t plan on you knowing, not yet. I don’t think we’re ready or you are. I know I need to prove to you that I mean what I’m saying. I hurt you and that’s on me.”

      My curiosity is piquing. “What am I not ready for?”

      Our conversation is put on hold as a man in scrubs walks into the room and my chest tightens.

      “Mrs. Sheers?”

      Mom stands as Justin stands beside her. She reaches for his hand.

      Dax and I both get out of our chairs and move closer. He still has my hand in his, keeping me steady. Yet, I’m now trembling, as if the temperature of the room suddenly plummets. Letting go of my hand, Dax wraps his arm around my lower back, and I lean into him.

      “I’m Dr. Lambert. First, let me say, Randy did well in surgery.”

      My knees buckle as I fall into Dax. Seconds later, I’m with Mom and Justin and we’re all hugging.

      Dr. Lambert lifts his hand. “He did well in surgery. It’s good that he got here when he did. The blockage in two of his arteries was nearly one hundred percent. We were able to harvest healthy arteries from his lower leg.”

      We are all nodding as if we totally understand.

      All I can concentrate on is that my dad is alive.

      The doctor goes on, “We weren’t able to do the less invasive surgery. That means his chest was opened, and he will be in some pain for a while.”

      “But he’ll be okay?” Mom asks.

      “We aren’t out of the woods, Mrs. Sheers, but we can see the path.” He smiles at Mom. “It will take a while for him to come out of anesthesia. And a nurse will come out to let you know when you can come back.” Dr. Lambert looks from one person to the next. “I’m sure you all want to see him. I’m going to say that for today, we keep him to one visitor. In many cases, the patient has little memory of the day of surgery. May I suggest that you decide which one will stay and the rest of you go home and get some rest. Randy will be staying with us for about five more days. It could be less or more. Come back tomorrow, and he’ll be in better sorts to see you.”

      “Thank you, Doctor,” Mom said.

      As the doctor walks away, we all stare at Mom.

      “You haven’t slept,” I say.

      “Neither have you.” She squeezes Justin’s hand and reaches for mine, giving it a squeeze. “I’m not leaving your father. I can’t thank you enough for being here. I’m glad I wasn’t alone.”

      Wrapping her in my arms, I speak softly, “We love you, Mom. We love Dad. You’re stuck with us.”

      After we wipe the tears of relief and exhaustion from our cheeks, I ask, “May I get you anything from home?”

      Mom gives me a list of personal items and some food.

      “I’ll bring everything later today.”

      “The doctor said—”

      “He said I can’t see Dad,” I say. “I can bring things to you. Text me when you have a room number or if anything changes.”

      “Me too,” Justin says.

      “I should get home to Molly.”

      Mom nods.

      As the three of us get into the elevator, Justin looks our direction and lifts his chin. “I suppose this means I’m driving solo?”

      Looking up at the handsome and tired man holding my hand, I say to Dax, “That is if you’ll give me a ride.”

      “Anywhere, anytime.”
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      Kandace is quiet as we walk through the glass doors of the hospital. Stepping outside, the breeze blows fallen leaves around our feet as we make our way through the parking lot to my car. It isn’t until we’re there that Kandace wraps her arms around me, laying her face against my chest. My arms go around her, holding her against me as cars drive past and the cloudy morning sky churns overhead.

      At this moment, I don’t give a fuck about the repercussions of my change of plans. I’m where I’m supposed to be.

      “He’s going to be all right,” I say, rubbing small circles on her back.

      “I want that with all my heart.”

      Opening the door for her, I hold it while Kandace gets in the front seat. I’ve always liked my Porsche, but for the first time, I see it differently. It’s low to the ground, has only two doors, and there’s not enough room in the back seat for Molly’s car seat.

      How long will she be in a car seat?

      As I walk back to the driver’s door, I decide to table that and other questions for another time. As I sit behind the steering wheel, I notice how exhausted Kandace appears, her eyelids fluttering in the morning light. That doesn’t diminish her beauty and poise. I want to wrap her in my arms and let her rest. However, life threw us a curveball, one I’m just now aware of, and one that won’t allow for long daytime naps.

      “I stopped by your house before going to the hospital,” I say. “It’s how I knew where to go.”

      Her eyes open. “Chloe told you?”

      “You weren’t responding to my text messages, and I was afraid to call. Chloe was awake, but Molly was still asleep.”

      “Oh good. She’ll be full of energy.”

      I snicker, catching the sarcasm in Kandace’s tone. “I can help with her.”

      “You haven’t slept either.”

      She’s right. I haven’t and if I want to keep my job, I need to drive back to Chicago by nine tomorrow morning. “You’re done dealing with everything alone. I won’t push where you don’t want me, but I will let you know where I want to be and what role I want. I want to be a dad, one who doesn’t put himself above his daughter.”

      Kandace’s eyes again close as she lays her head back on the seat. “I’m too tired, Dax. We can talk about this another time.”

      Reaching for her hand, I pull it up to my lips and kiss her knuckles. It isn’t until my kisses move up her wrist that she grins and opens her eyes.

      “If you’re trying to wake me, it’s working.”

      “Let’s go to your house and relieve Chloe.”

      Kandace nods as she closes her eyes.

      Raindrops begin to fall as we drive out of Washington toward Riverbend. The pavement glistens with my headlights as the wind picks up. The weather in Riverbend isn’t significantly different from the Chicago area until winter. When it comes to autumn thunderstorms, I’ve seen them all.

      The rain picks up as we drive, yet Kandace is sound asleep in the passenger seat. Seeing her there, trusting me enough to sleep, makes me smile. I remember times when we were younger when we would drive to the Tastee Freeze or a nearby reservoir to swim. While those times seem like a lifetime ago, they aren’t—unless it’s Molly’s life that is the measuring stick.

      Kandace wakes as I pull onto the gravel lane near her home. She blinks as she takes in the dreary day. “I think I fell asleep.”

      “You weren’t snoring…much.”

      “I don’t snore,” she says with a scoff.

      The only cars in the drive are two trucks, Randy’s and Justin’s, and Kandace’s SUV.

      “Where is Chloe’s car?” Kandace asks.

      “Maybe she had to leave, and Justin is watching Molly.”

      “Justin will be asleep in two seconds.” Kandace pulls her phone from her purse. “Thank goodness.” She clutches her chest. “I have texts from Chloe. My phone was on silent.”

      I pull my car up next to Justin’s truck. “What did Chloe say?”

      Tears are in Kandace’s eyes as she looks up at me.

      “What happened?”

      “Nothing bad.” She shakes her head. “Chloe took Molly to her and Mick’s place. She’s eating pancakes and watching Frozen 2.”

      Kandace types out a message.

      We sit as the rain falls until her phone pings.

      The anticipation is killing me. “Should we go get Molly?”

      “Chloe said that if I don’t nap first, she will keep Molly indefinitely.”

      “Our daughter’s been kidnapped?”

      Kandace smirks. “It appears to be the case.” She reaches for the doorhandle. “Thank you, Dax, for coming here. It means a lot.”

      I lay my hand on her arm to stop her from leaving. “I haven’t slept, Kandace, and I’m ready to crash. I’d like to rest with you. No pressure for anything else. May I just hold you?”

      “Justin is playing nice, but I don’t think we want him to wake up and knock on my door.”

      “Then come with me to town. My house is closer to Chloe and Mick’s.”

      She grins. “Your house. I like that.” Her hand is still on the handle. “Let me get the things for Mom first.”

      “I’ll come with you.”

      We run through the downpour to the covered porch. In only a short run we’re both wet. Despite all that is happening, Kandace is smiling at her wet hair. I reach for her chin and lift it as we stand outside the screen door. “You’re irresistible.”

      “I’m wet and tired.”

      “And totally irresistible.”

      “Come on in. This will only take a few minutes.”

      Inside the house, Kandace hurries upstairs. Walking around the living room and dining room, I look at the framed pictures all about. They’re on the walls and littering tabletops and bookshelves. It reminds me of Grandma Ruth’s house. My parents kept a few photos on the mantel, but that was it. The Sheerses have pictures of Justin and Kandace from infancy up as well as of Molly.

