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			“Hi, I’m Libby Taylor and I can’t thank you enough for returning Wags to us.”

			Nick stared at the creamy white skin of her delicate hand for a moment. Although he always scrubbed his when he finished a job, motor oil and grease were a part of his life, hazards of his job as a mechanic. His motorcycle repair and restoration business might be successful and entice cycle enthusiasts from across the state to seek him out, but that didn’t change the fact he was often covered in dirt and grease. And here she stood dressed in that pristine white sweater. He was almost afraid to stand next to her for fear of transferring grease and oil on to her somehow.

			What is wrong with you, Cabot?

			He wasn’t blushing. Marines, even former ones, did not blush. No way. Of course, marines didn’t stutter either, but he had been doing just that a few moments ago.

		
	
			
			Dear Reader,

			For me, stories evolve from one thing or many things. I save up human interest stories or personal experiences and put them away in the back of my mind to be explored later. They are sometimes matched with something else I’ve seen, heard or experienced.

			A writer friend, Tina, texted me a picture, suggesting that I might be able to use it for inspiration. And boy, did I ever. Messages flew back and forth between us as she helped me brainstorm the characters and basic plot for what would become His Unlikely Homecoming.

			Nick and Libby’s story was born that afternoon and went to the head of my queue for stories I wanted to write. What was the picture? It was a tough-looking guy with tattoos and biker gear holding kittens. The picture reminded me of a real-life event that I had stored in the back of my mind for later use: I was at the vet waiting to pick up my cat. As I waited, I stood next to a guy with tattoos, piercings and leather. I was expecting them to bring out a Rottweiler or some other fierce-looking dog. Instead, the vet tech brought out a sweet kitten. He cradled the kitten to his chest and told it how much he’d missed his baby that day. The writer in me was intrigued and I never forgot that incident. Seeing the picture prodded the incident and Nick was born.

			I hope you enjoy his story. Let me know what you think. I love hearing from readers. You can reach me at authorcarrienichols@gmail.com.
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			Chapter One

			“Why in the world would you want to run away from a sweet setup like this?” Nick Cabot asked his passenger as he eased his restored classic 69 Ford Ranger to the curb in front of a pale yellow two-story home.

			The only response from Nick’s passenger was a whine deep in his throat.

			He liked to think that the noise sounded repentant. “Maybe your little adventure will help you appreciate how lucky you are.”

			Turning back to the house, he studied the well-maintained exterior. The home and the quiet tree-lined street in Loon Lake, Vermont, was not just a continent away but an entire world apart from the crime-riddled area where he’d grown up.

			The Cape Cod–style home had dormers above a porch that ran the width of the house. The residence, separated from the road by a public sidewalk and a small grass-covered front yard, had six wooden steps leading to a blue-painted front door. Smooth round columns, painted bright white, held up the porch’s roof, and four lush Boston ferns, spaced between the columns, hung from the rafters. The porch railings, pickets and step risers were also painted bright white. Blue ceramic pots overflowing with colorful flowers lined one side of the steps and flanked the front door.

			He double-checked the house number with the one he’d scribbled on a scrap of paper. Yep, it was correct. In an uncharacteristic flight of fancy, he decided the wholesome picture before him matched the voice of the woman who’d answered his call. He’d been drawn to that melodious voice despite knowing that girl-next-door types were only interested in guys like him for a temporary walk on the wild side. He’d been used in the past and had no plans to revisit that.

			His passenger, a fluffy miniature American shepherd who’d been sitting quietly at attention during the ride, began to squirm and whine, drawing Nick’s attention back to the matter at hand.

			“Yeah, yeah, time to get you back to where you belong,” he told the dog. The woman he’d spoken to over the phone had said her five-year-old daughter had been inconsolable over the missing pup. “I know for a fact they will be grateful to get you back.”

			The dog turned to look at him with a how-can-you-doubt-it expression, causing Nick to laugh and rub the fluff around the floppy ears. “Damn, but you are pretty sweet.”

			As their name—miniature—implied, the dog breed was smaller than their sheep-herding Aussie cousins, but Nick knew they possessed the same drive and intelligence. That intelligence—along with a good dose of mischief—was apparent in this guy’s mismatched eyes. The pup’s left eye was a bright blue and the right a deep brown. Heterochromia. That was what the condition was called. Nick had looked it up along with more information on the dog’s breed. Apparently, mismatched eyes weren’t all that unusual.

			If the eyes weren’t cute enough, the dog’s coat looked as if a child had splashed watercolor paints all over him. Although predominantly brown and white, the fur had splashes of black, tan, red and gray in no discernible pattern.

			Nick turned his attention back to the home as the front door burst open. A girl came racing down the steps, brown pigtails flying out behind her as she ran toward the truck. He noticed she had Down syndrome.

			The dog’s entire body shook as he watched his little mistress’s approach, and Nick hustled out of the pickup with the puppy on his heels. He sidestepped out of the way to avoid getting knocked over by the eager dog, who bounded toward the child.

			“You’re home safe. I missed you so much,” the girl said, her arms outstretched, a glowing smile on her face.

			The dog leaped, and the girl caught the wiggling dynamo but stumbled back before landing on her butt on the grass next to the sidewalk.

			Nick had started forward when the girl fell but stopped when she began to giggle, deciding she must not be hurt. She continued to laugh while the puppy showered her with slobbery kisses.

			“Mommy says you was very naughty running away like that,” she scolded the dog but continued giving him kisses and love pats.

			Grinning, Nick wondered who was more excited to see whom. He had to admit that seeing this joyful reunion was worth the ribbing he’d get from some of his customers when they heard about another successful lost-pet reunion.

			How or why errant pets found their way to his motorcycle repair business was beyond his understanding. Of course, he had to see to it that the animals were reunited with their rightful owners. Why would anyone find that small thing such a big deal?

			His niece, Oakley, hadn’t helped the situation. She might live all the way across the country, but that didn’t seem to matter because she’d found out about his Loon Lake reputation and had promoted it on social media. Local resident Gabe Bishop, an acquaintance from Nick’s Marine Corps days, had found the post, so now the whole town knew about it.

			Damn Gabe and his big mouth.

			The girl scrambled to her feet, and Nick refocused his attention on her and the pet.

			“Thank you, mister, for finding my Wags and bringing him home. I was so worried about him,” she said and gave Nick a cheerful smile.

			“More like he found me,” he said.

			The dog, tired and thirsty, had shown up at Nick’s place as if road signs had directed him there.

			Before he could prepare, the girl ran forward and threw her arms around him in a hug as exuberant as the one she’d given the dog. Accustomed to most people judging him by his outward appearance, Nick was flummoxed by the girl’s unbridled enthusiasm. Most people stepped back to give him space. A hug was the last thing he came to expect from people meeting him for the first time. And that was fine by him. He wouldn’t call himself a people person anyway.

			Looking up at him with dark brown eyes, the sweet girl said, “I asked Mommy why you was bringing my doggie home, and she said you must be a Good Samaritan. I never met one of those a’fore. But Pastor Cook talked about them when I went to bacation Bible school, so I heard of them. Is you married?”

			Blindsided just as much by the girl’s non sequitur question as he was by the hug. Nick gave her an awkward pat on the head and tried to move away as he searched for a response. “W-w-well, I—”

			“Rebecca,” a woman scolded loudly as she hurried through the open doorway and onto the porch. She wiped her hands on a towel, draped it over the top porch railing, and came down the steps. “Give the man some space.”

			“But Mommy, I had to thank him for bringing Wags home. I was a-feared I wouldn’t ever see him again if something bad happened.” the girl said. But she did release Nick and move away.

			The puppy play-growled in agreement and jumped up as if his back legs were made of springs, nearly knocking the girl over again.

			The woman gave an exasperated sigh. “Wags. Down.” But the excited puppy ignored her.

			Nick put his hand out palm down and ordered the wriggling puppy to sit in a voice reminiscent of his days as a platoon sergeant in the Marines. The dog made complaining noises but managed to plunk his wiggling butt on the ground.

			“Look, Mommy! He did it.”

			“I see that,” the woman said, her tone full of surprise.

			The girl scrunched up her face and looked at him. “How did you do that, mister? Mommy has been trying to make him behave since we got him, but he ignores her.”

			“Seems like I’ve lost control of everyone,” the woman muttered and gave her daughter a stern look. “You were supposed to wait for me before you went outside. We agreed. Remember?”

			“But, Mommy, you didn’t tell me you was gonna be on the potty when the man got here. I couldn’t wait no more. I had to see Wags. And he wanted to see me.”

			The puppy continued to sit but stared adoringly up at his young mistress as if to confirm she was telling the truth.

			“We’ll discuss your disobedience later, young lady,” the woman admonished, face flushed. She then turned to the dog. “The same goes for you. You gave us quite a fright.”

			The woman may have scolded, but she reached out and welcomed the dog the same as the girl had done, with loving pats.

			With the woman’s attention on the pup, Nick took a moment to observe her. He’d spotted her a few times from a distance along Main Street. She’d been either coming or going from the Adventures in Quilting shop, but he hadn’t had a chance to see her up close. From a distance she was attractive, but this close she was stunning.

			She had dark brown eyes like her daughter and glossy dark hair that shone when the rays of the sun hit it. The hair framed her face and fell past her shoulders. She wore dark blue dress slacks and a white cotton knit sweater that gathered at her trim waist. Yep, she looked like her voice. Very all-American girl next door.

			“Mommy was on the potty when you came,” the girl turned and told him in a stage whisper.

			Nick bit the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing at her candor.

			The woman’s cheeks turned pink again, making the freckles sprinkled across the bridge of her nose and cheeks stand out more. Embarrassed or not, she stepped forward with a smile that looked forced and held out her hand. “Hi, I’m Libby Taylor and I can’t thank you enough for returning Wags to us.”

			Nick stared at the creamy white skin of her delicate hand for a moment. Although he always scrubbed his when he finished a job, motor oil and grease were a part of his life, hazards of his job as a mechanic. His motorcycle repair and restoration business might be successful and entice cycle enthusiasts from across the state to seek him out, but that didn’t change the fact he was often covered in dirt and grease. And here she stood dressed in that pristine white sweater. He was almost afraid to stand next to her for fear of transferring grime onto her aura of perfection.

			“You might have caught me in the bathroom, but I swear I washed my hands,” she said into the growing silence.

			What is wrong with you, Cabot?

			He wasn’t blushing. Marines, even former ones, did not blush. No way. Of course, Marines didn’t stutter, either, but he had been doing just that a few moments ago.

			“Sorry. I didn’t mean to give you that impression,” he said, finally taking the hand she offered. “I’m Nick Cabot, and I’m usually the one with the dirty hands.”

			“Oh?” She drew her eyebrows together in confusion.

			“I work in a motorcycle repair shop,” he explained.

			“Oh, yes, now I remember you. From what I’ve heard, you don’t just work there but you own it. And I understand it’s quite a successful business,” she said.

			“I manage to do okay.” He shrugged as if it meant nothing, but her words made his chest swell, which was strange because he didn’t normally go around looking for validation.

			After he dropped her hand, he realized only part of his hesitation had to do with grease. He’d hesitated to touch her. And he’d been right to feel that way. Despite the short duration, that skin-to-skin contact had sent a slight electric charge through him and awoken something. Something best left to sleep because women like Libby Taylor did not fall for tattooed, motorcycle-riding guys who lived above the repair shop. At least not once they came to their senses.

			“...already met Rebecca,” Libby was saying.

			“And you met Wags,” Rebecca put in.

			Nick hoped if he centered his attention on the girl, Rebecca, he’d have the opportunity to forget the warmth of Libby’s skin against his and that little electric pulse.

			“Is that his name? Wags?” he asked, setting aside all his inappropriate thoughts.

			“Uh-huh. He wags his whole body because his tail is so short. Mommy says his kind of doggy has short tails. It’s...it’s... What’s that word, Mommy?”

			“Genetic,” her mother supplied, sounding as if they’d been down that road before.

			“That’s it. My grandpa said I should pick a dog with a real tail and eyes that matched, but I wanted Wags. I love him and he’s sorta like me.”

			“I see that your eyes match, so you can’t mean that.” Nick raised an eyebrow in an exaggerated gesture. “Are you saying you don’t have a tail, either?”

			“That’s silly. People don’t have tails.” Rebecca giggled but suddenly turned serious. “Do they, Mommy?”

			“Not any that I know,” Libby said and smiled. This time the smile reached her eyes.

			Nick swallowed hard. What would it feel like to have all that warmth and sunshine directed at him? He scolded himself for that thought. This was not the time or place to deal with feelings the woman might create in him.

			“See? And Mommy would know because she’s really, really smart,” Rebecca said.

			“Then I stand corrected about the tails,” Nick replied with mock seriousness.

			“You talk funny, Mr. Nick.”

			“Rebecca, that’s rude.” Libby sighed, giving Nick an apologetic look. “I’m sorry.”

			“No, Mommy, I like the way he talks to me.”

			“You do?” Nick said at the same time as Libby.

			“Uh-huh.” Rebecca nodded. “Sometimes people talk to me like I’m a baby, but I’m not. I’m five. I got Down syndrome, but I’m not a baby.”

			Nick’s heart clenched at Rebecca’s words. He hated the thought of people talking down to her because she had Down syndrome. Squatting on his heels in front of her, he said, “Well, if I ever talk down to you, please tell me because I see you’re not a baby.”

			He glanced at Libby and caught her watching him, her eyes shining, her mouth soft and inviting. Would she taste as sweet as she looked?

			Whoa. He needed to stop thinking about her like that, stop thinking about her, period. He wasn’t looking for anything serious. And Libby Taylor had serious written all over her. What did he have to bring to a relationship? Apart from some fun times, all he had to offer was an armful of tattoos and a drawer full of military medals. Not exactly relationship material.

			What is wrong with you, Cabot? One look at Libby Taylor and you’re using the R-word. Cut that out.

			He was a man, so of course he’d notice and admire her good looks, but he needed to remember he was here to return the errant puppy. That was all.