      I’m holding a picture of Molly that I haven’t seen before when Justin comes down the stairs. His hair is wet and he’s wearing blue jeans and carrying a shirt. When he sees me, his gaze narrows.

      “Why are you still here?”

      “We thought you’d be asleep.”

      “I slept on the drive home. Farming doesn’t stop. Things to do.” He pulls the shirt over his head as Kandace comes down the stairs with an overnight bag. “What the fuck?” Justin asks.

      She lifts it and grins. “It’s for Mom.”

      He shakes his head. “Sorry. It’s been a long night. Where’s Molly?”

      “Chloe took her to her house. They’re eating pancakes.”

      “After I get the essential shit done,” he says, “I’ll nap. I can take a later shift if you don’t get a chance to sleep.”

      “I’m helping,” I say, “with Kandace and Molly.”

      Justin looks me up and down and grunts before heading toward the kitchen.

      “Get some sleep when you can,” Kandace tells him as she and I walk out onto the porch.

      Once we’re back in the car, I wipe the rain from my face. “I feel like I’m seventeen and hiding from your parents. Now it’s him.”

      The rain has made her auburn hair darker, making her blue eyes glisten. “I’m an adult, Dax. I don’t need to hide from anyone. Besides, you said sleep…only sleep.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I said.”
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      Dax parks his car in the garage and leads me through the breezeway and up the steps to the door leading into the house. It’s the same door I came through the other night. This time, I look around. The countertops, appliances, and light fixtures are new. All the cabinets have been painted white, making the kitchen seem larger than it did before.

      “Wow, your parents have done a lot.”

      “According to Mom, one thing led to another. The entire electrical panel had to be redone.”

      “Yeah, Quintessential Treasures needs the same thing.” I grin. “So there might be advantages to new construction.”

      Dax shakes the rain from his light-colored hair. With the longer style, it hangs in front of his eyes. I can’t stop myself from reaching up and pushing it away. When I do, his golden stare is on me, bringing heat to my skin that only moments ago was chilled by the rain. Each breath grows shallower as time seems to stand still.

      He takes a deep breath. “If this is going to stay just sleeping, I think I need a cold shower.”

      A grin comes to my lips. “I need a warm one. I’m freezing.”

      The overnight bag with Mom’s things is on the floor near the back door.

      “Did you bring anything for yourself?”

      “I grabbed some fresh clothes.”

      “Come upstairs, I’ll show you to the shower.”

      “I’ve been here before, Dax.”

      He reaches for my hand. “Yeah, but the house didn’t belong to me then.”

      Grabbing my clothes from the bag, I follow him up the stairs. Where the staircase bends there is a large clock. “Your parents didn’t have that taken down.” I grin. “I’m glad.”

      “It chimes every hour. They probably didn’t want it.” At the door to the bathroom, he asks, “Do you want something to eat?”

      “Do you have toast?”

      “I even have pancakes.”

      “Why?” I smile.

      “In case you’ll bring Molly for breakfast one day.”

      Lifting up on my tiptoes, I brush my lips over his. “I am sorry I didn’t tell you.”

      His expression sobers. “Me too, but a wise man told me that it is all water under the bridge. The most important thing is going forward.”

      “That sounds like something my dad would say.”

      “It was him.”

      That reminds me. “What did you two talk about while I was putting Molly to bed, what you said I’m not ready to hear?”

      “I promise I’ll tell you. Now that Randy is doing better, let’s not rush it.”

      “I’m okay with not rushing.”

      Once I close the bathroom door, I look around.

      I’ve been in here before, but the bathroom, like the kitchen, is remodeled. The shower is now marble tile and glass. The small vanity is replaced with a taller one and even the toilet is new. Running my hand over the vanity, I wonder how much money the Richardses spent on this remodel.

      My mind goes to the store and the numbers coming in from Lynell, but it doesn’t stay there. Before turning on the water, I call Chloe. First, I tell her about Dad. When she learns where I am, she tells me that she and Molly have an all-day Disney marathon planned and if I dare pick her up before she eats dinner with them, I’m fired as a friend.

      “I don’t think you can fire me,” I joke.

      “Don’t try me. Molly is fine. You get some rest, or don’t.” She giggles. “In case you’re wondering, my eyebrows are dancing.”

      “Your eyebrows can stop. We already laid the ground rules.”

      “You know the best part about rules?” she asks.

      “They keep you between the lines.”

      “No. They can be broken.”

      “I’m going to sleep,” I say.

      “Right. You sleep and don’t worry about Molly. We’re good.”

      My next call is to my mother. She tells me that they’re moving Dad to a room, and once she has the room number, she’ll text both me and Justin. When I tell her I have her things and that Molly is at Chloe’s house, she tells me to rest first.

      Right.

      Rest.

      Turning on the shower, I let it heat up. In no time, the stall fills with steam. I didn’t bring any toiletries of my own, so once inside, I squeeze some of Dax’s bodywash onto a cloth and begin to suds myself. As I do, I realize that today’s rest has no chance of going to the next step.

      When you haven’t been with anyone for six years, you can let things go.

      In a nutshell, I’ve let things go.

      I need a new razor or an appointment for wax before this body is ready for anything other than a nap. As the warm water rains down, the scent of Dax’s shampoo fills the air, and I am certain that sleep won’t be hard to come by.

      When I get out of the shower, the clothes I’d brought with me are gone, and in their place, is a long t-shirt that reads Cubs. After drying off and combing out my hair, I slip the t-shirt over my head, certain that this is a sacrilege to my dad. It falls to my thighs. With no other choice, I open the bathroom door to the landing. Downstairs I hear noises, making me think Dax is cooking more than toast.

      I peer in each bedroom, but my clothes are MIA.

      Holding the hem of the t-shirt as low as I can, I step down the staircase and turn toward the dining room and into the kitchen. My smile broadens at the sight of him. With bare feet, low-hanging blue jeans, and no shirt, Dax is ready to be a model for a magazine or the cover of a romance book. There’s a pan in front of him and he has a spatula in his hand. His gold stare comes my way.

      Seeing the shirt, he grins. “You found my shirt.”

      “It’s the Cubs. My dad would never approve.”

      His head tilts. “It’s not too late to get Molly to cheer for the Cubs, is it?”

      “Oh, it was too late when she was three months old. Dad had her wearing Cardinals onesies from birth.”

      Dax takes a deep breath. “I’m not giving up. If I can get you to be standing here with me” —he comes closer and lifts a few strands of my wet hair— “freshly showered, wearing only a Cubs shirt, nothing is impossible. Molly will be cheering for the Cubs.”

      With his bare chest only inches away, I look up and grin. “The strangest thing happened.”

      “What?” he asks, looking too innocent.

      “The clothes I took into the bathroom disappeared. Not only that, but the ones I took off are gone.”

      “Hmm. That is strange. Do you think the house is haunted?”

      I reach up to his damp hair. “Is this from the rain or did you shower?”

      “Shower. Don’t worry. You had all the hot water.”

      A laugh bubbles to life. “Seriously, do you know where my wet clothes are?”

      He tilts his head. “Laying out in the laundry room. Mom had all the old appliances taken away. Unfortunately, a new washer and dryer have yet to be ordered. Buying a new pair is on my list of things to do.”

      Looking at the stove, I see scrambled eggs and my stomach growls. “Those smell wonderful.”

      “The secret is water, not milk, and cheese.”

      A smile comes to my face. “Just like Ruth used to make.”

      Dax nods and juts his chin toward the counter. “There’s bread if you want to put it in the toaster, there’s butter in the refrigerator, and I have bacon in the microwave.”

      “Microwave.” I shake my head. “The pre-cooked boxed bacon?”

      “It is in a ziplock, but yeah.”

      “You are breaking all my parents’ rules.”

      He grins as his eyes shine and his cheekbones become more prominent. “It won’t be the first—or last—time.”

      “Good.”

      With glasses of orange juice and our breakfasts, we sit at the kitchen table. It’s rectangular now with drop-down leaves. If the leaves are up, it becomes a circle. “Ruth used to keep the leaves down, but when Molly and I would come, she’d always lift one side. Molly called it Grandmom’s magic table.”

      “How often did you two come here?”

      “A lot,” I say, sad that she’s gone.

      “I’m glad. I said it before, but I am. You and Molly gave Grandma Ruth something she wasn’t getting from me or my parents, and after Grandpa John died, she had people to love.”

      It’s probably the lack of sleep, but my vision blurs. “We loved her, Dax. Molly adored her and she, Molly.”

      He reaches across the table and covers my hand. “There’s nothing more I would wish for my daughter than to have known and loved Grandma Ruth.”

      Once our breakfast is done, Dax looks above the door to the clock. “It’s almost nine. What time should we set an alarm for?”

      “Chloe said if I interrupt the Disney marathon, she’s firing me as her best friend.”

      His eyebrows raise. “And when does it end?”

      “Dinnertime. But I can’t sleep that long. I have things I need to do at Quintessential Treasures. I didn’t add up Saturday’s receipts or check the inventory. We were swamped and then Lynell came by…and Dad.”

      Dax reaches for my cheek. “Sleep first.”

      I nod.

      Back upstairs, we pass by closed rooms that I know are bedrooms. The house has five all together. My pulse quickens as Dax leads me to the master bedroom and my steps slow. “Dax.”

      He turns to me as his hands land on my waist. “I want to hold you, Kandace. I won’t push for anything else. If you don’t want to” —he lifts his chin— “that bedroom has a bed. I’m not forcing you.”

      “You never have.”

      His touch skirts up my arms. “Hold you. Touch you. Two adults.”

      Taking a deep breath, I nod. I want that too.

      The problem is—I want more.
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      I’m nineteen again and holding the same woman’s hand; instead of climbing up to the hayloft, we’re walking into a bedroom. No scratchy hay, no opening to the night sky, yet my heart is beating the same way it did that night. Letting go of Kandace’s hand, I pull down the blankets on the partially made bed. As I turn her direction, my mouth goes dry and my breathing stops.

      The blue Cubs shirt makes her eyes sparkle as she reaches for the hem and slowly lifts it over her head. Long damp hair cascades over her shoulders. She licks her pink lips.

      Scanning downward, I see her sensational curves. Her round breasts lift as her breaths come fast. Downward her stomach is flat and for a second, I imagine seeing her carrying my child. Her hips are perfect. The ‘V’ at the apex of her thighs is covered in auburn curls, her legs are shapely, and her toenails are painted mint green.

      “You’re fucking gorgeous, Kandace.”

      She takes a step toward me and reaches for the button of my blue jeans. Her light blue stare swirls with darker hues as she looks up. “I want to be touched, Dax.”

      “No sex?”

      Her slender shoulder moves up and down. “How about no rules for today?”

      Words aren’t forming as she unfastens the button on the blue jeans and lowers the zipper. While sex is only a possibility, my body hasn’t gotten the message. My erection springs forward as it’s freed from the confines of the denim.

      Kandace grins. “It seems the ghosts stole your underwear too.”

      Kicking off my blue jeans, I wrap my arm around her waist and pull her against me. “Yeah, I’m not evicting them as long as they keep up the good work.”

      Taking a step back, Kandace scans me as I did her. With only the tips of her fingers upon my skin, she walks all the way around me until we’re face-to-face. “I never thought this would happen again.” She lifts herself up on her tiptoes, brushing my lips with hers.

      The world beyond this room disappears as we kiss. Our connection is electric as sparks ignite beneath my skin and burst to flames as my circulation soars. As our tongues mingle, our hands roam. Kandace’s skin is soft and warm. I can’t get enough as I run my hands down her spine and cup her round ass. As I lift her, she wraps her legs around my torso with her hands on my shoulders.

      Step by step, I walk until Kandace is sandwiched between me and the wall. My head lowers as I find her breasts, nipping each nipple before swirling them with my tongue. The room fills with her moans as she rocks in my arms.

      Lifting my chin, I meet her magnetic gaze now clouded with desire and lust.

      “When’s the last time you came?” I ask.

      “The last times don’t count.”

      “Because you were touching yourself?”

      She nods. “I want you to touch me.”

      Kandace doesn’t have to ask twice as I carry her to the bed. Putting her down, she bounces with a grin before scooting backward on her elbows. I follow. On hands and knees, I reach her in two strides as I crawl between her legs and over her sexy body until our lips reunite. Nipping her lower lip, I watch the way her eyes sparkle. “Tell me again what you want.”

      “I want you, Dax. You’re the only one I’ve ever wanted.”

      Kandace’s lips open and her neck stretches as her head falls backward at my invasion. I start with one finger and add a second. She’s already wet and ready, yet I could keep this up all day, egged on by the sounds she’s making, the way her nipples bead, and how her areolas are growing a deeper shade of red.

      It’s as I swirl her clit that she cries out.

      “Oh God, Dax.”

      Her core contracts and pulsates around my fingers as she falls back. Auburn waves surround her beautiful face, her complexion rosy from her orgasm.

      I follow over her, my erection painfully hard between us.

      Kandace’s fingers wrap around my cock. She stares at me as she runs her hand up and down, slowly, swirling the come over the tip. My cock grows harder as with her other hand, she manipulates my balls. I’m ready to be inside her when she asks, “Do you have any condoms?”

      “Not on the pill?”

      Kandace shakes her head. “They didn’t work last time. And I haven’t had any reason.”

      Pulling myself away, I go to the dresser where I left my wallet and hope I have one. If I do, I’m not sure how old it is. When I find the package, I hold it up. “Do these things expire?”

      She giggles. “If you knock me up again, I think Justin may hunt you down.”

      Making my way back to the bed, I crawl over her and grin. “If I knock you up again, I will be with you, so Justin won’t need to hunt me down.”

      Kandace takes the package from my hand and opens it. “Remember, I want to touch you too.”

      Slowly, she rolls the condom over my erection until it stops. The slow pace of her actions will be the death of me. I’m afraid I’ll be back to nineteen and the one condom won’t last long.

      Licking her pink lips again, she asks, “How many do you have?”

      “One. I want to make it count.”

      Kandace nods as her tongue darts again to her lips.

      My hands frame her cheeks as I bring her lips to mine. Our tongues move together as if we were meant to be as one. Up on my knees, I lay her back and marvel as she spreads her legs, opening herself to me.

      “Are you sure?”

      Reaching for my hand, Kandace pulls me over her. “I’ve never been surer of anything in my life.”

      Inch by inch, I push inside her core. Despite her wetness, her core is like a vise. “You’re so tight. I thought after a child...”

      Her giggle fills the air. “First, Molly was a C-section, and second, don’t believe all the rumors you hear.”

      I stop and stare into her eyes as concern infiltrates our moment. “Why a C-section?”

      “Can we talk about this later?”

      “Yeah, you’re right. More pressing matters.” With my gaze on hers, I thrust deep, and she gasps for air. The awkwardness of teenagers and our first time is gone, replaced with familiarity and confidence as we find our rhythm. Wrapping her arms around my neck, Kandace brings her heels to my ass as the pressure within me builds.

      I slow my speed, not wanting this to end. I try to think about anything but the utter bliss of being with Kandace again, but I can’t. I’m consumed. We roll as she straddles me until she’s on top, staring down at me. Her hands are on my shoulders as her expression contorts and her breasts bounce before me.

      “You’re stunning.”

      “I-I’ve never done this. On top.”

      My touch runs over her skin along her back and sides as her skin coats with perspiration. “You’re a pro.”

      Her grin grows. “I think I like it.”

      Up and down, her knees bend as she sheathes me with her core only to pull up and then come back down. It’s as her sounds grow louder and her fingernails threaten my shoulders that I flip her around again.

      There’s no stopping this freight train as I pound into her. The old bed squeaks, and the headboard hits the wall. With the pressure building within me, I don’t care if the bed is a pile of kindling by the time we’re done. There’s no stopping. We’re both there on the precipice and ready to free fall from high above the fields and trees as our bodies continue to slap against each other.

      Kandace calls out first, but I’m not far behind.