			

			Libby’s heart melted at the respect Nick Cabot was giving Rebecca, and she regretted any previous thoughts regarding him or his appearance. She’d noted how stiff he’d seemed when Rebecca had been hugging him. Was he simply uncomfortable with spontaneous displays of affection from strangers, or did Rebecca herself make him uncomfortable? Libby had run across that before. Not everyone who looked at her daughter saw a young girl with thoughts, feelings and desires, like all other girls her age. All some people saw was a girl with Down syndrome.

			She’d been wrong about Nick. But in her defense, her mom radar had sprung to life when she’d come onto the porch to find Rebecca hugging someone. Not just any someone but a guy in a leather biker vest, black T-shirt, scarred black boots and an arm covered in tattoos. He looked as if he’d stepped off the set of Sons of Anarchy. The closest she’d come to someone like that was while watching rerun episodes of that show on a streaming service.

			Oh, sure, she’d seen him ride through town on his motorcycle a few times and she’d noticed him sitting by himself at the counter of Aunt Polly’s once or twice when she’d been there, but they’d never been formally introduced. She and he were both “flatlanders”, a local term for people not native to Vermont. Some people referred to them as being “from away” too.

			And yeah, okay, she’d noticed him striding past her shop along Main Street a few times, but she hadn’t done anything proactive.

			Like what? Run down the street after him and introduce herself? Ask him if he was interested in quilting lessons?

			Libby had learned from Addie Bishop that Nick owned the motorcycle repair shop across town, so it would make sense that he rode them, too. According to Addie, her husband, Gabe, and Nick had known one another from the Marines, but Nick normally kept to himself.

			Addie had told her that two years ago, after attending the annual Motorcycle Week over in Laconia, New Hampshire, Nick had come to Loon Lake to catch up with Gabe. While visiting, Nick had decided to buy the recently closed motorcycle repair shop from its retired owner. Although Nick had been a Loon Lake resident ever since buying the business, his and Libby’s paths rarely crossed, even in a small town like Loon Lake.

			Not surprising, since guys that looked like Nick weren’t in the habit of frequenting quilt shops. And being a business owner and a single mother severely limited her social life. Not that she minded. Rebecca and Adventures in Quilting were her two passions. She wouldn’t change anything, even if she could.

			But she had to admit that Nick’s clothing and all that ink on his arm were a bit intimidating and, yes, exciting. Despite the bad-boy vibes he gave off, he was an upstanding member of the community according to people who knew him. Was it that dichotomy that made him so intriguing?

			Her status-conscious parents wouldn’t look past the exterior and certainly wouldn’t approve.

			Why do you care what they think?

			Thirty-three-year-old women didn’t worry about what their parents thought. But turning away from a lifetime of habit wasn’t easy. Isn’t that part of the reason she’d moved almost two hundred miles away from them? She liked having that buffer between them. She’d always been the dutiful daughter and had never had the courage to hook up with a bad boy, even if she’d been tempted. She’d even married the man her parents had approved. Yeah, and that had turned out so well. She would have been better off with being in a relationship with someone like Nick Cabot.

			Whoa. Where had that thought come from?

			“Mommy, are you going to invite him?” Rebecca asked, her tone impatient as if she may have been asking questions while Libby was lost in her thoughts.

			She needed to pay attention and not go off on a tangent about bad boys. Libby blinked as she stared down at her daughter. “Invite him?”

			“To stay for supper?” Rebecca turned to Nick. “We’re having tur-til soup.”

			Nick raised an eyebrow. “Turtle soup?”

			“Tortellini soup,” Libby clarified.

			How was she going to get out of this without sounding ungrateful to him for going to all the trouble of returning Wags? Rebecca was a friendly child, and she had excellent radar when it came to people. Libby had come to respect her daughter’s instincts, but that didn’t mean she felt comfortable inviting the man to supper.

			“Yeah, that’s it,” Rebecca nodded and looked at Libby. “He’s not married. I asked.”

			“Rebecca!” Libby stared at her daughter. Good Lord, what exactly had she been saying to this man before she came out?

			Like with the dog, had she ever had control of this? She’d planned on greeting the man himself when he arrived, but they’d been waiting for over an hour, and she’d given in to the call of nature. Of course he’d shown up then.

			That was how this whole ordeal had started. Libby had been in the bathroom when their rambunctious puppy had escaped. Libby had left the miniature American shepherd in the backyard while she went inside to use the facilities. Their backyard was fenced, so she’d been convinced no harm would come to the little pup, but when she returned, he’d been gone.

			She’d combed the neighborhood, figuring he couldn’t have gotten very far, but no luck. Someone had suggested she put a lost dog notice on a neighborhood social media site. A man with a warm baritone voice soon called her. She recalled how the slight rasp roughened the voice and made her tummy do a little tumble.

			In person, Nick made her stomach do more than tumble. He—

			“But, Mommy, Grandma Joyce said everyone knows you’re dee-borced. She says it like it’s a bad thing. So maybe if you gots married again, you wouldn’t be dee-borced no more. But I heard Mrs. Addie say you can’t get married again if you don’t meet a man. Mr. Nick is a man, and you met him.”

			Nick made a choking sound that could have been laughter or outrage. Libby didn’t know because she wasn’t brave enough to look at him. First, she’d been caught in the bathroom when he arrived, and now this. Could things get any worse?

			“Thank you for your kind invitation, Miss Rebecca, but I only came here to return your dog, not to get engaged or married,” he said and glanced longingly at his truck. His escape route.

			Libby groaned inwardly and sent a message to the universe asking to be swallowed up. Maybe the key to not getting caught in awkward situations was to stay out of the bathroom.

		
	
		
			Chapter Two

			Three days after returning Wags to his rightful owners, Nick pulled up to Libby Taylor’s appealing home once again and cut the engine. This time he came alone and at a time when he knew she would be in her shop.

			“So much for staying away and minding my own damn business,” Nick muttered as he hopped out of his truck in front of the tidy yellow house. After declining all their invitations—Libby’s albeit reluctant one to join them for supper and Rebecca’s unsubtle one that included marriage—he’d escaped and promised himself he’d steer clear of Libby, her sweet daughter and their frisky pup.

			There wasn’t anything there for him because he wasn’t in the market for anything permanent. He was just hitting his stride with his business and didn’t have time for serious involvement with anyone. And any entanglement with a single mother would have to be considered serious.

			Libby being a single mother sounded like a good excuse to stay away. Right? He shook his head at his thoughts as he made his way to the rear of his truck.

			He’d reiterated that promise not to get attached even as he enjoyed the tin of homemade cookies they had given him to take home. The chocolate chip cookies had the right amount of chewiness and were loaded with gooey chocolate bits. They were perfection. Women in his world did not bake cookies. His mother had been too busy chasing her next high.

			So, what was he doing here?

			“You’re paying it forward. Just like you promised Dan Ridgeway,” he told himself as he let the tailgate down and retrieved the new wooden post from the truck bed.

			He’d been seventeen and following a path leading to nothing but trouble. His mom was addicted to that white net crawl—that state of mind brought on by heroin, and Pops, his old man, had been doing a stretch in Corcoran, the state prison in California. Nick had been acting out because of his fear and anger, and to this day, he had no idea why Officer Dan Ridgeway had decided to take an interest in the punk kid he’d been. Dan had taken him to the Marines recruiting station and told him to make a choice: Nick could follow his dad to prison—hey, they could be cellmates—or he could become a man others trusted and respected. The Marines had sounded better than prison even to a streetwise kid.

			Whenever he had leave, Nick had made it a point to visit Dan, right up until his savior passed away from pancreatic cancer several years ago.

			He shook his head. Enough revisiting the past. He had a job to do. He’d made a trip to the local home improvement store to get supplies for installing new shelves in his kitchen in the apartment above his business and remembered seeing the Taylors’ leaning mailbox, so he’d gotten supplies for that, too.

			People in Loon Lake helped their neighbors. His desire to fix this for her had nothing to do with those light freckles sprinkled across Libby’s nose or the way that nose scrunched up when she laughed. Her laughing at the dog’s antics kept creeping into his thoughts. He wasn’t sure this was what Dan had meant about paying it forward, but he knew that doing this was being a good neighbor.

			Yeah, right. You live clear across town. You wouldn’t even know about the wobbly mailbox if not for returning her daughter’s dog.

			Telling his inner critic to step off, he grabbed his toolbox and set it none too gently next to the new wooden post. He’d replace the rotted post with a new one and be gone. She wouldn’t even know he’d been back. And that was what he wanted. Right?

			“Excuse me, young man?” someone called. “May I inquire what business you have with Libby’s mailbox?”

			Young man? He’d been called a lot of things but never that. He hadn’t fit that category before becoming a marine and certainly hadn’t felt young after his first deployment over twenty years ago.

			But, considering he was the only one around, they must mean him, so Nick turned in the direction of the voice. A man who looked like he was somewhere in his seventies or eighties stood on the porch next door. The elderly man placed his hands on his hips as he confronted Nick. He wore a green United States Marine Corps Vietnam Veteran baseball cap, a blue chambray shirt and denim bibbed overalls.

			“You may,” Nick responded with a respectful nod to a fellow former marine. “When I was here the other day, I noticed her mailbox needed repairing, so I decided to come by and fix it. Seems a simple enough job.”

			Nick figured the guy must be the self-appointed neighborhood watch. Not that there was anything wrong with that; it even gave him a measure of reassurance that someone looked out for Libby and Rebecca.

			And how was that any of his business? It wasn’t. He wasn’t getting involved.

			The man’s snow-white bushy eyebrows drew together. “She hire you?”

			“No, sir. The fact is, she doesn’t know I’m here.” Nick glanced at the man again. “Unless you’ve already called her.”

			The man chuckled. “Believe me, son, I thought about it but decided I’d speak with you first. I don’t want to be seen as an old fuddy-duddy. Not with such a beautiful neighbor. But keep it under your hat that I called Libby a beauty. Was this supposed to be a surprise of some sort?”

			Nick shrugged. “Not really, but I’m not looking for any recognition. I saw it needed some attention and decided to help out.”

			The man nodded. “She’s a single mother and she doesn’t seem to be struggling financially—not that I know any of her business, mind you—but the wife shops at her place in town. Even takes some of those classes she teaches. The ones in the morning. Clara and I don’t drive much after dark anymore. So my wife is glad she has morning stuff. Anyway, the wife says Libby is even looking to hire someone part-time for the summer. I guess she wants to spend more time with Rebecca.”

			“Uh-huh,” Nick mumbled as he removed the mailbox from the old post. He wasn’t sure how he was expected to respond. Or if the old guy even required a response. He sighed, trying not to let his annoyance show. This was probably going to take twice as long.

			“As I was saying, Clara seems to think her shop turns a profit and Libby must be doing okay. Even so, running a small business and maintaining a home along with being a single parent can’t be easy. Although that Rebecca is a little love and doesn’t give her any trouble. Can’t say the same for that puppy of hers, but he’s a cute bugger, so I guess that makes up for a lot.”

			Nick nodded and made a sound of agreement in his throat but kept working at removing the old post.

			“I might be an old man, but I try to look out for them.” The man grabbed on to the railing and slowly made his way down the steps.

			“And I’m sure they both appreciate it,” Nick said, grunting as he tugged on the old post.

			“Name’s Hank Jensen.”

			“Nice to meet you. I’m Nick Cabot.”

			“Cabot?” The man stroked his chin. “You the one who took over that cycle repair business when old man Robbins retired?”

			“That’s me,” Nick said, stifling a laugh. “Old man” Fred Robbins, whom Nick had bought the business from, couldn’t be more than a half dozen years older than Hank Jensen.

			“You done good there. With the shop, I mean. I don’t ride myself, but I know a couple of guys from back in the day—I did my duty in the Corps. Heard you did, too. Anyway, what was I saying? Oh, yeah, they swear by your customizations. Say you’re the best around.”

			“Thanks.” Nick’s irritation melted under the warmth spreading in his chest. He didn’t even know the man, and yet, for some inexplicable reason, this guy’s praise meant a lot. It wasn’t as if he craved anyone’s acceptance. If he was feeling unappreciated, all he had to do was open that drawer that held the handful of medals the Marines had insisted on giving him.

			The man hitched up his overalls and took short, shuffling steps toward him. “Need some help?”

			Not really. The response sprang to Nick’s lips, but he noticed the guy’s halting gait and shaking hands. Parkinson’s? But he also spotted Jensen’s hopeful expression and swallowed those words. “Sure. I could use some. Thanks.”

			

			“Mommy, look! Someone fix-ed our mailbox.” Rebecca bounced in her booster seat as Libby pulled into their driveway.

			Libby glanced over. Sure enough, the mailbox post no longer listed to the side like a drunken sailor. Fixing the post had been on her to-do list for quite some time, but the quilt shop kept her busy and she’d been too tired to tackle it. Nor was it easy finding someone who wanted to do such a small job. Sure, she could have called on the husband of one of her friends. She happened to know Addie’s husband, Gabe, or Brody Wilson, the husband of the accountant Libby used at tax time for her store, would have come over to fix it, but she hated to ask. Both Gabe and Brody would refuse payment and she didn’t like feeling as though she was taking advantage of a friendship, especially for something that wasn’t a major issue but more like an eyesore.

			“Did you see it, Mommy?”

			“Yes, I see that, honey. I wonder who did it?”

			Hank Jensen came out onto his porch as she got out of the car and opened Rebecca’s door to the back seat. Although Rebecca often complained, Libby obeyed the law and made her sit in the back in a booster seat. Rebecca had been touchy lately about being perceived as a baby.

			Was it something someone said? Libby knew her friend’s children didn’t treat Rebecca any different than any of their other friends. As a matter of fact, Natalie Gallagher’s son Sam was nonverbal due to a brain injury, and he was accepted into the group whenever the parents got together for barbecues or play dates. Libby sighed. She’d have to try harder to get to the bottom of it.

			Did her mom or dad say something? Her parents truly loved their only grandchild, but Libby’s dad wasn’t the most enlightened guy and often said things he shouldn’t. She worked hard despite their criticisms over her life choices to maintain a relationship with them. It had taken her a long time to recover from the fact they’d sympathized with Will during the divorce. According to them, Libby should have tried harder to make things work. Why couldn’t they accept that no amount of work on her part was going to change Will’s attitude?