      Lights flash behind my eyelids as I pulsate within her, hoping the condom holds while not caring if it doesn’t. Finally, I fall upon her, my chest smashing her breasts as Kandace holds tight to my torso and we both fight to breathe.

      When I lift my face, I stare down at the woman I have loved since I was a kid. As I roll and we again become two, I look around the room. “Do you think Grandma Ruth knew this would happen?”

      Kandace rolls to her side and holds her head up with her elbow on the mattress. “I think she had it all planned.”

      Going into the bathroom, I remove the condom—still intact—and tie it in a knot before throwing it in the trashcan and heading back into the bedroom. “I love seeing you in bed and knowing I’m going to join you.”

      “Then join me.”
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      The alarm on my phone wakes me from the best dream of my life. It was so realistic, I feel the afterglow in my aching muscles. Only when I reach for my phone do I realize it wasn’t a dream. Turning off the alarm, I fall back to the soft pillow and turn toward the man radiating warmth at my side.

      Dax’s eyelids flutter as a smile spreads over his face. “Good morning.” His voice is gravelly from sleep.

      “It’s more like good afternoon.” I turn toward the windows. Beyond the panes, the rain has stopped, and streams of sunlight are breaking through the clouds. When I look back, Dax reaches for my hand.

      “Surely, the Disney marathon isn’t over.”

      Snuggling under the covers next to him, our bodies mold together, his hard planes and my soft curves. Dax’s hand moves over me, my arms and body and down my legs. I close my eyes, savoring his touch, the gentleness and strength woven together. Dax is nearly six inches taller than me and judging by his toned abdomen, in better shape than I. Not that chasing a five-year-old doesn’t keep me in shape.

      Despite our size difference, I’ve never felt anything but safe in his arms. Sitting up, I run my fingers over his six-pack. Yes, those are real. As I trace the indentations, I look up to his golden stare. “I never dared to imagine…”

      Cupping my cheeks, he pulls my face toward his until our lips unite. Mine feel bruised from our earlier round, and yet they willingly part to allow his tongue entrance. When I pull away, I swipe his blond hair away from his face and stare down at him as if I’m inspecting a statue. I trace over his forehead and nose, his cheekbones, and firm lips. His jaw line is scruffy, and I remember the way his whiskers felt against my skin.

      I try to swallow the lump growing in my throat as my old fears threaten the moment.

      “Hey,” Dax says, teasing a wayward strand of my hair behind my ear. “Whatever is making you sad, stop thinking about it.” He feigns a grin. “Randy will be fine.”

      I nod. “It will take time, but I believe that.”

      Flecks of brown dance in his gaze. “Talk to me.”

      “You’re giving me hope again, and it scares me.”

      Sitting up against the headboard, Dax reaches for me, pulling my body against his wide chest. His heart beats in double-time as he wraps his arm around my shoulder. “I asked for his blessing.”

      I’m not sure I heard Dax right. “What?”

      Dax moves my chin upward with his thumb and finger until he’s staring into my eyes. “The other night when I had a talk with your dad, I told him that I didn’t think we were ready, but when the time came, I asked for his blessing.” He kisses my nose. “Kandace, I want to marry you.”

      Taking a deep breath, I close my eyes and let the words sink in.

      Finally, I speak what’s on my mind. “You can be Molly’s dad without marrying me.”

      “I don’t only want to be Molly’s dad. I want you.” His arms go wide. “I want this. I want dinners at your parents, and the three of us at the old town park after dinner. I want to take the two of you to the reservoir in the summer and teach Molly to use a rope swing. I want to help you at Quintessential Treasures and with bedtime.” His lips quirk. “I want to teach Molly about the Cubs and Bears.”

      I shake my head. “But you work and live in Chicago. I don’t want to raise Molly in a big city.”

      “I grew up in the suburbs, but you’re right. Molly belongs here with her family who loves her, and with friends she’ll have for the rest of her life.”

      “I don’t understand what you’re saying. Are you asking me to marry you?”

      Dax shakes his head. “No. I’m scared you’ll say no or at least you’ll say not yet.” When I don’t respond, he adds. “When the time is right, I want to ask and when I do, I want to know that your parents approve.”

      “What did Dad say?”

      “He said that Molly isn’t glue.”

      He’s right. That wouldn’t be fair to her or to me and Dax.

      Nodding, I ask, “What did you say?”

      “I said that Molly isn’t glue. She’s the cherry on the top of a sundae. I told him that I love you. I have for most of my life. I just needed to be reminded.” He grins. “I needed Grandma Ruth to open my eyes.”

      “You’re not going back to Chicago and never returning?”

      “No, Kandace. I do need to go back, but I will return.” His grin grows. “With more than one condom if that’s all right with you.”

      “Get a big box.”

      He leans over me, pushing me back until my head is on the pillow and our noses are close enough to touch. “Maybe you and Molly can spend weekends here in this house with me.” He shrugs his wide shoulder. “Or I can stay at the farm.”

      “I think here is a better idea.” My smile dims. “I need to see what’s happening with Dad. If Mom needs help, I won’t leave.”

      “Then maybe we can sneak away on playdates.”

      Lifting my hands to his cheeks, I stare into his eyes. “You’re right. I’m not ready for a commitment. I like that you’re thinking about it and that you even talked to Dad. I want to trust you and believe in happy ever after, but I don’t want to rush it. Give me time.”

      “I’m only going to wait forever.”

      Our kiss is soft and sweet.

      “When do you need to go, back to Chicago I mean?”

      Dax rolls back to his pillow with an exhale. “I would love to go back to the hospital with you, help you at the store, and be there when you pick up Molly, but I should head back soon.”

      “Soon?”

      He nods. “Let’s check on your dad first.”

      “You’re talking today?” I ask.

      “I’ll be back on Friday.”

      “But you drove all night. You can’t drive back now.”

      His smile quirks. “I’m more awake now than I’ll be if I do all the things I want to do. And something is happening this week at the firm.”

      “Can you tell me?”

      “Let’s just say I have a business proposal to present.”

      I nod. “Do you think the ghosts will give me back my clothes? Delivering Mom’s stuff in only a Cubs shirt may do my dad in.”

      “I think I can find them.” Dax throws back the covers and stands.

      For a moment, I’m lost in the view of him until he says, “Your SUV is at the farm.”

      “Yeah, I wasn’t thinking straight.”

      “How about I go with you to the hospital to check on your parents and then I’ll take you to the farm?”

      I do the math. “That will work. It will give me a few hours at the store before going to get Molly. I’m missing out on my weekend time with her, but she loves Chloe and Mick, and they adore her.”

      “I’m glad you’ve had such a wonderful support system.”

      Nodding, I look around the room. “Ruth was part of it.”

      Dax slips his blue jeans on, tugging them up his toned legs before offering me his hand. “Let’s head back to Washington. Then you won’t need to do that alone or after dark.”

      Placing my hand in his, I watch the way his long fingers swallow mine. Once I’m standing, I lean into his warmth, surrounded by his fresh scent. When our eyes meet, I grin. “Best nap ever.”
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      As I pack my things, I should feel sad. Taking a moment to look out at the view of Chicago from the office I coveted only months ago, I see the city from a different perspective. I still see its beauty, but I also see it as I never have. The floor-to-ceiling windows are no longer simply panes of glass but the equivalent to bars on a prison cell.

      The constant battle to climb the ladder of success is all-consuming in a way I was blinded to—or more likely refused to admit. I witnessed that climb as a child, watching both my parents. By the world’s standards they are successes in their own right. They made millions and are now living their dream in sunny Florida. Spending days at the country club playing golf is what they have to show for that climb.

      When I was young, my parents rarely attended baseball or football games. I never doubted their love, but in hindsight, I can’t name a memory that reflects it. Again, they weren’t bad parents. I can glean both positives and negatives to help guide me in my new role of father.

      My business proposal to the firm was to work remotely. This is modern day, and it’s done all the time. I would set up my house in Riverbend with the best available internet. I would travel when necessary, but my primary work would come from there. I even added the potential of small-town construction; according to the men eating breakfast at the diner, homes are multiplying in Riverbend’s outskirts. The entire state is growing with land to do so.