			But Rebecca deserved grandparents and Will’s parents certainly couldn’t be counted on, so Libby did her best to maintain a cordial relationship despite the fact she’d disappointed them when she divorced their good friend’s son.

			“Mr. J, did you see? Someone fix-ed our mailbox.” Rebecca ran over to greet their kindly neighbor with a smile and a hug.

			Libby suspected the reason Rebecca always ran to greet Hank when he was outside wasn’t all down to her innate friendliness. Hank always carried soft peppermints in his pocket.

			At least now they’d find out who replaced the mailbox post because Libby couldn’t imagine anyone or anything getting past Hank Jensen. Not that she was complaining. She was grateful for her neighbor’s eyes and ears.

			Hank patted the front pocket on the flap of his overalls, his way of asking permission to give Rebecca a candy. Appreciating his seeking permission first, she nodded and smiled.

			“That motorcycle guy came by today and fixed it,” he said, handing out the candy after accepting a hug and giving one in return.

			Motorcycle guy? Libby’s heart kick-started at the mention of Nick Cabot. It had to be him, since he was the only man she knew who could be classified as a “motorcycle guy.” But why would he do that? “Do you mean Nick Cabot?”

			“Yeah, that was his name. Why couldn’t I remember that?” Mr. Jensen scratched his cheek before he continued, “Anyway, when I first saw him, I came out to make sure he wasn’t trying some funny business with your mail. Clara and I watch the news. I heard about these so-called porch pirates even though I don’t think we have anything like that in our town...let alone our street. But you never know.”

			“Thank you,” she said but wasn’t sure that his vigilance was necessary when it came to her wonky mailbox. “I told Clara I’ll let you know to keep an eye out if we’re expecting packages.”

			“Good. Good. We’ve all got to look out for one another.” Hank hitched up his overalls. “Just so you know. This Nick...he checks out. Former marine. He was with the 2nd Reconnaissance Battalion out of Camp Lejeune down in North Carolina. Said he knows Gabe Bishop. The one that’s married to the library lady.”

			Libby nodded. “Yeah, Addie mentioned Gabe had been at Camp Lejeune at the same time as Nick.”

			Not that she’d been pumping Addie for information about Nick. After all, he had returned Wags, so it was only natural that his name came up in a conversation. Even if she’d had to work hard to make sure it did.

			“Yeah, we swapped war stories as we worked on the repairs,” Hank said as he unwrapped a peppermint and popped it in his mouth. He handed Rebecca another one with a wink. “Well, truth be told, it was mainly me doing the talking and him the working.”

			She could just imagine Hank talking the poor man’s ear off as he repaired the mailbox. Hank’s wife, Clara, said she came to Libby’s quilting classes as much to escape the house as to learn to quilt. She smiled, remembering Clara complaining that to hear Hank, she’d been doing all the cooking and cleaning wrong. “I don’t know how I managed all those years before he retired,” Clara had grumped just that morning during their quilting session at the store.

			“He’s a good listener,” Hank said. “Most young men these days don’t have any patience for us old guys and our war stories.”

			“Maybe because he’s an ex-marine too,” Libby suggested.

			“Libby.” Hank tutted his tongue and shook his head slowly. “Once a marine, always a marine. There’s no ex about it.”

			She pressed the ball of her hand to her forehead. “That’s right. I think you mentioned that before.”

			He shook his finger at her but laughed. “I think you’re teasing an old man, young lady.”

			“So, what did Nick have to say about his time in the Marines?” Libby asked. She should be ashamed for pumping others for information about him, but she couldn’t help it. She had to admit that she’d been disappointed that his bringing Wags home seemed to be the end of their dealings with one another. But she’d gotten over it. She was a grown woman, not some lovestruck teen mooning over the cute kid in homeroom.

			“He gave ’em twenty the same way I did. Went in at eighteen the same way I did. Said he was from the West Coast but preferred to settle here after he got out. Was a bit closemouthed about family ties. Don’t know what the story was there,” Hank said, shaking his head.

			Hank’s comment had Libby wondering what Nick’s story was, too. So much for not thinking about the man. He’d returned their dog and she was grateful. He’d refused her invitation to supper... Okay, that invitation had been extended because Rebecca had insisted, but he’d said no and that was the end of it. She’d given him some cookies, also at her daughter’s insistence. But she assumed that would be the end of their interaction. She’d even put the cookies in a disposable container so there was no need to return it.

			And yeah, maybe she was a little bit sad at that. There had been something about him that had drawn her. He may have given the appearance of a bad boy, but she had a feeling he had a lot of good underneath the leather and tattoos. Not that leather or tattoos or any combo of those things indicated bad.

			Careful, Libby, or you’ll end up sounding like your parents.

			“Well, thank you for helping to fix our mailbox, Hank. I really appreciate it.”

			“My pleasure. I enjoyed talking with that young man.”

			Libby smiled. If Nick Cabot had spent twenty years in the Marines and been out for at least two years, he had to be pushing forty. But she guessed to Hank, who was in his eighties, that was young.

			“Mommy, can I take Wags into the backyard with his ball before supper?”

			“Sure. Thank Mr. Jensen for the candy.”

			Libby went into the house and set the oven to preheat before changing her clothes. Back in the kitchen, she checked on Rebecca and the dog through the window above the sink. She took the casserole she’d put together that morning out of the refrigerator and popped it into the preheated oven.

			She wiped her hands down her jeans and looked around her tidy kitchen to see if anything needed her attention. It was spotless, and supper was cooking in the oven.

			Enough procrastinating, Libby. Call the man to thank him. It’s the neighborly thing to do.

			Telling her conscience to shush, she located the number for Nick’s repair shop in her recent calls log. Glancing at the clock, she saw it was after six o’clock, but she decided to chance calling the business. She had no choice since it was the only phone number she had for him. She slowed her breathing as she stared at the number. Why did just the thought of hearing that mellow baritone over the phone make her feel giddy? She’d never had a reason to contact him in the days since he’d returned Wags, but now she was seizing the opportunity to reach out.

			He’d definitely occupied her thoughts at various times of the day. Yesterday she’d heard a motorcycle drive past on Main Street while she was in her shop, and she’d scurried to the window to look.

			She pressed the call button.

			He might not answer if it was after hours.

			Was that what she wanted? To leave a quick message to thank him for repairing the mailbox?

			That would probably be for the best, she told herself. Except she very much wanted to talk to him. She might be an adult but the feeling in her stomach reminded her of the way she felt talking to a boy she had a crush on in junior high. That might not be the best memory, though, because he’d told her he didn’t return her feelings.

			“Full Throttle Custom, Cabot speaking.”

			For a moment she let the mellow baritone wash over her, let it release a swarm of butterflies in her stomach. Please don’t let this be like that memory.

			“Hello? Anybody there?”

			His question pushed her out of her stasis, and she cursed herself for acting like that giddy teen she once was. “Ah, yes. It’s um... Libby... Libby Taylor.”

			She winced at the squeak in her voice.

			You’re a grown woman, a mother, and a business owner. Act like it. Sound like it.

			“Nick?” Now it was her turn to speak into the silence. Was he feeling as awkward as she? Was that even possible? He seemed so confident.

			Forging ahead, she said, “I’m calling to thank you for fixing my mailbox. You didn’t have to do that, but I really appreciate your thoughtfulness.”

			She winced. Did she always sound that prim? It was either that or start gushing, and she certainly didn’t want the latter. What was wrong with her?

			“I suppose the guy next door was waiting to tell you as soon as you got home.”

			Libby laughed at Nick’s observation, thinking about her conversation with Hank. “Yeah, pretty much.”

			Nick’s response was a low-throated chuckle, and that sexy sound in her ear sent an electric thrill vibrating through her. It was impossible but she swore she could feel his breath in her ear. Even over the phone, Nick Cabot had the power to discombobulate her. What was up with that? She wasn’t in the market for a relationship and she didn’t do casual. She couldn’t afford to, with an impressionable daughter. And in a small town like Loon Lake, if she started anything, the whole town would know. She had a business to run, so she didn’t relish the thought of being the subject of juicy gossip.

			Yeah, you’re not losing it over this guy.

			She shook her head and pulled it out of the clouds. Enough of that, she scolded herself. Nick was just being a good neighbor and here she was debating the pros and cons of a relationship with him. Relationship? What relationship would that be?

			Getting a bit ahead of yourself, aren’t you, Libby?

			Way too far ahead. She needed to get back on track and thank him for fixing the mailbox. Maybe invite him to supper as a thank-you. If he said no, then that would be the end of it.

			“I wanted to—” she began but stopped abruptly at a shout from the backyard.

			“Mommy! Come quick!” Rebecca called from the yard.

		
	
		
			Chapter Three

			“I’ve got to go,” Libby choked out before disconnecting the call.

			Her heart threatening to pound out of her chest, she dropped the phone onto the counter with a clatter. She only cared about getting to Rebecca. Why had she let her go into the backyard alone?

			Once on the back porch, she scanned the yard, seeking out her daughter. Rebecca stood in the middle of the yard all in one piece, with no sign of blood or evidence of injury.

			Exhaling, Libby placed her palm over her aching chest and tried to recover her equilibrium.

			“What’s wrong?” Libby husked out, still breathless from the fright she’d gotten.

			“Wags is gone again.” Rebecca lifted her arms in a sweeping motion.

			Libby glanced around the relatively small, fenced yard. Rebecca was right. No sign of the puppy. She had overlooked that due to her overwhelming concern for her daughter.

			“Damn,” she muttered and walked down the three steps to the backyard.

			“Uh-oh, Mommy. You said a bad word.”

			“Yeah, I did.” And wouldn’t you know Rebecca had heard it. Her daughter had narrowed ear canals due to her Down syndrome, and her hearing wasn’t the sharpest. And yet, she always managed to hear the things Libby preferred she didn’t. At least Rebecca couldn’t hear the words in Libby’s head. Those were much more colorful and definitely not for young ears.

			How could that dang pup have gotten loose again? She couldn’t see any broken spots in the fence. “What happened?”

			Libby regretted her question as soon as the words passed her lips. She hadn’t meant to sound accusatory, but Rebecca’s face crumpled and she began to sob.

			“I’m sorry. It’s...all...my...fault,” Rebecca wailed.

			“It’s not your fault.” Libby squatted in front of her daughter and pulled her into her arms to comfort her. “Just tell me what happened.”

			“I went to get his Fisbee from the box—” she pointed to the plastic storage container on the porch “—and when I came back, he was gone. I was a-supposed to be watching him. It’s all—”

			“No. It’s not your fault.” It was just as much her fault as Rebecca’s, because she honestly believed the first escape was due to the gate not latching properly. But she’d fixed it, making sure the latch was secure, and she’d assumed the backyard was now escape-proof. “It’s okay, sweetie, I’m sure we’ll find him.”

			“I shouldn’t have wanted to play Fisbee with him,” Rebecca said between broken sobs. “Maybe he just doesn’t like playing with me.”

			“Oh, sweetheart, no. Wags loves you. I know he does. We’ll find him and figure out how he keeps escaping and then we’ll talk to somebody about what to do with all the extra energy he has.”

			“You mean like Mr. Nick? Can we ask him?” Rebecca asked, her expression hopeful.

			Looked like maybe her daughter had a little crush on Nick Cabot. Welcome to the club, kiddo. She sighed. “Let’s concentrate on finding Wags for now.”

			“Wha-what if we don’t find him?”

			Libby hugged her tighter, refusing to even think that they might not find him. “Let’s walk around the neighborhood before we panic. He couldn’t have gotten far.”

			Rebecca pulled in a ragged breath. “Doesn’t Wags like us? Is that why he keeps running away?

			Rebecca rubbed her tearstained face against Libby’s shoulder. At least Libby hoped tears were the only thing getting rubbed on the clean shirt she’d changed into after work. “Oh, sweetie, you know he does, but it’s like Mr. Nick said, Wags is an adventurous dog. That’s why you playing Frisbee with him is a good idea. It lets him use up some of his excess energy.”

			“I don’t know what ’ventrous means.”

			“It means he likes to go exploring.” Libby rose. “You know what that means, right?”

			She didn’t want to let too much time pass since his escape, but she always took the time to explain things to Rebecca. And she wasn’t going to stop now. She knew her parents often dismissed their granddaughter’s questions with a “you wouldn’t understand” no matter how many times Libby told them not to place arbitrary limits on Rebecca.

			“You mean like Dora the Es-plorer,” Rebecca asked, referring to a favorite animated television series.

			“Exactly, and it means it’s not your fault. And it means that it’s not that he doesn’t like us,” Libby told her and held out her hand so they could start their search.

			“Okay. I believe you, Mommy,” Rebecca said and took her hand. “But I still wish he hadn’t run away from us again.”

			“Me too, sweetie, me too.”

			At least she could take comfort in the fact the streets around their home were relatively quiet. She hated the thought of Wags getting hit by a car. Maybe searching for him with Rebecca wasn’t such a good idea after all. She’d hate for Rebecca to come across an injured Wags. Or something worse. Libby debated calling Clara next door to see if she could watch Rebecca for a little bit while she looked for the dog by herself. Clara was always up for babysitting. She and Hank looked upon Rebecca like one of their own grandchildren.

			Rebecca tugged on her hand. “I got an idea, Mommy. Why don’t we call Mr. Nick?”

			“Well, I—”

			“He found him last time. Remember? I’m sure he’d help. He’s like a Good Samaritan. You said so, Mommy.”

			“I did, didn’t I?” Libby sighed. She needed to be careful what she said, because for all of her challenges, Rebecca’s memory was sharp. “Why don’t we see if we can find him ourselves first?”

			Rebecca looked up at her with a frown. “Don’t you want to find Wags?”

			“Of course I do.” She hadn’t counted on the dog being an escape artist, but she still adored him.

			Not to mention you wouldn’t have had a chance to meet and speak with Nick Cabot if Wags hadn’t run away.

			“Then asking Mr. Nick might help us find him faster,” Rebecca told her.

			Libby sighed. Even if she wanted to, she couldn’t argue with logic. And she didn’t want to hurt Rebecca’s feelings, because she had a good point. Another set of eyes wouldn’t hurt. And besides, he had made a special trip and taken the time to fix their mailbox. That must mean something. She just wasn’t sure what that something was. “I left my phone in the house. We’ll need it if we’re going to call him.”

			And if he didn’t want to help, he could simply tell her so. No hard feelings.

			They went back into the house to retrieve the phone, only to find it ringing and vibrating on the kitchen table. She picked it up, intending to get rid of whoever was on the other end.

			“Libby, talk to me. What is it? What’s wrong? Is Rebecca hurt?” Nick asked as soon as the call connected.

			“Oh, Nick, I’m so sorry about hanging up like that, but I wasn’t thinking clearly. Rebecca is fine, but Wags has managed to escape again. I swear that dog has some Houdini in him.” She sighed. Today had been busy with a class and getting things prepared for her booth at the Founder’s Day celebration on the town green. She didn’t need this to end her day. “Rebecca and I are going to go looking for him.”

			“I’ll be there as soon as I can,” was his terse response before he disconnected.

			She stared at the phone for a minute. That sounded like genuine concern in his tone. As much as she hated to admit it, she was relieved. She wasn’t the kind of woman who felt she needed a man to “take care of things,” as her mom would say. What Rebecca had told Nick about her mother’s disappointment over Libby’s divorce was correct. But that was because her mother was a bit old-school. Libby could take care of things by herself, thank you very much. And she had been, since the divorce.

			But face it. It’s sure nice to think someone might have your back when things got tough.

			“Was that Mr. Nick? Is he coming to help us?” Rebecca pressed her palms together in a prayerful pose.

			Libby nodded, her feelings a tangled mixture of relief, hope and misgivings. Was it a mistake to place hope in someone else’s hands? The last time she’d done that, she’d been devastated. The man she was supposed to count on had let her down. And broken her heart in the process. Not that she was going to let her heart get involved in anything to do with Nick. She barely knew the guy.

			But what she did know appealed to her on two very different levels. Yes, she felt a physical attraction, but there was something more, something deeper—something she couldn’t quite put her finger on.

			And that was what frightened her the most.

			

			Nick had been in the process of closing up shop when Libby called. After her abrupt disconnection, he’d abandoned the orderly routine he normally followed and begun dragging things into the garage bays so he could bring the doors down. At the moment, all he cared about was getting things inside. Neatness be damned. He’d tried a couple of times to call her back but there’d been no answer.

			By the time he’d gotten in touch with her, he hadn’t cared that she hadn’t actually asked for his assistance. He was going to be with her and help try and find Rebecca’s dog. And, God forbid, if the pup had come to a bad end, he’d be there to lend support.

			He had no clue what had happened to his resolve to stay away. There’d be time later to figure that out.

			He adjusted his helmet and fired up his silver Indian Scout. At the moment, the motorcycle was the fastest way to get him across town. If he located the dog—and he prayed that he did—the pickup would have been the more practical option. But the truck was currently jacked up in one of the bays waiting for the oil change he’d been planning to do this evening. The bike had been outside, ready to go. He’d figure out something if he came across the runaway. If nothing else he could hold on to the dog until they came to him.

			Seeing a large canvas backpack, he grabbed it off the hook by the exit, went outside and lowered the garage door behind him. He put the backpack on, swung his leg over the bike and started it up. Despite being in a hurry, he took a couple of precious seconds to let the roar of the engine and the vibration of the powerful bike flow through him.

			He shook his head to clear it and, glancing both ways, tore out of the parking lot. The bike thundered as he accelerated away from the shop. Now wasn’t the time to examine the inexplicable feelings he had regarding Libby. Or didn’t want to explain. Yeah, and when would that time be? Never. He’d help find that dang pup again and put Libby and her sweet daughter out of his thoughts. Out of his life. Living in a small town, he’d probably run into them from time to time but he’d say a friendly hello, and that was it. Just like he’d done after returning the dog the first time.

			And how’s that working for you?

			It’s working just fine, he told that annoying, insistent voice as he slowed for the stop sign at the end of the road. He didn’t think about Libby’s inviting smile that did strange things to his insides. Or the auburn highlights in her glossy, dark hair. Or those generous lips that begged to be kissed. Nope, not thinking about that at all.

			Okay, sure, he’d gone over there to fix her mailbox. But he’d chosen a time when she wouldn’t be at home. That had to count for something.

			Before he could delve any further into his psyche, he spotted a fluffy, multicolored puppy gallivanting along the side of the road. The pooch was halfway between his shop and Libby’s home. How the heck had the dog made it this far already? Was Wags on his way back to Full Throttle Custom? Probably just a coincidence. But it still gave him pause.

			Now was not the time to ponder that. Nick downshifted to slow the bike and brought it over to the shoulder, all the while hoping the noise of the bike didn’t spook the dog. That was all he needed, to have the mutt run off again. Wags had stopped to watch him, his head tilted to one side, those canine eyes curious. But his body language telegraphed wariness, too. Probably ready to dash off if Nick made a wrong move. At the moment there was no other traffic along the two-lane country road, but he couldn’t count on that for long.

			He didn’t want anything to happen to the dog. No matter how much trouble he’d caused, Nick had a soft spot for him.

			He stopped the bike and engaged the kickstand. Removing his helmet and hopping off, he squatted and called to Wags. The dog must’ve recognized him, because he immediately came galloping over, tongue hanging out of the side of his mouth. As soon as the pup got close enough, Nick grabbed his collar to prevent an escape. Past performance proved the dog was adept at slipping away. At least Libby had attached an ID tag to the dog’s collar. That, along with a microchip, would help ensure the dog’s safe return if he ran away once more.

			“How did you get away from them again?” he asked the canine as he tightened his grip on the collar and tried to decide what to do.

			Keeping his hand around the collar, he used the other to undo his leather belt. Pulling it loose from the belt loops on his jeans, he removed it and looped it through the collar.

			Holding the dog secure, he took his phone out of the pocket of his jacket and called Libby.

			“I found him,” he said as soon as she answered. Easing her and Rebecca’s worry was at the top of his mind. He imagined them both sick with anxiety for the mischievous pup.

			“Oh, thank you.” She heaved a big sigh into the phone. “Is...is he okay?”

			He glanced down at the dog, who smiled up at him in response. “Yeah, he’s totally fine. I’m on the bike but I’ll see if I can bring him to you.”

			“On your bike?” She paused. “Oh, you mean a motorcycle.”

			He grinned. “Yeah, the motorcycle.”

			“Look, I don’t want you getting hurt. I can come and get him if that’s easier.”

			He shook his head even though she couldn’t see him. “Returning him is no problem. I’ll be there in a few.”

			“Please, Nick, don’t take any chances. I would never forgive myself if anything happened to you. Your safety is the most important thing. Honest.”

			Her words stirred something deep in his belly, but he couldn’t stop to examine that now. He needed to get the dog back to them so they could see for themselves he was unharmed. And he’d like to check out the situation in their backyard to see if he could figure out how the dog had gotten away again.

			“I have an idea. If it doesn’t work, I’ll call you and you can come to me. How’s that for a compromise?”

			She hesitated, then sighed. “If you’re sure...”

			“I am,” he assured her, wishing he felt as confident as he sounded.

			Face it, you want an excuse to go over there again.

			If she came here, he’d simply hand the dog over, and they’d go their separate ways. Could that be what she wanted? No, she’d sounded genuinely concerned about him...hence those feelings unleashed in his gut.

			He sighed and unzipped the backpack. Picking up the pup, he removed his belt from around the collar and nestled him safely inside. A tight fit but manageable. He zipped it up around the dog, leaving his head free and careful not to catch the dog’s fur in the zipper’s teeth. He replaced his belt and adjusted the backpack, wearing it in the front so he could have more control over the dog. Plus, he wanted to keep his eyes on the little rascal. Other than showering Nick’s chin with slobbery kisses, Wags seemed perfectly content where he was and with his new adventure.

			Of course, the real test would come when Nick started the bike. Making sure the backpack was secure, he started the motorcycle and waited for Wags’s reaction. The dog startled for a moment but Nick kept reassuring him with soft words and ear rubs. It must’ve worked, because the pup didn’t panic or try to escape.

			“Well, here goes nothing,” Nick muttered as he put his helmet back on and eased away from the side of the road.

			Nick drove much slower than normal the rest of the way to Libby’s home. Taking the turn onto her quiet street, he spotted mother and daughter waiting on the front porch of the pretty, yellow house. Rebecca had started forward, but Libby placed a hand on her shoulder and stopped her. Wags whined and barked as soon as he saw them. Nick stopped the bike, engaged the kickstand and loosened the straps to remove the pack.

			“You seem pretty happy to see them, which is why I don’t understand why you ran off again,” he told the dog and unzipped him once he set the backpack on the ground and looped the strap of his helmet over the handlebars.

			“Don’t you know you’ve got it made here?” he asked softly as the dog wiggled around, trying to free himself.

			“Mommy, look, look. Mr. Nick carried Wags inside his backpack.” Rebecca turned to Libby. “That looks like fun.”

			“Looks dangerous to me,” she said, and her gaze met his as he approached the porch.

			Nick winced. He didn’t want Libby to consider him a bad influence. “I only did it because it was necessary to get him home to you,” he assured her.

			He turned to Rebecca with as stern a look as he could muster without scaring the child. “You promise not to try anything like that?”

			Rebecca gave him a solemn nod and made an X on her chest. “Cross my heart.”

			“Good.” Nick nodded.

			He pulled the puppy out of the backpack, and as soon as he set him on the ground, Wags ran to Rebecca. They showered one another with hugs and kisses.

			“Kinda feels like déjà vu,” Nick said, and chuckling in an attempt to lighten the mood, which seemed to have suddenly changed. He might not be the most sensitive guy, but even he could feel the sudden tension.

			She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. Did she consider his behavior reckless? “I was very careful. I’ve been riding since I was fourteen. I know what I’m doing.”

			“Fourteen? That’s not even legal,” she sputtered, her cheeks flushed.

			He shook his head. “Didn’t matter to me.”

			“What about your parents? Did they find out? What did they do?”

			How was he supposed to answer that? Tell her his father encouraged him so he could assist him in whatever scheme he had going? That Pops considered his juvenile son an easy sacrifice in case they got caught. Thank goodness they hadn’t, or Nick’s career as a marine would never have happened. He’d probably have died or been incarcerated by now instead of being a business owner and a respected member of this town.

			“They weren’t exactly the rule-following or hovering type. And if it benefited my dad, that’s all he cared about.” he finally told her.

			“Oh,” was all she said.

			Had he revealed too much? His gut tightened, imagining her reaction to the things he’d done—some at the instigation of his dad—before joining the Marines, before deciding he didn’t want to spend his life skirting the law like his old man.

			Was that disapproval he saw in her face, heard in her voice? Was his confession the death knell on something that hadn’t even started yet?

		
	
		
			Chapter Four

			Libby hated that she was sounding and acting like her mother. She honestly hadn’t meant to sound so disapproving and judgmental because he chose to bring the puppy on his motorcycle. She could tell that Wags had been secure in the backpack and she didn’t doubt that Nick knew what he was doing and was an excellent rider.

			No, truthfully, that wasn’t what had upset her. What he’d told her about his parents disturbed her. She hated the thought he might have had neglectful or even toxic parents. He certainly didn’t look like a guy who needed a hug. Or would welcome one. But it still made her want to give him one for reasons she hesitated to examine.

			And why was that?

			Despite her concern for him over what he’d let slip about his parents, she had to admit that he’d made quite an enticing picture when he came roaring up on the motorbike. The puppy’s head peeking out of the backpack across his broad chest had jump-started and melted her heart simultaneously. She wouldn’t have thought that possible, but there it was. And his parents’ actions weren’t his fault. All she needed to do was look at her own.

			She was also concerned because accidents happened all the time. Motorcyclists were at a disadvantage when tangling with a car. And while she would of course be upset if anything untoward happened to Wags, her first concern was for Nick and his safety.

			She may have only just met him, but she liked him. A lot. She looked forward to getting to know him better. Even if what they might share turned out to be nothing more than a friendship. That thought made her frown. She’d like something a bit more than friendship, but she had no idea how he felt about her. At this point, she could only hope.

			She wasn’t even sure that was a good idea, because she was a single mother who taught quilting classes. Not exactly biker chick material. At least not from what she’d seen on television or in the movies. Well, if she was considering what qualities motorcycle guys looked for, she certainly wasn’t sounding like her mother anymore. Joyce Langston would be mortified if she knew a daughter of hers was mourning the fact she might not be biker chick material.

			So much for not examining her feelings.

			“Rebecca, I think you need to thank Mr. Nick for bringing Wags home. Again,” she said in an effort to get her mind on the situation at hand and away from her suitability as Nick’s girlfriend.

			Whoa. How had she jumped from thanking him for bringing Wags home and thinking in terms of being in a relationship?

			Rebecca bounded over to Nick and threw her arms around him. “Thank you for bringing Wags home to me, Mr. Nick.”

			“You’re very welcome, Rebecca.”

			Unlike the first time, he seemed prepared for her exuberant display and even returned the hug with one of his own, making Libby smile.

			“Now we have to find out how he keeps escaping,” he said.

			“Mommy says Wags is like Dora the Es-plorer.”

			“I don’t know who or what that is, but it sounds like your mommy might be right.” Nick chuckled.

			Libby tried in vain to control her body’s reaction to that low-throated chuckle. She was a grown woman—a divorcée and a mother, for crying out loud—not some teen in the throes of first love. Yeah, try telling her hormones that. Her palms felt sweaty, her knees weak, and a flush seemed to be creeping up her face.

			“Dora the Es-plorer is one of my favorite-ist TV shows. Dora likes to es-plore,” Rebecca told him. “And you know what? So do I. But Mommy lets me use her tablet because I has to do it at home. Does you want to see?”

			“I’d love to, but first I think we need to find out how Wags keeps escaping,” he said, frowning slightly as he glanced at Libby.

			Damn her pale skin. Libby shifted her feet. What could she say? I’m blushing because I’m having all sorts of inappropriate thoughts about you.

			“Oh,” Rebecca said and dropped her head.