      People are tiring of the larger cities on the coasts and looking for what the Midwest has to offer.

      As a potential partner, one who earned a multimillion-dollar bonus for the work in London, I thought my proposal had merit. My mom even thought it had a chance. Unfortunately—or fortunately—the partners declined my offer. I don’t know if they discounted my sincerity of leaving, but I didn’t. Now, looking out at the cityscape, I have no regrets.

      I don’t want to look back on my life and realize I spent it with a bank account and a lonely apartment. Frequent flier miles are useless without someone beside me.

      Over the years of summers that I spent in Riverbend, Grandpa John and Grandma Ruth taught me what success truly means. It isn’t the number of zeros in accounts or the ability to invest in commodities that live on paper only. Success is waking every day to someone you love. It’s working with and for friends to better their lives and investing in friendships. It’s having people like Kandace does, the friends and family in Riverbend who will come over at midnight and take your daughter for a day so you can rest. It’s breakfast with men I’ve known most of my life.

      I’ve opened my eyes and ears and recognized what was right in front of me.

      There’s a knock on the office door before Gena peeks around the corner. “Mr. Richards, Ms. Michaels is here to see you.”

      “Send her in.”

      Jane Michaels is a senior partner and the same age as my mother. She could easily retire, but I think she enjoys the climb too much to step off the ladder.

      “Dax, I’m sorry.”

      A smile spreads over my face. “Don’t be. I’m not.”

      “You have potential. Your work is outstanding. I was pushing for you to make partner.”

      Inhaling I look around the office. “I’m not sorry, Jane. This was my mom’s dream, and I get it. I do. I know the rush when you get the client or win a case. Litigation isn’t my thing, but I still feel that invigoration that comes with researching and finding the answer. I know what it’s like to have success. I’ve had it, and I’m good with that.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Move to Riverbend. Real estate is booming there. I have enough money set back to let me take my time before jumping into something new. Maybe I’ll hang a shingle, or maybe I’ll talk to Jeffrey Murphy about going in with him in his practice.”

      “Small-town lawyer. Lawsuits about pigs and cows. That’s not you. You’re standing here in a custom-made suit and thousand-dollar shoes.”

      I tug at my tie. “It’s all a game, Jane. A masquerade to appear successful before you really are. I guess I’ve decided to stop being the rat running the race.”

      Jane sighs.

      “You’re an amazing attorney,” I say, “and I’m happy to have learned from you.”

      “I learned a lot from Virginia. You could too.”

      “My mom has taught me a lot.”

      “And she’s happy with your decision?”

      “The decision isn’t about her. She gets that.” I grin. “Maybe one day I’ll be litigating cases about livestock.” Lifting my arms, I let them fall to my side. “My options are limitless. Hell, I might spend a few months working on a farm. Hard work never hurt me.”

      “You are a hard worker. I hate to lose you. You proposed one hundred percent remote. I have a counteroffer. Would you consider two weeks here and two weeks there?”

      My lips come together as I shake my head. “I want to be a full-time father, Jane. I’ve missed out on five years. I don’t want to spend the next thirteen—before Molly’s off to college—seeing her in two-week increments.”

      She smiles. “If you decide to come back, call.”

      “I don’t see that happening, but I will remember that. Thank you.”

      “Tell Ginny I’m sorry.”

      “Like I said, she gets it.” I shrug. “Dad, not so much.”

      After Jane leaves, Gena enters.

      “I just saw your recommendation to the partners. Thank you.”

      Gena is fifteen years my senior and has been my assistant since I started the firm. My decision to leave shouldn’t be the end of her future within this firm. “I meant every word. You’re talented and have invaluable experience. I wish you all the success you want. You’d make a great attorney yourself.”

      Her lips come together in a sad smile. “You’ll be missed.”

      “Maybe, but not by the people who matter most.”

      “I guess this means I have to break in another recent graduate.”

      That makes me laugh. The truth is that I learned more from Gena in my first two years at this firm than I did in law and business school. The education is important, but real life is a whole new world.

      “Thank you for breaking me in.”

      “Give that little girl a big hug and tell her that she has a great father.”

      “I’ll give her that hug. As far as her father, the jury is out, but he wants to be worthy of the title.”

      Once I’m back to my apartment, I call Kandace. She picks up on the second ring.

      “Hi.”

      Simply hearing her voice makes me smile. “Hi, back. How’s your dad?”

      “He’s doing better every day. I took Molly to see him last night. He was out of bed and sitting in a chair. Mom says he’s not eating like he should. Dad says he wants real food. In other words, he wants Mom’s cooking.”

      “Is he going home soon?”

      “Yeah,” she says, “they think Thursday…that’s tomorrow. What’s up? You caught me with the store a bit slow.”

      “How about phone sex?” I say, imagining Kandace’s cheeks turning pink.

      “The store isn’t that slow.”

      I take a deep breath. “I called because I wanted you to know I won’t be back on Friday.”

      For a moment the line is quiet. Finally, she says, “Okay.”

      “I’m coming back today.”

      Kandace lets out a breath. “Don’t do that to me, Dax.”

      “I’m coming back and staying, Kandace. I gave the firm a business proposal. They rejected it. I gave my notice.”

      “You what? You quit your job? Dax, it’s your dream.”

      “It was one of them and I did it. I told them that I’d finish the projects I’m working on from Riverbend. Once those are done, I’m one hundred percent out.” Before she could speak, I went on, “Dreams change. My new dream is with you and Molly. We can talk about it when I’m there.”

      “What time do you think you’ll get in?”

      “I’m going to throw as much as I can into the car and take off in an hour or so. The lease on my apartment doesn’t end until next May. I figure I’ll keep it until then, and we’ll have a place to stay when we bring Molly to the museum.”

      “How can you afford two places?” she asks.

      As her question comes forth, it hits me that Kandace has no idea how much money I make or how much money my family has. That alone makes me love her more. She’s never been about material things. “We can talk about that too.”

      “Okay. Come to the farm.”

      “I’ll see you soon.”
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      I’m cleaning up the dishes from dinner while Justin is in the living room playing checkers with Molly. Between her giggles and Justin’s sighs, I keep hearing her say ‘king me.’ It would be fair to assume my brother is letting her win. My focus keeps going through the window to the lane, as I hope to see Dax’s car. Watching the clock, I wonder when he’ll arrive. Since he called, I’ve been thinking about him and his job. I have so many questions. Part of me is sad he quit, and the other part of me is jumping up and down with hope for our future.

      “I beat Uncle Justin again,” Molly says, running into the kitchen. She’s still wearing her outfit she wore to school and her ponytail is loose with curls dangling near her ears. Before I can comment, she asks, “Will Dax be here before I go to bed?”

      “I don’t know, sweetie. He said he’s staying in Riverbend. So, if you don’t see him tonight, I’m sure you will soon.”

      “Can he come to Joyce’s every morning for pancakes?”

      “Every morning?” I laugh. “I suppose we can ask.”

      Molly goes back in the living room as Justin comes in. Pulling out a chair, he takes a seat at the kitchen table. One look over his shoulder to be sure Molly isn’t near and he asks, “He’s really moving here?”

      I nod.

      “What’s he going to do, work remotely?”

      “I really don’t know. He said he gave his notice. I hate that he’s giving up all he’s done in Chicago.”

      My brother leans back and lifts his boots to the corner of the table, crossing one ankle over the other. “Hell, I’ll give him a job. I’m going to need help through harvest with Dad unable to work due to doctor’s orders.”

      I push my brother’s boots and they land on the floor. “Eww. Gross. No dirty boots on the table.”

      “You’re as bad as Mom.”

      “Yeah, they’re coming home tomorrow, and I want the house clean.” A grin curls my lips. “I doubt that helping out here will give Dax the money he needs to maintain two homes. He said his lease isn’t up on his apartment in Chicago for about eight months.”

      “I hate to break it to Mr. Porsche, but there’s not that kind of money around here.”

      The truth is that there’s good money around here. It’s that Riverbend residents would rather spend their income on next year’s seeds, fixing tractors, and buying work trucks rather than sleek, shiny cars.