			He squatted down in front of Rebecca and touched her chin with his thumb. “I promise you can show me your adventures after we find out how Wags got out. It will be better to look for his escape route before it gets dark. Don’t you think so?”

			His tenderness with her daughter made tears well up in Libby’s eyes, and she quickly blinked them away, hoping he hadn’t noticed those. “Mr. Nick is right. You don’t want to go through losing Wags again, do you?”

			A calculating expression was on Rebecca’s face as her gaze darted between the two of them. “Does that mean Mr. Nick can stay for supper with us?”

			“What?” Libby stared open-mouthed at Rebecca.

			“Well, I...” Nick began.

			“Puh-leez.” Rebecca folded her hands and rocked up and down on the balls of her feet.

			Evidently her pleading was contagious, because the dog began to bark and dance around in a circle. Although Libby had been caught off guard by her daughter’s request, she couldn’t help but laugh at the dog’s antics.

			Giving in to the inevitable, Libby glanced at Nick. “Will you join us? It’s just spaghetti Bolognese but I’ve been told it’s palatable.”

			“My grandpa says that to Mommy about her cooking. She says that word means it’s yummy,” Rebecca told him with a giggle. “See? I know some big words, don’t I, Mommy?”

			“You sure do, sweetie.” Libby smiled at her daughter, unsure if Rebecca’s backhanded endorsement was tempting Nick or warning him off. She looked back at Nick and raised her eyebrows. “So you’ll stay?”

			He gazed at her for several seconds, as if weighing his options. “Sure,” he finally said.

			“Yippee,” Rebecca clapped her hands and bounced on her toes.

			“Glad that’s settled,” Libby said, feeling as giddy as Rebecca but trying not to let it show.

			The dog put his two cents in with a yip and a body wiggle.

			His lips twitching, Nick gave Libby an expectant look after the enthusiastic reaction of the other two. He was going to be waiting a long time if he was hoping for her to bounce or wiggle.

			“I’m extremely delighted you’ve accepted our invitation, but I’m trying to exhibit some restraint,” she said, teasing him, trying to sound prim. But she spoiled it by bursting out laughing.

			“I guess that’s acceptable. And just so you know, I’m looking forward to palatable pasta,” he said with a grin. “I haven’t had a home-cooked meal in ages. I don’t think those microwave dinners for one that I nuke count.”

			Rebecca scrunched up her nose. “What does that mean?”

			He chuckled and playfully tugged on one of her pigtails. “It means I can’t cook.”

			“That’s okay, cuz my mommy is a very, very good cook.”

			Libby turned her attention to Rebecca, hoping Nick wouldn’t notice her flustered appearance. That chuckle was going to be the death of her. But at least she’d die happy, in a contented puddle of hormones at his feet.

			“Sweetie, why don’t we take Wags into the house and let Mr. Nick look to see if he can find how Wags is getting out.” And she’d take the time away from his presence to compose herself.

			She couldn’t remember ever reacting this strongly or this quickly to a guy.

			

			“Before you go in, do you have any idea how he might be escaping?” Nick asked, shifting from one foot to the other. No matter how tempting the food and the company, he shouldn’t have agreed to stay for supper. If he were smart, he wouldn’t drag this out or get involved. He’d only end up disappointing them at some point. Maybe not tonight. Maybe not tomorrow. But someday in the future.

			His mission was to find out how the dog had escaped, plug the escape route if he could, then go home. And that was exactly what he should be doing.

			Libby and Rebecca are not part of your plans. How hard was that for his wayward brain to understand? Evidently pretty hard, because he’d agreed to stay and was looking forward to it.

			The fact she’d been blushing had his heart skipping a few beats. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d made a grown woman blush, and he found he quite liked the way it made him feel. And he wasn’t even certain what was making her blush but she seemed to do it while looking at him. Could she be experiencing the same feelings about him as he was about her?

			His question about how the dog might be getting out had been a delaying tactic. Yes, it was information he might find useful. But he also had a need to prolong their encounter, if only by a minute or two. With this woman, every minute spent with her seemed precious.

			Oh man, he was in trouble. He should have realized it when he found himself accepting her invitation to supper against his better judgment. The word yes had come out of his mouth despite the rational part of his brain urging him to say no.

			“After the first escape, I replaced the locking mechanism on the gate, but I guess that wasn’t the problem. Or, if it was, he found a new way to escape. For a crazy dog, he seems pretty smart.”

			He nodded. “Yeah, those herding dogs are reputed to be some of the smartest.”

			“I believe it,” she said.

			Where had he been going with this? He couldn’t remember what point he was trying to make. “Okay, well, I’ll figure it out. I’d hate to let a dog outsmart me.”

			“If you need any tools, there are some basic ones on the bench in the back of the garage.” She hitched her chin toward the open door to a detached one-car garage with a late-model Toyota Corolla parked inside. “Or we can borrow from Mr. Jensen if you need something I don’t have.”

			He nodded but was thinking about those lips. How would they taste? Would they be soft or firm?

			Pay attention, Cabot, she’s using that mouth to talk.

			He cleared his throat and did his best to stand perfectly still. Marines didn’t fidget.

			“Sure thing,” he said, hoping he’d gotten the gist of what she had been saying.

			Strolling to the open door of the house, she put her hand on the doorjamb and turned with a teasing look. “Maybe I should let Wags out to help, him being so smart and all. Maybe he’ll save you some time and show you how he got out if you say please.”

			“Ha ha,” he said as she turned to go back inside. Still, he couldn’t help grinning like a lovestruck teen at her. Damn, but he was getting in more and more trouble here.

			“Mr. Nick?”

			“Hmm?” He reluctantly tore his thoughts away from the image in his head of Libby’s disappearing backside to see Rebecca had taken her mother’s place in the open doorway.

			You should be ashamed of yourself for your thoughts in front of her young daughter.

			“I heard Mommy and I think she was teasing you. That means she likes you,” Rebecca told him.

			“Oh?” Now she had his full attention. Maybe he wasn’t as alone in this as he’d feared.

			The girl nodded. “Mr. Jensen next door is always saying stuff like ‘I think you’re teasing me, young lady,’ to her and I know she likes him cuz she told me she does. So I think teasing means you like someone.”

			“Is that so?” He opened the door.

			“Yeah, but Mr. Jensen says he already gots one wife and doesn’t want any more. He points his finger like this—” she demonstrated by wagging her finger “—and says ‘one is more than enough,’ and then he winks at me.”

			After spending a few hours with the old codger, Nick could plainly hear Hank in Rebecca’s imitation of him. “Yeah, I think the state frowns on bigamy.”

			“Big-a-what?” She scrunched her face into a frown. “You sure say lots of stuff I don’t understand.”

			“Sorry. Bigamy means having more than one wife at a time, and it is against the law.”

			“Does against the law mean if you do it, Fiona Cooper’s daddy will come and ‘under arrest’ you like on TV?”

			“Yes, it does,” he agreed, chuckling to himself. She must have been referring to Riley Cooper’s daughter. Riley, a sheriff’s deputy, was an acquaintance. Because he too was a fellow marine and not because Nick was on the wrong side of the law in Loon Lake.

			Although he’d overcome his past, he was never really out from under its shadow. He probably never would be...not completely. If he got involved with Libby, he’d have to tell her more about his family. He didn’t miss how appalled she’d been to simply learn that he’d been allowed to ride a motorcycle while underage.

			Oh, sure, all that had happened long ago and he’d lived a different life since joining the Marines. He now lived by the Marines code of honor, but he felt the taint from his past hung around his shoulders like the stink of a skunk. The animal might be long gone but the scent lingered. But the code of conduct that he now adhered to meant he would have to tell her about his less-than-squeaky-clean background. Marines didn’t lie and they honored their promises, so he’d stay for supper. But then he’d do his best to stay away, because riding a motorcycle at fourteen was nothing compared to some of the things he’d done as a kid. He’d been trying to impress his father and earn his respect. He’d mistakenly thought that if he did that, he could get him to listen when he pleaded with him to help his mom get off drugs.

			“Are you going to find the hole Wags escapes from, Mr. Nick?”

			Rebecca’s question brought him out of his head, and he did his best to summon up a smile for her. “That’s the plan.”

			“Rebecca,” Libby called from in the house. “Come in here and let Mr. Nick get to work, please.”

			“Uh-oh,” the little girl said and giggled.

			He smiled at her. “You better get inside before you get in trouble.”

			Nick walked around the perimeter of the backyard, checking all the posts and pickets on the wooden fence. Halfway around he located a loose board. It wasn’t noticeable, but when he pushed on it, it gave just enough for a dog the size of Wags to squeeze through.

			“You wily little cuss,” he muttered as he examined the dog’s escape route. How had the dog found that spot?

			He laughed at the picture of the puppy going around the yard testing each of the boards to see if they were loose.

			He went back into the garage and found a hammer and some nails. Poking around, he located a couple of pieces of extra wood that looked like they had been left over from when the fence was originally installed. Smart on Libby’s part to save it, he thought, and went back to fix the problem.

			Satisfied with the repair, he put the tools away and went back to the spot to double-check his handiwork. The new board didn’t match the older ones that had been in the elements, but that could be remedied by pressure washing and staining all the boards.

			Looking for more excuses to come back? What happened to his resolve not to get involved again after this? He shook his head at the thought. He could suggest it to her if the mismatched boards bothered her. That didn’t automatically mean she’d want him to do the job, if she even wanted it done. Although, considering the pristine condition of the house and yard, even the old garage, she’d probably want it to look nice. He’d suggest it, and if she took him up on the offer, he’d do it.

			All a part of being a good neighbor. He shook his head at that last thought. Next, he’d be answering all those emails from princes needing just a little financial assistance to access their lavish inheritances.

			Rather than going back around to the front of the house, he climbed the three steps to the screened-in back porch. Voices drifted out from the kitchen as he reached the top step. He could see the inner door to the house standing open.

			“Mommy, can Good Samaritans be boyfriends, too?”

			Rebecca’s question had him pausing before reaching for the door handle. Eavesdropping was not polite, but curiosity had him rooted to the spot. Was Rebecca trying to matchmake? Nick knew from town gossip that Libby was divorced and the ex was not involved in Rebecca’s life. What sort of man walked away from a woman like Libby? Or his own child? Nick shook his head, hoping to dislodge that thought. None of this was his business. He should—

			“Why would you ask something like that, sweetie?” Libby’s tone sounded suspicious, as if she’d been thinking the same thing as he about the matchmaking.

			“Mr. Jensen was in his yard this morning when I was out with Wags, and he asked me if your boyfriend finished fixing stuff around the house. Was he talking about Mr. Nick?”

			“I suspect he was, but Mr. Nick is not my boyfriend no matter what Mr. Jensen calls him, sweetie.”

			Nick coughed into his free hand to announce his presence before pushing open the door. Of course he’d never mistake himself for Libby Taylor’s boyfriend. He’d made a mistake like that once and sworn to never let that happen again. He and popular head cheerleader Melody Hampton had lost their virginity together, but when he’d asked her to the prom she’d been appalled. He learned then he wasn’t the kind of guy “nice” girls took home to their mothers. The twenty years he’d spent in the Marines had only honed that bad-ass persona and he’d done nothing since retiring from the Corps to dispel that impression. Although for some reason the good people of Loon Lake didn’t seem put off no matter how many tattoos he had or how much he glowered.

			“Mr. Nick.” Rebecca ran to him with Wags hot on her heels. “Is the fence fixed so that Wags can’t run away again?”

			“I think so. I fixed the loose one and checked all the others. I don’t think he can get out now unless he levitates over the fence,” he said.

			His gaze met Libby’s across the kitchen, and she rewarded him with one of her smiles. That smile was a comfortable pleasure. He’d never given a whole lot of thought to a woman’s smile and wasn’t that a shame? He didn’t realize how much he’d been missing. Of course it might just be Libby’s smile that gave him pause.

			“What does that word mean?” Rebecca asked, drawing his attention away from his thoughts.

			“Levitate? It means he’d have to fly over the fence,” he told Rebecca and winked at Libby, making color rise in her cheeks again. He liked that he had the ability to do that to her. After all, it was only fair, since she managed to fluster him with a smile.

			Rebecca giggled. “Did you hear that, Mommy? He said Wags would have to fly to get over the fence.”

			“I sure did. Why don’t you show Mr. Nick where he can wash up before supper.”

			“Okay.” Rebecca started down the hallway, Wags once again at her heels.

			Nick couldn’t help glancing back as he fell into step behind them. She was already bending over to remove something from the oven.

			Yep, he admired that fine—

			“Here it is, Mr. Nick.” She stopped in front of a half bath painted a pale mint green, with white lace curtains hanging in the small window.

			Caught. Thank goodness Rebecca was too young to understand.

			“And let Mr. Nick have some privacy, young lady,” Libby called from in the kitchen. “That goes for you, too, Wags.”

			“I will. I promise,” Rebecca called down the hall and Wags barked.

			He winked at Rebecca before shutting the bathroom door. As he washed his hands, he paused to look at himself in the mirror. He looked the same as he had this morning when he’d shaved, but he felt different. Spending this time with Libby and Rebecca made him contemplate things he hadn’t realized had been missing from his life.

		
	
		
			Chapter Five

			Libby removed the garlic bread from the oven and set it on the table before spooning out the pasta and sauce into one of her good serving dishes. She hoped the pasta tasted as good as it looked and smelled.

			Unlike her ex, she enjoyed staying home and cooking a satisfying meal. Will had always wanted to be out and about and “seen” by the right kind of people. She’d been a dutiful wife in the beginning, but the endless socializing had grated on her, and she didn’t miss it.

			Nick came back into the kitchen as she was finishing filling the bowl. She glanced up, noticing he looked as if he’d finger-combed his hair, not that it was very long.

			He reached for the bowl. “Here. Let me get that.”

			His fingers brushed against hers as he took the dish. That little contact made her skin sizzle.

			“Careful. The bowl might be hot,” she said, striving for normalcy when her nerve endings were still dancing from the skin-to-skin contact.

			“No problem. My hands are pretty tough,” he said and set the bowl of piping hot pasta Bolognese on the trivet she’d put on the table earlier.

			She glanced at his hands but realized immediately that was a mistake. Unlike Will, who did nothing but push papers, Nick had working hands. The nails were neatly trimmed, but she saw cuts and bruises on the fingers. She tried not to imagine what those hands, distinguished in their own way, would feel like in intimate places. It might get embarrassing if she succeeded.

			“Need help with anything else?” he asked.

			Oh, God. Had he noticed she’d been staring at his hands? “No, I’ve got it under control. Besides, this is my way of thanking you for all you’ve done for us.”

			Under control? Ha, that was a joke. Her stomach was a mass of buzzing bees. She turned her back to him and busied herself with slicing the garlic toast and putting them on a plate.

			A chair scraped across the floor. “It looks and smells delicious.”

			Libby turned to put the aromatic bread on the table as Rebecca came skipping into the kitchen, sniffing her hands.

			“Rebecca, what are you doing?” Libby got out a pitcher of ice water from the refrigerator.

			“Sniffing my hands.”

			Libby set the pitcher on the table. “Why?”

			“So I could smell them.”

			“Again. Why?” Libby’s gaze met Nick’s across the table. He looked as if he was working on trying to keep a straight face as she was.

			Her heart did a little jump. Was this what it would be like if she had someone to share her life with? Sharing silly little moments like this with someone else, someone special. While she didn’t miss Will or being married to him, she missed being part of a couple. The little intimacies and inside jokes that couples shared. Only she and Nick weren’t a couple and Rebecca wasn’t theirs, just hers.

			“I like the new soap you bought,” Rebecca said, sniffing her hands again.

			“I’m glad you like it, honey, but sniffing your hands when you come out of the bathroom isn’t a good look,” Libby said and glanced at Nick again.

			He lifted his hand to his face. “She’s right. It does smell nice.”

			“Not you, too.” Libby gave an exasperated sigh.

			“See? He likes to smell it, too,” Rebecca said she held up her hand, and Nick gave her a high five.

			“Don’t encourage her,” Libby scolded.

			She paused, and her stomach muscles tightened. If someone had told her two weeks ago she’d be scolding a man who looked like Nick, she’d have told them they were mistaken. And yet here she was, laughing, teasing and sharing supper with him.

			Not wanting to be left out, Wags jumped up and started sniffing first Rebecca’s hands and then Nick’s.

			“Oh, come on.” Libby threw up her hands. Tsking her tongue, she said, “Let’s eat before this gets even more out of hand.”

			Rebecca turned to Nick. “Mommy said out of hand.”

			He playfully lifted his elbow and pressed her arm. “She did, didn’t she? Do you think she was making a joke?”

			“Mommy, don’t give up your day job.”

			Nick burst out laughing, and Libby tried to contain hers and failed. Finally, she recovered enough to speak. “Where in the world did you hear something like that?”

			“From Mrs. Tavie. Last time we were at her store and Elliott’s daddy told a joke, that’s what Mrs. Tavie said and everybody laughed. Just like Mr. Nick,” Rebecca said, her face beaming with pride.

			Still laughing, Nick caught Libby’s eye, and every thought in her head blew away like smoke. He might be rough around the edges, but God, he was sexy. After getting to know him as she was, she considered him the whole package. Not just sexy but capable of tenderness with Rebecca, and that made him all the more appealing.

			“I don’t know about you two, but I’m going to eat before it gets cold,” Libby said when she finally found her voice. She dished out a helping of pasta for Rebecca and then for herself.

			She shooed Wags away, and he eventually gave up and lay under the table with a huge doggy sigh.

			Nick helped himself and took a bite. He practically hummed his approval. “This is delicious. Rebecca was right. You’re a wonderful cook.”

			Warmth spread through her, and she preened under the praise because she could tell he was sincere. “Thanks.”

			He gazed at her for a second and opened his mouth as if to say something but changed his mind and turned instead to Rebecca. “So, does anyone call you Becky? Or maybe Becca?”

			She scrunched up her nose and studied him before answering. “Why would they do that? My name is Rebecca, not those other ones. I don’t like those other ones.”

			He rubbed his hand across his mouth and looked toward Libby as if for help, but she was busy sorting through all the things he was making her feel. Still, she should help him by—

			He cleared his throat. “I see your point, and it’s such a pretty name.”

			“Mommy says she named me after...after... What was she, Mommy?”

			“My great-aunt, my father’s mother’s sister.”

			“I don’t know ’xactly what that is, but it sounds important,” she told him as if confiding in him.

			“I agree because you seem very important, Miss Rebecca,” he said, giving the information the importance it deserved.

			“Uh-oh, that’s what Mommy calls me when she’s angry.”

			He pulled his head back in mock outrage. “I can’t imagine why anyone would be angry with you.”

			“It’s true,” she said in a serious tone and turned to Libby, “Huh, Mommy?”

			“Only sometimes,” Libby told her. “Like if you say you brushed your teeth and didn’t.”

			“Oh, that is a serious offense,” Nick told Rebecca and helped himself to more pasta.

			“Does you think Fiona’s daddy will ‘under arrest’ me?”

			“Well, if he tries, I will protect you,” he said.

			That simple teasing statement was like a seismic shift in Libby. Rebecca’s biological father had basically rejected her and here was this wonderful man vowing to protect her. Yes, it was a throwaway comment to a silly remark, but it meant so much more to her. If she had been questioning her burgeoning feelings for Nick, she wasn’t any longer. Whether he felt even a small amount of what she was feeling didn’t matter.

			

			Nick shifted in his seat. What he’d said had been a offhand comment but he found he truly meant he’d protect this little girl from harm. And those feelings had nothing to with how appealing he found the mother. Yes, he was definitely interested in Libby. Sitting in her kitchen, eating her cooking, talking and laughing about what amounted to nothing felt right. As if a missing puzzle piece had been found and put in place.

			That didn’t make sense, he argued with himself, because nothing was missing. Well, save for some home-cooked meals, he was doing fine.

			But fine is just a little bit better with Libby, that voice told him.

			“Mr. Nick? You asked me about my name, so can I ask about that arm picture?” Rebecca looked up at him, a solemn expression on her face.

			He refocused his attention. “Arm picture? Oh, did you mean my tattoo?”

			She pointed to his newest tattoo. Although it was almost four years old, it was still the latest. The elaborate and colorful Ouroboros wrapped around his left forearm.

			“What’s that for?” she asked. “It looks like a dragon. Did you see How to Train Your Dragon? Is that why you got it painted on your arm? Mommy and I watched that movie and she bought me a copy for my very own because I liked it so much.”

			“Yes, it’s a dragon.” He smiled at her little monologue. “And no, I haven’t seen the movie.”

			“You can watch mine if you want.”

			“Thank you, I’ll consider your offer if I ever want to see that movie,” he said, although he didn’t think he’d have a sudden urge to watch a kids’ movie. Unless watching the movie included watching it with Libby, sitting next to her, maybe putting an arm around her shoulders, and—Whoa. Where was all this coming from? He’d agreed to supper. That was all. He’d make sure the dog was secure in the backyard, then he’d walk away no matter how much Libby interested him.

			“It looks like the dragon got its tail in his mouth.” Rebecca shook her head. “That’s weird.”

			He was aware of Rebecca talking but was still trying to dispel the image of Libby sitting cuddled up next to him. He shouldn’t be thinking—

			“Mr Nick? Is you listening? I asked why the dragon was doing that?”

			He chased away the enticing image and concentrated on Rebecca. “That’s the dragon’s tail, and it’s called an Ouroboros.”

			“A what?” She shook her head. “I don’t understand what you’re saying.”

			Nick sighed. How was he supposed to explain an ancient symbol of the eternal cycle of destruction and re-creation to a five-year-old? He barely understood why he’d felt the need for that particular symbol after he’d lost men in that ambush. Was it to honor them or punish himself with the constant reminder? “Well, I...”

			She scowled. “Is it because I got Down syndrome that you don’t want to tell me? I can understand things, you know.”

			“Rebecca,” Libby said in a tone that sounded part admonishment and part concern.

			Now he felt like a complete ass. “I know you can. It’s hard to explain what the symbol means. But I can tell you I got it because I want to remember some people I used to know that died.”

			“So if you start to forget, you can look at it and remember? Like when Mommy writes notes, so she doesn’t forget things.”

			“Yes, exactly.” He admired her logic.

			“See. I understand things,” she said with her amazing smile.

			He returned her smile and caught Libby’s look of relief out of the corner of his eye. “Yes, you do.”

			“Why did you think I wouldn’t?” she demanded, scowling.

			“I guess because sometimes I don’t understand.” He shrugged. May as well be honest with her. The kid deserved that much from him.

			Her face smoothed out. “But you’s all growed up.”

			“Yeah, well, that doesn’t mean I understand everything.” Like his time in the Corps. He still had a mass of contradictory feelings regarding that time that had saved his ass and made him who he was today. But he hadn’t been able to protect all the men under his command, and that weighed heavy on his conscience.

			Another dragon, even more elaborate, was on his back and continued over his shoulder to the front. He’d gotten that when he was stationed in Okinawa. The Japanese considered dragons a symbol of protection for the family and home. His family and home at the time had been the Marines, so it had seemed appropriate.

			

			Libby listened to their conversation and watched the expressions on Nick’s face. There was a story behind the Ouroboros and the other tattoos. She knew it. But it wasn’t her place to ask. Maybe it never would be. Her stomach knotted at that sad thought.

			“That’s okay, Mr. Nick, cuz I still like you even if you don’t know everything.” Rebecca reached over and patted his arm. “You got lots of pictures on your arm. Does you have any others anywhere else?”

			“I have one on the back of my shoulder that continues around to the front,” he told her and frowned as if the thought were painful.

			Maybe he was thinking about the physical discomfort of receiving a tattoo. Although she’d never personally received one, she imagined it would be painful. Or maybe remembered pain came from the reason for the tattoo, because she knew people got tattooed for very personal reasons.

			Or maybe she was letting her imagination run wild.

			“Can I see them?”

			It took a moment for Rebecca’s words to sink in. “Rebecca, we asked Mr. Nick for supper, not to take his clothes off.”

			At least not right now, she thought and choked back a laugh that bordered on the hysterical.

			“Maybe some other time,” Nick said and flicked his finger across the end of Rebecca’s nose.

			“We’ll have dessert after I clear away the dirty dishes,” Libby said and stood up. She needed to do something physical to dispel the tension gathering in her at the thought of a shirtless Nick.

			“Can I get the tablet and show Mr. Nick how to go es-ploring with it?”

			Libby nodded, and Rebecca ran from the room with the dog on her heels.

			“Let me help,” he said and jumped up.

			“But you’re our guest.” Libby carried plates to the sink to rinse before putting them in the dishwasher. Did he feel that tension, too?

			“You rinse, and I’ll stack them in the dishwasher. And I really mean it when I say that was delicious. It went way beyond simply palatable.”

			“Thanks.” She handed him a plate.

			He slotted it into a spot in the dishwasher. “You know, you’re pretty trusting, feeding me before I showed you the repair I made.”

			“I trust you.” And she did. “And you did an excellent job with the mailbox.”

			“Thanks, but I do have to mention that the new boards don’t match exactly. You might want to fix that.”

			“Right now just keeping that dog from escaping is my top priority.”

			“Mr. Nick, I want to show you.” Rebecca came back in with the tablet.

			“Sit at the table with it,” Libby told her. “I can make some coffee to go with dessert.”

			“Sounds good,” he said and took a seat next to Rebecca.

			“See? I know how to find it,” she told him and called up the YouTube channel she loved so much. “Sometimes Mommy fixes it so we can watch it on the TV. Maybe we can do that later.”

			Libby dried her hands on a dish towel and watched Rebecca show Nick her latest obsession.

			“It’s from all over the world,” Rebecca told him proudly. “As soon as I learn how to read, I won’t have to ask Mommy where all the places are.”

			“They’re live streaming webcams,” Nick said as he watched.

			Libby held her breath, worried he might say something derisive, but his fascination seemed genuine.

			“That’s very cool. Looks like the owner of the channel put them all together so they run on a loop, spending a certain amount of time on each before moving on to the next,” he said.

			Libby exhaled. “It’s just people within camera range going about their daily lives, but it’s oddly addicting. It’s fun to watch a street in Amsterdam or a ski area near the Arctic circle.”

			“I’m very impressed,” he told Rebecca, who beamed under the praise.

			“My grandpa says it’s silly just to watch it cuz I can’t visit,” she told him.

			“But someday you might get to visit yourself,” he said, his gaze still on the tablet.

			“That’s what Mommy says. I can’t read yet, but I has some of the places memorized.” She pointed her finger. “That’s someplace called Oxford. Mommy says it’s a school and it’s dark there because it’s nighttime. Did you know that sometimes when it’s daytime here, it’s nighttime someplace else?”

			He smiled and nodded. “I had heard that. These are fun to watch, huh?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“I love watching these with you but I need to show your mommy where I fixed the fence. Gotta make sure she approves.”

			“Can I stay here and watch?” Rebecca asked, her attention riveted on the tablet.

			“Sure. We’ll just be out in the yard if you need us,” Libby said.

			“Okay, Mommy.”

			Nick led the way out the door and held it open for Libby. “She really likes those.”

			“She does. I try not to allow too much screen time, but she’s actually learning some geography because she wants to look at the maps to see where these places are. So I think it’s pretty harmless.”

			They descended the steps to the yard from the porch and walked side by side across to the fence. A few times their arms accidentally bumped, and her pulse increased each time.

			“I hope it was okay that she asked about your tattoos. I’m still teaching her about personal boundaries.”

			He shrugged and once again their arms touched. “Don’t give it a second thought. I don’t mind.”

			“Have you had those tattoos a long time?” she asked and winced. Was she too stepping over personal boundaries?

			“They’re a mixture. Some I’ve had for ages, but the Ouroboros is the newest. It’s less than five years old. Like I said, the rest are pretty old.”

			“How old is old?” She was as bad as Rebecca, unable to contain her curiosity, but she was old enough to know better.

			“I got some when I was a kid.”

			“You mean like when you first rode a motorcycle?” The thought made her queasy. Where were his parents?

			“A little after that, yeah.” He stared at her as if gauging her reaction.