      My pulse speeds up as I see the dust on the lane as Dax’s fancy car gets closer. “He’s here,” I call out to Molly.

      She comes running and heads straight for the screen door. It slams after she plows her way through.

      Justin shakes his head. “Five years. He comes back, and in two weeks, he’s her favorite.”

      My heart swells a little bit. “You’re going to have to up your game.”

      “I let her beat me three times at checkers.”

      I’m laughing as I walk out onto the porch and watch Dax park his car near the garages. When he gets out, our eyes meet, and he gives me a grin. A millisecond later, he’s catching Molly who is running full-speed, and he lifts her high in the air. He’s holding her against him as he says, “I was afraid I’d miss your bedtime.”

      She looks at him as her golden eyes narrow. “You get afraid?”

      Dax nods. “I do.”

      “Me too. I was scared about Granddad, but he’s going to be okay. Mommy says.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.” Dax leans toward me until our lips meet. Our kiss is chaste.

      Molly scrunches her nose, but she doesn’t comment about the kiss. Instead, she asks Dax, “Will you help tuck me in?”

      “If it’s okay with you and your mom, I’d be honored.” He sets her feet on the ground.

      “Why don’t you go inside, Molly,” I say. “We’ll be in soon to get you ready for bed.”

      She starts to run toward the porch and stops. Turning back, she focuses on Dax. “Are you really staying in Riverbend?”

      “I am.”

      “Why?”

      “Because when you like someone, you want to be with them.”

      Molly nods approvingly. “Will you come to Joyce’s in the morning and eat pancakes with me?”

      “I will.”

      Once we’re alone on the porch, Dax reaches for my hand. Together, we sit on the porch swing and stare out at the colorful sky. The sun is headed toward the horizon as its golden rays shine over the cornfield, tall with tassels on top.

      “I’m sorry,” I say.

      “Why?”

      “This is why I didn’t tell you about Molly. I don’t want to be the cause of you giving up what you’ve worked hard to achieve.”

      “I’m not giving anything up, Kandace. I hated it. I didn’t realize how much until I came back here.”

      He leans his head back, staring upward as his long legs make the swing sway.

      “You hated it?”

      Bringing his gaze to mine, Dax’s tired eyes reflect the setting sun. “Maybe not hated. Achieving what I have isn’t what I thought it would be. Grandpa and Grandma had it right. I don’t know if my parents sent me to Riverbend for summers because they thought I’d want more than this life when I grew up.” He shrugs. “I honestly think they sent me here so they wouldn’t have to deal with me, spend time with me. It was an out for them.”

      “I always thought you did want more.”

      “More what?” He looks around. “This is more. This is real. If you would have said you and Molly would move to Chicago with me, you’d hate it. I’d work long hours, and you’d have to give up the store. I got caught up in the whole striving for success thing. It’s all I knew from my parents. It’s why I missed Grandma’s funeral. I was in London.”

      “I heard.”

      “The trip was a success, but look at what I missed. I’m tired of missing life.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I don’t know. I just know whatever it is, I want to do it with you.”

      “I’ll give you a job at the store,” I say with a grin. “It’s mine now. I can hire people.”

      “I was thinking about something as I was driving. You’ve never asked me about money.”

      I shake my head. “Why would I?”

      “I mean, never. Not even when we were young.”

      I turn toward the driveway. “Based on your car, I’d say you did okay. Your finances aren’t my business.”

      “They are if you’re going to marry me.”

      I smile. “You haven’t asked.”

      “I haven’t. But I want you to know that I have money, some investments, and savings. I want to continue practicing law. Real estate is my thing, but instead of two-hundred-million-dollar projects, I think I’d like to concentrate on residential and commercial that are more affordable.”

      “Two hundred million?” That number is beyond my comprehension.

      He squeezes my hand. “I have time to decide. I figure when winter comes, I can spend my time renovating the house and the second floor of Quintessential Treasures. I’m no carpenter, but Grandpa John taught me a thing or two, and I’m sure Mick can teach me.”

      “What about before winter?”

      “Do you know anyone who needs help with harvest?”

      “I do.”

      “I’m free.”

      I lean my head to his shoulder. “You’re amazing.”

      Dax lifts my chin. “That’s you.”

      His lips meet mine. This kiss is longer, sending detonations through my nervous system until my nipples draw taut. Pulling away, I grin. “Let me get Molly ready for bed, and you can come upstairs and read her a story if you want.”

      “I want.”

      We both stand. As I start to walk toward the door, Dax seizes my hand and tugs me to his solid chest. Our lips come together again as his arm snakes around me.

      “Don’t be sorry, Kandace. I’ve been happier in the last two weeks than I can remember being in years. You didn’t take my dream away or make me give it up. You’ve given me a new dream.”

      “I love you,” I confess, knowing I have for most of my life.

      “I love you, too.”
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      It’s been nearly a month since I last stepped foot in Chicago. The house is coming along, complete with some new furniture and a washer and dryer. The master bedroom now has a king-sized bed that doesn’t squeak.

      While work hasn’t started above Quintessential Treasures, Kandace and I spoke with Lynell Jacobs about the wiring. He said that it’s functional for what is present, meaning the store, but if additional space is utilized, replacing the electrical panel is recommended.

      That update is on his schedule.

      While I can swing a hammer and use a saw, I’m not the man to rewire anything.

      My weekdays start at the diner on Main Street. I have a standing date with a beautiful girl with her mommy’s hair color and her dad’s color of eyes. Once our breakfast is over, I take Molly to Quintessential Treasures and then drive her to school. My Porsche is gone, replaced by a truck with a super cab—plenty of room for a car seat.

      Some mornings I see the guys at the diner. Most of my days are spent with the one person who wasn’t happy to see me back in Riverbend. The Sheers property is larger than I remembered. Justin studied agriculture at Purdue and has made some worthwhile changes to the crops, changes that replenish the soil instead of draining it of its nutrients. It turns out that running a farm isn’t as simple as one would think.

      Randy is home from rehab, and doing better each day. He was just recently cleared to drive again. I think Bridget is happy to get him out of the house. She’s back to work at the hospital in Washington.

      I still haven’t asked Kandace to marry me, but I will.

      We are taking things slowly for us and for Molly. That doesn’t mean we haven’t had playdates or that the big box of condoms hasn’t been used. Hint, we have, and they have.

      Today isn’t a weekday. It’s Saturday. That means it’s Kandace’s busiest day at Quintessential Treasures and according to Justin, just another day. We had more help on the farm today as Ricky, Mick, and even Cory came out to pitch in. The silo is nearly filled with corn. The Sheers have a contract with a company in Illinois. The corn we harvested is going to be turned into ethanol. Learning about all of this has me thinking about my future.

      There are farms all around that aren’t being used. If I could represent the landowners and broker arrangements, they could benefit from the crops produced. We aren’t talking big money, but to a struggling landowner, it could be their safety net.

      I’m in the office in my house, showered after a long day and working on a few things Gena sent me. There’s a pot of spaghetti sauce simmering on the stove and another pot with water waiting to be heated when I hear welcome voices.

      Pushing my chair back, I hurry toward the kitchen.

      “Dax,” Molly calls as I lift her up and her little arms encircle my neck. “Do we really get to spend the night here?”

      “You sure do. And I have a surprise for you.”

      Her eyes grow wide. “You do?”

      “I do.” I set her feet on the floor. “First, I’m going to kiss your mom.”

      Kandace smiles as I tug her close and we kiss.

      I can’t stop my laugh when I turn back to Molly.

      She has her arms crossed over her chest and a sober expression. “Are you guys done? I want to see my surprise.”

      My focus goes to Kandace. “Are we done?”

      “No, but we can pick up later.”

      “I’m good with later.” I reach for Molly’s hand. “Come upstairs so I can show you.”

      The three of us go up the stairs. Once we’re to the landing, I go to the bedroom on the right. Standing at the closed door, I ask, “Are you ready?”

      Molly nods as does Kandace. The thing is that Kandace knows what is inside. She helped me get everything set.

      I open the door and Molly’s eyes grow wide again as she steps inside her room. She points to the colorful letters on the wall. “That’s my name. It says Molly.”