			“Like fourteen or fifteen?” She tried not to sound horrified. “Isn’t that illegal?”

			“Not if you find the right person. Let’s just say my father knew the right people.” He put his hands in the front pockets of his jeans.

			That lack of parenting had her wanting to put her arms around him to offer comfort. Considering his age, that gesture was twenty-five years too late, but still the urge was there. She knew there was a lot more to the story of his childhood than the few ambiguous comments he’d made.

			As judgmental and narrow-minded as her parents were, she couldn’t imagine growing up without someone who cared about what she was doing or what happened to her. She hated to think Nick might never have had that.

			“I’m sorry,” she murmured as much to herself as to him.

			His eyes widened, then narrowed as he stared at her. “What are you sorry for?”

			Yeah, what was she sorry for? How could she explain it without sounding as if she pitied him? She didn’t think he’d appreciate that sentiment. She knew she wouldn’t. And pity wasn’t what she felt. Not really. If what he’d said were true, and she had no reason to believe it wasn’t, he’d turned himself into a well-respected, successful man. And, according to many, a decorated war veteran.

			He raised an eyebrow as if letting her know he was waiting for her response.

			“I’m not sure,” she admitted. Honesty seemed the best policy in this situation. “Maybe because it sounds like you might have had a tough childhood.”

			“What makes you think that? Because I was allowed to ride a motorcycle at fourteen? Or get tattooed at fifteen?”

			She shuddered. Fifteen? She couldn’t fathom letting a kid—because in her mind at that age he’d been a kid—get marked for life. Not to mention going to a shady tattoo artist. “You have to admit that sounds...dangerous.”

			“It probably was...but as you can see, I survived.”

			He shrugged as if it didn’t matter, but Libby saw the tightening of his jaw muscles and the slight tick of a muscle in his right cheek. She sensed the situation held a lot more significance than that indifferent shrug would have her believe. It made her want to know more about Nick Cabot. What had he overcome to get where he was today? How much of a part did his past play in the image he projected? She’d perfected a bland countenance as a form of protection when strangers made insensitive comments about Rebecca. So she knew about not exposing a soft underbelly to the world.

		
	
		
			Chapter Six

			Nick stared at his feet and rubbed the back of his neck. He was a survivor all right, he thought bitterly. He’d survived, mostly unscathed, a childhood surrounded by neglect, drugs and criminal activity long enough to join the Marines. But what would Libby think of him if she knew he’d led his men, the men whose lives he was responsible for, straight into an ambush?

			“Mommy, I’m done watching the YouTube places. Can Wags and I come out to play in the yard?” Rebecca called from the doorway to the kitchen.

			Libby turned to him and he nodded. All the staining supplies were put away and the fencing was dry enough to avoid any problems.

			“All the escape routes are plugged,” he added.

			“Good. I don’t want her blaming herself for his escaping,” Libby said, a slight frown marring her brow.

			“Did she?” He hated the thought of that sweet girl taking on the blame.

			“It’s okay, she’s fine now. She’s pretty resilient.”

			“Good.”

			“Is what you experienced in the past part of why you chose to settle here in Loon Lake?” she asked and clamped her mouth shut.

			Away from your family. He heard the unspoken part of her question.

			She blushed and rushed on. “I’m sorry. It’s really none of my business.”

			“The short answer is yes. And Tavie at the general store has mentioned before that you’re a ‘flatlander’ like me so I assume you didn’t grow up in Loon Lake, either,” he pointed out, turning the tables on her. “How did you come to settle here?”

			“Several reasons. I wanted a fresh start after my divorce. My great-aunt and Rebecca’s namesake happened to be the previous owner of the quilt shop. She wanted to cut back before retiring altogether. So I came to help her with the business. I remembered how much I loved Loon Lake from visits with her as a child. I also thought it would be a good place to raise Rebecca. I felt at home in Loon Lake, so I bought my great-aunt’s store when she wanted to retire full-time. I also purchased this home and settled permanently.”

			“You moved here by yourself?” he asked, curious about the ex.

			Admit it, Cabot, you’re also a bit jealous. But that didn’t make sense, because that was her past. And he should be the last person to fault someone for their past.

			She nodded and he continued, “May I ask how long you’ve been divorced?”

			“Five years.”

			His gaze went to Rebecca tossing the ball in the tidy yard and swung back to her. He gave her a speculative glance but didn’t say what was on his mind.

			“Yeah,” she said even though he hadn’t asked. “He couldn’t handle the complications Rebecca represented.” She practically spat that word. “All Will talked about was how everything that happened after Rebecca’s birth affected him. Never mind that we had a baby that needed our help and support. He was busy acting as if things had happened to foil the life plans he’d laid out for us.”

			Angry on her behalf, he frowned, letting his gaze roam over her face. “Maybe I shouldn’t say this, but it sounds like you might be better off without him.”

			“Oh, believe me, we definitely are.” She nodded with a slight upturn on her lips. “And nice deflection, by the way.”

			He rubbed a hand over his scalp. “You caught that, huh?”

			“Not even denying it?”

			He lifted a shoulder and gave her a sheepish grin. “Why bother?”

			She returned his grin with her own. “You don’t have to say anything about your background if you don’t want to. It’s probably none of my business anyway.”

			“Let’s just say I didn’t win the lottery when it came to parents, but I survived,” he said with a twist of his lips.

			“And according to Hank Jensen you survived several deployments to the Middle East during the height of the conflict.”

			“Yeah, that’s me...a survivor.”

			His tone of voice must’ve betrayed him, because her eyes narrowed as she studied him, but she didn’t say anything else.

			Her obvious reaction to his confession of riding a motorcycle as a fourteen-year-old and getting tattooed at too early an age taunted him. He considered those things minor compared to the fact that for the longest time, he hadn’t realized—or hadn’t wanted to face—that his father was the one who’d supplied Nick’s mother’s drugs. That went way past being an enabler. How could he confess something like that?

			What would Libby’s reaction be to that bit of information about his family? She didn’t have to say anything because he simply knew her background and her life experiences weren’t anything like his. He should say something now, warn her, so she could decide if she wanted to get any further involved. But then she smiled at him and he felt as if he’d been awarded a prize. Her smile was an unexpected, and addicting, pleasure. For a moment, he was at a loss for words and they simply stared at one another, an underlying tension beginning to build between them.

			The color in her cheeks deepened. Did she feel it, too? He hated to think he might be in this, whatever this was, alone, as he had often been in the past. Maybe his background wouldn’t be the barrier he imagined. Did he dare believe?

			“Were you going to show me the mended fence? You know, before it gets dark,” she said, her lips twitching.

			“Oh...yeah.” Damn, but she had the ability to fluster him.

			He pointed out the new boards, explaining how he’d found the extras in the garage.

			“I know the boards don’t match, but I think if you stain them all, they’ll all blend in. I tried to nail the original boards back in place but they’d warped just enough that they split. Sorry I couldn’t make the repair using them.”

			“No. No. That’s fine. I’m just so grateful you were able to fix it at all. I’d hate for Wags to keep getting out. If he does, I’m afraid of what could happen to him. Rebecca would be devastated. So would I, for that matter.”

			“Then we have to make sure he doesn’t escape again.” What’s with the “we” business? This is Libby’s house, Libby’s life. She hasn’t invited you to be a part of it. Besides, would he want to be? He glanced around the kind of backyard he would have envied as a kid. Kid? Heck, he envied it now. Living above the garage was convenient but not exactly an advertisement for Home & Garden.

			“What kind of stain would you recommend I get?”

			“Depends on your preference. You could get solid or semitransparent or...” He stopped. “I can get some samples, and we can try them out before you decide. If... I mean...if you want.”

			“I want.” She nodded vigorously.

			“Then it’s a deal. I’ll check weather reports to avoid rainy spells.” He looked around at the fencing. “Your yard isn’t huge, so it shouldn’t take me long.”

			Her eyes widened. “You’re offering to do the staining, too?”

			Was he? He’d made it sound as if he was. “Depends... Are you offering to feed me again?”

			“I’ll feed you again even if you don’t stain the fence,” she said and then looked embarrassed. As if she’d revealed something.

			“You’ve got yourself a deal.”

			Later that night as he rode home on the bike, he thought about the enjoyment he’d had during the evening with Libby and Rebecca. Strange, because he’d repaired a fence, eaten supper, and later watched live webcams from around the world. Not quite earth-shattering entertainment, but he wouldn’t trade the evening he’d just had for a glamorous date with any other woman.

			Good thing he had on a helmet, because he was probably grinning like a fool as he drove through the quiet streets of Loon Lake. Maybe Gabe was on to something when he traded his bachelorhood for family life.

			

			Libby stood transfixed, staring out the window over her sink into the backyard. Only a week had passed since Nick’s offer to stain her fence, and now he was out there working in a late June heat wave.

			Shirtless.

			Her tummy had fluttered at just the thought and now did somersaults as she stood watching the real thing.

			He had what looked like from this distance a large, colorful dragon crawling over his back and up over his shoulder. She assumed it continued to the other side. Did he have a fascination with dragons? She understood that those images usually represented something highly personal to the one getting the tattoo. What did that mythical creature represent to Nick?

			“Oh, my, please turn around,” she whispered as she leaned against the sink to be closer to the window.

			She had the urge to touch that exposed skin. Press her lips to all that ink. Would the skin feel any different? Would it—

			“Mommy!” Rebecca’s voice dragged Libby away from her fantasies.

			Libby sighed and gathered herself together. She was a mother, for crying out loud. A mother with responsibilities, and having such lascivious thoughts about Nick was...what? Natural?

			Yes, because despite everything that had happened, she was still a woman. A woman in her thirties. Wasn’t that when they said women reached their sexual prime? And she’d been divorced for five long years without so much as a date.

			“Mommy? Are you even listening to me?”

			Libby shoved all her thoughts aside. “What is it, honey?”

			“Is Mr. Nick finished yet? Wags and I want to go outside.”

			Libby turned back to the window. He was putting the lid on the paint can. And, wouldn’t you know it, he’d put his shirt back on. She sighed. How disappointing. “It looks like he is.”

			“So can we go out now?”

			“I guess it will be okay now.” Maybe she could go, too. But as that thought crossed her mind, the timer she’d set dinged. She had to finish preparing supper. As disappointing as that thought was, she didn’t have a choice. She’d promised to feed him in exchange for staining the fence.

			Did being jealous of Rebecca, who’d already left the kitchen, make her a bad mother?

			“Ask him first,” she called.

			“Okay, Mommy.”

			“Mr. Nick, is it safe for us to come out now?” Rebecca asked, but she and Wags were already running over to him. “Can we teach Wags to play fetch?”

			He caught both of them in his outstretched arms when they barreled into him. “I don’t think dogs need to be taught that. It comes naturally to them.”

			“Then can we teach him to drop the ball when he brings it back?”

			He laughed. “Maybe we can work on that.”

			Libby ignored the beeping timer and leaned closer to the window. Yep, no doubt about it, she was jealous of a little girl and a dog.

			

			Nick joined Rebecca in a game of toss the ball and then try to get it away from Wags. As much as he was enjoying playing with them, his gaze kept going to the house. Libby was in there cooking supper. Should he offer to help? Maybe he could—

			“Mr. Nick?”

			He sighed and turned to Rebecca. He probably was helping Libby by keeping these two entertained.

			“Could you please tie my shoe?” Rebecca thrust out her bottom lip. “I can’t do it.”

			“Sure.” He knelt down, she lifted her foot onto his thigh and he tied the laces.

			She heaved a sigh as she put her foot back down. “I wish I could do it myself. One of those Twining twins at Mrs. Addie’s liberry said only babies can’t tie their shoes. They think because they’re six they can call me a baby.”

			“Maybe your mommy can teach you,” he said.

			He started to panic at the tears gathering in her dark eyes, eyes that reminded him of Libby’s. How old were kids when they learned this task? He’d learned at some point but couldn’t remember what age he’d been. Damn. Why had he said anything? He should have done as she asked and tied the shoe. And left it at that. Problem solved.

			Rebecca shook her head. “I wanted to, but Mommy says it’s hard.”

			“Yes, it can be difficult but I have every confidence in you. I’m sure you can learn,” Nick said and grimaced to himself. What was he doing interfering with Libby’s parenting of her daughter? She knew best, and if she figured Rebecca wasn’t able to learn to tie her shoes yet, perhaps she was right. What did he know?

			It wasn’t as if he had the inside track on parenting. He didn’t exactly have shining examples from either one of his parents. He might know what not to do, but what he should do was another story.

			Maybe Rebecca’s motor skills were not developed enough for her to tie her shoes. Damn. Why couldn’t he have kept his mouth shut? He didn’t want to hurt either one of them by stumbling around and making mistakes.

			“Did your mom say why she thought it was hard?” He couldn’t take back his previous words, but maybe he could mitigate some of the damage he may have done. Find out exactly what the problem was and figure out how to correct his mistakes. If he could fight alongside men in battle, surely he could fix a misstep with a five-year-old.

			“She said it was because I don’t have the same hands like she does.”

			He frowned, unsure of her meaning. “I don’t understand. Do you mean you use your hands differently?”

			She held up her left hand. “I like to use this one more and—” she held up her right one “—Mommy likes to use this one. She said it’s because...because...”

			Somewhere in the back of his mind he recovered a vague memory of his left-handed aunt teaching him to tie his shoes. “You mean you’re left-handed?”

			“Yeah. That’s what she called it.”

			He grinned. Relieved that maybe he hadn’t totally bungled this and may even represent the solution. “Want to know a secret?”

			She leaned forward, nodding enthusiastically. “What is it? I love secrets. I won’t tell. I didn’t tell Sam Mommy bought him a LEGO set when he invited me to his birthday party. Did you know Sam is non-non... I forget the word but it means he can’t talk, but he and Teddy are best friends.”

			“That was very good of you not to spoil the surprise,” he said, unsure if he was expected to comment on the other things. He chose not to. “This isn’t really that kind of secret.”

			She frowned. “What other kind is there?”

			“It was more a figure of speech. But never mind that. What I meant was, I’m left-handed, too.”

			“You mean you use this one, too?” Once again she held up her left hand.

			“Yup.” He held up his left one.

			“I don’t think I ever mets one before.”