      The letters came from Quintessential Treasures. A couple in a nearby town makes custom woodwork items.

      “That’s because this is your room.”

      “My room?” She runs to the bed and lifts a stuffed Anna doll, from Frozen.

      While I thought Elsa is the rage for those movies, it seems Molly prefers Anna. Now that I’ve had the pleasure of watching not only Frozen 1 but also Frozen 2, I understand. Anna is the one who tells the story, the hero who saves the day. My favorite character is Olaf.

      “What do you think?” Kandace asks.

      “I have a room at home.”

      “You can have two rooms,” Kandace explains. “This way you can spend the night here sometimes.”

      “With you,” she says, looking up at me.

      I crouch down to my haunches. “Yes. If you want.” Her expression isn’t what I expected. “Molly, you don’t have to stay here.”

      “I want to.”

      I reach for her shoulders. “What’s the matter?”

      Kandace also squats down. “Is something wrong? You were excited to come to Dax’s and spend the night.”

      She looks at her mom. “You call Granddad dad.”

      “I do.”

      “Amber calls her dad dad.” She looks at me. “You’re my dad.”

      “I am. You can call me whatever you want to call me.”

      Her chin lowers as she bashfully says the most wonderful words I’ve ever heard. “I want to call you dad.”

      Kandace’s grip of my arm tightens.

      Swallowing a lump in my throat, I reply, “I’d like that very much.”

      Molly’s smile returns. “I can tell Amber that I have a room at my dad’s house.”

      “You sure can.”

      She looks around. “Where’s Mommy going to sleep?”

      My gaze goes to Kandace whose cheeks have a rosy glow. “I’m going to sleep in your dad’s room.”

      “Like Grandma and Granddad.”

      Kandace nods and wrinkles her cute nose. “I’d rather not think of it that way, but yes.”

      “Okay,” Molly says as she goes to the bookshelf and begins to look through the books Kandace recommended.

      “That went well,” I say.

      Kandace smiles. “I didn’t want to tell her I was in one of the other bedrooms and have her wake and not find me.”

      “I thought it took a marching band to wake her.”

      “That doesn’t mean she won’t come in the room in the middle of the night.”

      My mind fills with new concerns. “Maybe I should tell the ghosts they’re fired.”
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      “I love having you here,” Dax says as he strips down to his boxers and climbs in bed.

      It’s the fourth weekend in a row that Molly and I have stayed with him. She was so excited about her new room, she made Mom, Dad, Justin, and Chloe come over to see it. We told her that Amber’s visit could wait.

      Dax leans closer and gives me a kiss.

      Running my hands over his shoulders, I grin. “I wouldn’t have thought you could get more buff, but I think you are.”

      “The personal trainer in Chicago has nothing on farm work.”

      I lay my head against the headboard and sigh. “Lynell is starting on the store on Monday. He said I’ll need to stay closed for two days.”

      “You deserve a break.”

      “Thankfully, the beginning of the week isn’t usually busy. And I need to make the transition to the holidays, so I can work on pricing from home.”

      “How about working on it here?”

      “My stuff is at home.”

      “Move your stuff,” he says, “all of it. Molly’s too.”

      I blink. “Are you asking us to move in with you?”

      “I am. This house is big and lonely when you two aren’t here.”

      “I was going to make us a home over the store,” I say.

      Dax grins. “You need that space for storage and shipping.” He shrugs. “You might as well live here since Molly already likes her room.”

      I reach for his cheeks. “I have my own room at home.”

      “No, you don’t. This is home, and you’re stuck sharing your room and your bed with me.”

      Leaning forward we kiss.

      With a smirk, I ask, “Does this offer come with any bonuses? Like are there any incentives you’d like to share with me?”

      Tugging me down, Dax is over me, our noses millimeters away. I can’t contain my giggles.

      “I have a very in-depth incentive program.” His golden eyes glisten. “Let me show you what I have in mind.”

      Before I can speak, Dax reaches beneath my nightshirt and lowers my panties.

      “I’m liking this so far,” I say.

      My breathing hitches as Dax licks my core, his tongue delving inside me and his fingers swirl and pinch my clit. My fingers grasp the sheets and I’m biting my lip to stop from calling out as he continues teasing and tasting. My hips buck as my eyes close. I feel my orgasm building as my body reacts to his touch. I’m wound as tight as an old-fashioned top when he takes me over the edge.

      Crawling over me, he kisses my lips, his tongue dancing with mine as I taste myself. When my eyes open, he’s grinning. “Have I convinced you?”

      “I don’t know, is that all you’ve got?”

      Dax smirks. “Oh, I’ve got more. Warning, this next package is large.”

      Smiling, I shake my head. “The largest I’ve seen. Of course, you have no competition.”

      “I’ve spent a fair amount of time in locker rooms; I know what I’m talking about.”

      My hand reaches below the covers, finding his boxer shorts missing, and his cock hard in my grasp. My fingers don’t touch as I run my hand up and down, Dax’s cock twitches as it turns from hard to steel. “I am interested in your big package,” I say with a smirk.

      Dax slips from the bed and turns the lock on the bedroom door. Only once has Molly come into the room. Thankfully, we were both asleep and clothed. Nevertheless, I don’t think our daughter is ready to witness what we’re about to do.

      Walking toward me, Dax’s cock bounces as his smile grows. “That nightshirt is coming off. I want access to those luscious tits.”

      “I haven’t agreed to your offer yet.”

      Shaking his head, he lowers the blankets and taking the hem of the nightshirt, pulls it over my head. “You’re perfect in every way.” His eyes lower to my abdomen as he traces the scar from Molly’s C-section.

      Since the first time I told him about the C-section, we’ve discussed why it was necessary. After twenty hours of labor and my cervix refusing to dilate, the doctor thought it was best. It doesn’t mean future children can’t be born naturally. It was simply what was best for Molly.

      “On your hands and knees,” he says.

      Grinning, I do as he says and looking over my shoulder say, “I’m glad this bed doesn’t squeak.”

      He crawls onto the bed behind me. “I plan on giving it a workout tonight.” He teases my hair over my shoulder, and I feel his touch as he traces my spine.

      It’s a ghost of a touch and causes my skin to prickle with goose bumps as I squirm, wanting his big package and everything Dax has to offer.

      When Dax started working on Molly’s room, I went to the doctor and got the birth control insert. Its efficacy is better than that of oral medications. That doesn’t mean we’re against more children. It means we want to wait.

      His cock teases my core and let me say, I’m a fan of no condoms. All at once, my neck arches as we become one.

      I really have nothing to compare to regarding Dax’s size—I don’t want to compare. I love the way he fills me, how stretched I feel as we become one. In and out, his grip of my hips intensifies as I bury my face in the pillows to mute my moans of pleasure.

      There’s no way for me to know if all men are as good at sex as Dax. I only know that he makes my body react and keeps my mind centered on him. It’s all-consuming to be loved by him. His touch is safe and at the same time exciting and new.

      We have come a long way from the secret excursions to the hayloft. And we’re still growing and eager to try new ways. We talk and share. It’s a partnership I never thought I’d have.

      When we’re once again dressed and the door is unlocked, I cuddle against his side, my finger tracing the indentations on his abdomen.

      “You never gave me an answer,” he says.

      “Let me talk to Molly, but the answer is yes. I want us to live with you.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dax

      

      

      The bushes outside our home are lit with colorful lights and there’s a freshly cut large tree in the living room. Every day, Molly makes more decorations, and I may have gone overboard on the presents that will be under the tree on Christmas morning.

      “I think I’m going to be sick to my stomach,” Kandace says as we wait for our guests to arrive.

      “You’re fine,” I say. “They’ll love you and Molly.”

      “We’ve been living here since early November. If your parents really wanted to meet me and Molly, they would have been here sooner, before the holiday.”

      Taking a deep breath, I confess. “Mom has wanted to come to Riverbend since I first told her. I told her no.” I shrug. “I wanted time with you, Kandace. I didn’t want them to interrupt what I wanted to build.”

      “She wanted to come?”

      I nod.

      “She doesn’t hate me?”

      “No, of course she doesn’t hate you.”

      “Your dad?” she asks.

      “He’s good.” I reach for her cheek. “They know I’m happy.”

      Her blue eyes shine as her head tilts to my touch. “So am I. I’m so very happy.”

      The doorbell chimes.

      “They rang the doorbell,” Kandace says.

      “It’s what people do.”

      “My parents don’t.”

      I laugh. “No, they have our garage door code programmed into their cars.”

      “Well, usually that isn’t a problem.”

      Yeah, I’ve tried to block out Randy’s visit while Molly was at school, and Kandace and I were… occupied.

      Kandace smooths the skirt of her dress and looks up at me. Taking her hand, I brush her cheek with a kiss.

      Together, we go to the front door.

      As soon as I open it, my parents step inside as the cool air mingles with the heat. I barely have a chance to do more than welcome them before Mom comes forward and hugs Kandace. The embrace lasts longer than I would have thought, but when Mom pulls back, she has tears in her eyes.

      “Kandace, thank you.”

      Her eyelids flutter. “For…?”

      Mom looks at me and back to Kandace. “Making Dax happy. It’s the best feeling as a parent to know your child is happy.”

      Kandace grins. “He makes me happy. He always has.”

      “When do we get to see our granddaughter?” Dad asks and he shivers. “Next Christmas, you should all come down to Florida. Hell of a lot warmer.”

      “Let me take your coats,” I offer. “Where are your suitcases?”

      Mom shakes her head. “We have a room in Washington. You don’t need us here.” She turns to Kandace as she shrugs off her coat. “Dax says you’re busy at Quintessential Treasures and that you’ve made some changes. I’d love to see the store.”

      “I’d love to show you.”

      It’s at that moment that Molly comes down the stairs with a tentative smile.

      Mom’s fingertips go to her lips as my dad’s smile grows.

      “Come on down,” Kandace says. “Remember we told you that Daddy’s parents were coming. Molly, this is your other grandpa and grandma.”

      “Hi.” She’s still a few steps up and holding tightly to the banister.

      Mom steps forward. “You’re as beautiful as your pictures.”

      Molly’s head tilts as a smile begins to form. “You have eyes like me and Daddy.”

      Mom nods. “I do.”

      Molly comes the rest of the way down and Mom gives her a hug. She reaches for my hand and looks up at me. “Daddy, are we going to go to Grandma and Granddad’s house?”

      “We are.” I look at my parents. “Family dinner.”

      “You’ve been warned,” Kandace says.

      “I remember your parents,” Dad replies. “Randy was a few grades behind me.”

      My brow lengthens. “I didn’t know that.”

      “How’s he doing?” Dad asks. “Dax told us about the health issue.”

      “Granddad is good,” Molly volunteers.

      We drive out to the farm in two cars, and I can sense that Kandace’s nerves are calming. Snow swirls in the air as we make our way up to the porch. Inside, I introduce my parents to Bridget, Randy, and Justin as Molly runs upstairs to her old room. She inspects it each time we visit and finds one or two more things to take to our home.

      Soon, everyone is talking. Dad is in the living room with Randy and Justin, while Mom is in the kitchen with Bridget and Kandace. There’s a fire in the fireplace and the tree in the living room fills the house with the scent of pine. That’s not completely true. The aroma of turkey is making my stomach growl.

      The dining room is set for the eight of us.

      Just before dinner, Kandace comes out to the living room and whispers in my ear, “Everyone is getting along. Your mom is friendly.”

      Not always, but I’ll go with it.

      It’s as we finish our meal with too many side dishes that I stand and reach for Kandace’s hand, encouraging her to stand.

      “You’re not going to kiss, are you?” Molly asks.

      Kandace grins at me.

      My voice is suddenly shaky as I fall to one knee, and Kandace’s eyes fill with tears. “I love you.”

      She is nodding as her hand in mine begins to tremble. “Dax?”

      I go on. “I have loved you since we were young. I never knew happiness like I did here with you. Kandace Sheers, I love you and our daughter, but never think this isn’t about you. It is. You are the only person I want to spend the rest of my life with. I’m so proud of your dreams and your strength. I want to share those. I want to lean on you when I feel weak, and have you lean on me when you need a shoulder. I want to be a couple in all things…partners.”

      I clear my throat as I reach into the pocket of my jeans and pull out a diamond engagement ring. It’s a two-carat round diamond surrounded by smaller diamonds and sapphires.

      “The woman at the store said that April’s birthstone is both diamonds and sapphires. “You and I are the large diamond, and the smaller stones are for Molly’s birth month.”

      Tears make their way down her cheeks.

      I stand and offer her the ring. “Kandace, will you marry me?”

      “Yes. Yes, I’ll marry you.”

      It’s then that the rest of the room comes into focus. Molly is now on Bridget’s lap and both Bridget and my mom are dabbing their eyes with napkins. Randy is the one to stand and lift his glass of water. “A toast to Dax and Kandace.”

      Everyone raises their glass except Justin.

      Finally, Kandace’s brother grins and lifts his glass. “Welcome to the family,” he says.

      Everyone cheers.

      I go to Molly and lift her from her grandma’s lap. “How about it, Molly? Are you okay with Mom and Dad getting married?”

      “What took you so long?”

      The room fills with laughter as Bridget brings two homemade pies into the dining room.

      Sitting at my side, Kandace looks down at the ring and back to me. “I love the ring. It’s beautiful.”

      “I had some help picking it out.”

      “Who?”

      “Your mom.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kandace

        Six months later

      

      

      

      Quintessential Treasures is an online sensation. I’ve hired three people to help with orders and keeping the merchandise stocked. While the upstairs isn’t Molly’s and my home, it is filled with inventory as well as a room designated as the shipping center. The computer system is updated and with living only walking distance from the store, I can go back and forth whenever I need.

      Dax has partnered with Jeffrey Murphy and opened a title company. They’re working on something that has to do with ethanol. He’s swamped with work but is always there to walk Molly and me home when I turn the sign in the window.

      I smile at my friend who is looking at herself in the full-length mirror, turning right and left.

      “I look like a giant watermelon.”

      “You do not.” I scoff. “A small watermelon.” I lift my finger and thumb only an inch apart. “Baby watermelon.”

      “I think that’s what I’m growing.”

      The seafoam green dress she’s wearing has an empire waist and plenty of material to cover her eight-month baby bump. She and Mick married on New Year’s Eve. It was a bit sooner than originally planned. That didn’t make it any less festive. Sometimes things don’t work out exactly as we expect. The most important thing is that they do work out.

      Once in a while it takes a well-meaning grandmother and friend to make one’s eyes open and ready one’s heart to trust and love again.

      The door to the dressing room at the back of the church opens. Mom and Molly come in. Our daughter is wearing a dress a shade darker than Chloe. My dress is ivory and long. The hem comes to the top of my shoes, and my veil is secured in my hair with a pearl-encrusted comb that Ginny brought to me. She said Ruth wore the comb in her wedding to John, and she, Ginny, wore it in her wedding to Dax’s father. She asked if I’d continue the tradition.

      Of course I said yes.

      Mom comes up behind me and peers over my shoulder into the mirror. “You’re beautiful.”

      When I turn, I’m holding back my tears. “Thank you. For everything. I remember feeling afraid and alone. You and Dad never let that be a reality. And now, marrying Dax…it’s my dream come true.”

      “Hey,” Chloe says, as she adjusts the bow on the back of Molly’s dress. “You were never alone.”

      “I wasn’t and it’s because of all of you.”

      Molly reaches for my hand. “I love you, Mom.”

      “And your dad and I love you very much.”

      Mom grins. “You’re loved, Kandace. You always have been. And now you are also loved by the man who has always had your heart.”

      Before I can reply, Dad opens the door a small bit and asks, “Is it safe for me to enter?”

      “Yes,” we all answer.

      Dad is back to his healthy self. He looks handsome in his dark gray tuxedo. With a grin, he offers me his arm. “Come on, sweetheart. It’s time you get hitched.” He narrows his gaze. “Unless you’ve changed your mind.”

      “Never,” I say. “Daxton Richards is quintessentially the man for me.”
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