			“And now you have. We lefties need to stick together.”

			She drew her brow together in a frown. “How come?”

			He’d have to remember to be more careful of the things he tossed out in front of her. “It’s another figure of speech.”

			“I don’t know what that means but you gots lots of them fingers of speech.”

			He grinned. “Figures. Figures of speech, and yeah, I guess I do. But I also think maybe I can show you how to tie your shoes. Do you want to try?”

			She clapped her hands. “Yes. And can we surprise Mommy when I learn?”

			“Sure. I think that would be a good kind of surprise.”

			“She says I shouldn’t keep secrets from her. Is this like a secret?”

			“Hmm. I agree you shouldn’t keep secrets from your mom, but this is more like a surprise...like a gift is a surprise when it’s wrapped up.” He didn’t want to encourage keeping secrets from her mother.

			“Like Sam’s LEGO set?” she asked, a hopeful expression stamped across her features.

			“Exactly.”

			“Like a present but you can’t unwrap it.”

			“Right.” He nodded. “I think your mom will still be pleased.”

			She clapped her hands. “Me, too. And then I won’t have to wear baby shoes.”

			“Baby shoes?”

			“I had some I didn’t have to tie. They made a funny noise when you open them.”

			“Velcro?”

			“Yeah, and Tommy and Timmy Twining both called them baby shoes.”

			“Those Twining boys sound annoying,” he muttered, hating that she might have to put up with teasing. Was this normal childish teasing or was Rebecca singled out because of her Down syndrome? He felt a swell of protectiveness rising up in him, and its fierceness surprised him.

			What was he getting himself into? He patted his phone in his pocket. He could pretend he’d gotten a text from a customer and had to leave immediately to see to some sort of emergency. He could apologize, leave, and not look back.

			But he knew now, that wasn’t what he wanted. Sure, he wanted whatever Libby was cooking for supper, but he yearned for everything else she represented that was missing in his life.

			Panic started to claw its way up into his throat but he swallowed...hard. He was already in over his head.

			

			Libby used aluminum foil to cover the corned beef she’d taken out of the pressure cooker. She put the strained cooking liquid back into the pot, added the vegetables and set the controls. Nothing to do but wait while the potatoes, carrots and cabbage cooked. She went back to the window, but they weren’t there. What happened?

			“Mr. Nick? So, is you gonna teach me to tie my shoelaces like you said?” Rebecca’s voice drifted through the screened door.

			“Has your mommy ever tried to teach you how to tie your laces?” Nick asked.

			She went to the kitchen door. Sure enough, they were sitting side by side on the steps to the porch.

			Oh no. Libby’s stomach clenched when their conversation penetrated past all those thoughts regarding a shirtless Nick taking up residence in her brain. Was Rebecca trying to get him to teach her to tie her shoelaces?

			Libby had tried several times but each session ended in tears. Before trying again, Libby had decided to track down a left-handed friend. If she had any. Who’d have thought it would make such a difference? At least that was the thought she was clinging to. She hated to think Rebecca might fail at that task. No, she wasn’t going to give up yet.

			“Yeah,” Rebecca answered. “We tried and tried before she said it was so hard.”

			Libby winced at those words. She’d been frustrated when she uttered those regrettable words.

			“Okay, so we’re not doing something she doesn’t want you to do, right?” Nick responded.

			She started to open the door but stopped herself. Maybe she’d let it play out a bit more before she went barging in. Rebecca would be going to school soon, and Libby wouldn’t be there to always step in.

			“Uh-huh. She said she really wanted to teach me and we tried until I cried and she got that look on her face.”

			Libby smiled sadly at her daughter’s honesty. Rebecca had a thing about being seen as a baby, so admitting to Nick that she’d cried meant her daughter must trust him not to laugh at her. She hoped Rebecca’s trust wasn’t misplaced.

			“That look?” Nick asked.

			Libby was curious, too.

			“Yeah, it’s the kinda sad and mad you get when you try but still can’t do it. Even if it’s something you want to,” Rebecca was explaining.

			“I think you mean frustrated, and yeah, I know the feeling.”

			“Fust-stated. Thank you, Mr. Nick. I like learning new stuff and I like it when you talk to me like I’m smart...cuz I am...” There was a pause as if Rebecca waited for him to disagree. He didn’t, and she continued, “So can we learn to tie my shoe now?”

			“I happen to know you’re smart and I also think your mommy will be okay with me teaching you to tie your laces,” he told her, sounding as if he was going to do his damnedest to teach her to tie her shoes.

			Tears gathered in Libby’s eyes but she blinked them away. No matter how the shoe-tying session ended, she’d be forever grateful to Nick.

			The timer for the vegetables dinged and she set about finishing supper, trying not to think about her burgeoning feelings for Nick.

		
	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Nick blew out his breath after another failed attempt. Yeah, he could sympathize with Libby’s frustration. But Rebecca was trying her best, and he’d keep his impatience at bay.

			The cooking smells coming from Libby’s kitchen were tempting. He’d think about that waiting for him. Maybe supper would be ready soon, and they could call a natural halt to the lessons.

			Rebecca stuck out her lower lip after the knot fell apart again. “I don’t want to hafta wear stupid baby shoes when I go to school.”

			“If the directive is to learn by school, we have all summer to teach you,” Nick said in an effort to defuse the situation.

			“You’re doing it again.” She sighed and rested her elbows on her knees, her chin on her upturned palms.

			He stretched his legs out in front of him. “Hmm? Doing what?”

			She turned her head to look at him. “Saying stuff I don’t understand. Does you talk like that cuz you was a marine?”

			“Maybe.” He chuckled as the frustration melted away like ice cream on a hot day. Could those smells get any more tempting? “Do you think your mom needs help in the kitchen?”

			Wags trotted over and dropped the ball they’d been using while trying to teach him to properly play fetch. He snatched one of Rebecca’s sneakers and ran across the yard with his prize before either one could stop him.

			“Oh no,” Rebecca cried and stood. “He’ll chew it up like he did to Mommy’s and I haven’t even learned to tie it yet.”

			Nick rose and loped after the puppy. “I’ll bet your mom was angry when he chewed up her shoe.”

			“She shrugged and said that’s what puppies do. She said she shouldn’t have left it where Wags could get it.” Rebecca threw the other sneaker aside and gave chase, too.

			Nick spotted a stick lying in the grass, grabbed it and handed it to Rebecca. “Call him and see if you can get him to drop the sneaker in favor of the stick.”

			She waved the stick around, catching the puppy’s attention.

			“Toss it,” Nick said.

			She threw the stick and the puppy dropped the sneaker to give chase.

			Nick swooped in and grabbed the sneaker. Holding it aloft, he said, “Got it.”

			“What’s going on here?” Libby stood on the top step, wiping her hands on a towel.

			“Wags stole my sneaker cuz I had them off while Mr. Nick was teaching me to tie my laces.”

			“He was?” Libby tossed the towel over her shoulder.

			“Yeah but I didn’t learn yet. But Mr. Nick says that’s okay. We have all summer because that’s the deck-tiv.”

			Libby gave him a puzzled look.

			He grinned and shook his head. “I’ll explain later.”

			“Go in and wash your hands,” Libby told Rebecca.

			Libby waited for him on the step. “Sorry if it didn’t go well.”

			He shrugged. “She’s been a good sport, and I haven’t given up yet.”

			She smiled and leaned over and gave him a peck on the cheek with a murmured “Thanks”.

			Surprise had him rooted to the spot, fighting the urge to place his fingers where her lips had been. The skin still tingled.

			Her face flooded with color and she jumped back. “I uh...er...um... Sorry.”

			“Don’t be,” he said, mesmerized by the glow in her dark eyes, her scent clouding his senses. He couldn’t identify what it was but it was light and fresh, not cloying.

			She reached up and brushed his cheek. “Sorry, I think I got lip gloss on you.”

			“It’s okay. I—”

			“Hey, you two, aren’t you coming in for supper?” Rebecca called from the kitchen.

			“We better go,” she said, her voice a breathless squawk.

			He nodded, too afraid to speak because his voice would probably be just as bad. Letting her go ahead of him, he stood for a moment to catch his breath.

			Only fools expected happy endings, and right now he was their leader.

			

			In the kitchen, Libby draped the towel she’d used to dry her hands over the handle on the oven. She fussed with it, making sure it hung perfectly straight.

			Damn. What did she do? It was just a friendly gesture of thanks. A simple peck on the cheek. She’d done that on more than one occasion with Hank next door. And she had done so to Ogle Whatley when he came and gave her car a jump start last winter when her car battery died.

			So, what was the big deal?

			The big deal was that neither Hank nor Ogle made her heart race the way Nick Cabot did. Nor did she get that fluttery feeling in her stomach when either one of them laughed. Nor did they smell like leather and sandalwood.

			Those times she hadn’t given her action a second thought when she impulsively gave them a thank-you kiss for some kindness they’d extended to her.

			Again, what was the big deal?

			The surprised look on his face, the slightly panicked look in his brown eyes when she did it. That was the big deal, a voice in her head chided.

			Sighing, she realigned the towel again as if her life depended on it. Get the towel perfectly straight, or relive the moment her lips had made contact with his skin. She could still feel his skin under her lips, the beginnings of a five o’clock shadow, the slightly salty taste of his skin.

			She took the towel off the handle and tossed it on the counter.

			“Mommy, Mr. Nick says those Twining twins were ’nnoying.”

			“What?” She’d forgotten Rebecca was in the kitchen dishing out some kibble for Wags.

			“Mr. Nick called the Twinings ’nnoying,” Rebecca repeated.

			At last, something other than her own behavior she could concentrate on. She turned and did her best to keep from reacting with laughter or assent to Rebecca’s statement, despite agreeing with Nick’s assessment totally. “That’s not a very nice thing to say, and I hope you won’t repeat that.”

			“But—” Rebecca began to protest.

			“I mean it, Rebecca. If I hear one word about you repeating something like that, no YouTube for three days.”

			“But I wouldn’t be able to watch my cameras.”

			“Then don’t say anything like that no matter who says it, understand?”

			“Yes, Mommy.”

			Nick came into the kitchen in time to hear the exchange. He mouthed “sorry” to her, and she smiled to show him she wasn’t angry. She didn’t think he’d spent much time around kids.

			“Let’s eat.” She set the platter of corned beef and vegetables on the table. “Oh. The water.”

			Nick waved his hand. “Sit. I’ll get it.”

			He put the pitcher on the table and sat.

			“Uh-oh,” Rebecca said. “Mr. Nick didn’t wash his hands.”

			“She’s right.” He jumped up and went to the kitchen sink.

			After washing his hands he used a raised eyebrow to check with Libby before grabbing the bunched-up towel on the counter.

			She nodded to indicate he could use it and dished out Rebecca’s supper. “Do you want me to cut your meat?”

			“I wanna try first.”

			“Of course.” She knew the meat was fork-tender. She’d already tested it, not for Rebecca’s sake, but because she wanted it to be good before serving it to Nick. What would she have done if it had been as tough as a hockey puck? Fed it to the dog and called for pizza?

			She smiled at her last thought and caught him watching her. He slowly returned the gesture. Had he thought she was angry over his comment about those boys?

			They carefully avoided discussing annoying twins during the meal. Instead, Rebecca talked about some of the things she’d seen on the live webcams. Nick then told her about some of the things he’d seen and eaten while in Japan. Libby listened, just as rapt as her daughter.

			“Another delicious meal,” Nick told her after they’d eaten and were cleaning up the kitchen.

			Rebecca had excused herself to use the bathroom.

			After she’d left the room, he heaved a heavy sigh. “I’m sorry if I opened—or reopened—a can of worms over the shoelaces. I had honestly thought I might be able to help since we’re both left-handed. I know a left-handed relative had to teach me.”

			“To be perfectly honest, I hadn’t realized what a difference it would make in me being right-handed until I started trying to teach her.”

			“As long as I’m being repentant, let me also say how sorry I am about the crack about those boys in her class. I didn’t think about her repeating it when I said it.”

			“She’s a sponge. Believe me, I’ve learned the hard way. Just last month when I took her to story time at the library, Linda Griffin, the new children’s librarian, came out after and politely cautioned me. Something I’d said over the phone to my friend Addie was repeated. Talk about embarrassing.” She shook her head at the memory. “Anyway, for future reference, be careful what you say.”

			“Believe me, I will.”

			She hoped the failed lesson hadn’t soured him on spending time with them. To her, he didn’t look like someone who embraced failure. “But you speak the truth. Even the preschool teacher says those two are a handful.”

			“Still, I shouldn’t have said anything...at least not out loud.”

			She laughed. “Yeah, you learn to let most of that sort of thing stay in your head.”

			“So, don’t say the quiet part out loud?”

			“Exactly.”

			Just like she wasn’t going to tell him how much she enjoyed kissing him. Kissing? Ha! It was just a peck on the cheek that couldn’t be classified as a real kiss. But, dear lord, she’d enjoyed it.

			She pushed those thoughts aside for later examination. Still, she had to clear her throat before speaking or risk another one of those embarrassing squawks. “How about some coffee?”

			“Sure.”

			

			Nick took two mugs off the mug tree Libby kept on the counter and set them on the table. He got the jug of milk from the refrigerator and put the sugar bowl next to it. “Spoons?”

			She pointed to one of the drawers. “Thanks.”

			Frankly, he enjoyed working around the kitchen with her. It felt right. Comfortable. She poured coffee into the mugs and sat across from him.

			After adding milk and sugar, he took a sip. “I have to compliment you on all the encouragement you give Rebecca. For example with the live web—”

			“Look. I’m going to stop you right there,” Libby said, her eyes narrowed. “Why wouldn’t I give her encouragement? Why shouldn’t her future be limitless? It won’t be if I start placing limits on her.”

			He reached out to touch her arm but she pulled away. The action hurt, but he couldn’t blame her. She was in protective mother mode and Nick admired that. But he wasn’t about to let her remain under the wrong impression about what was said. He may have gone about it all wrong but he’d make sure to correct that.

			“You misunderstood my meaning. I was saying that because there are parents who don’t give any at all, some that barely notice their kids let alone instill any sense of worth in them.”

			“I did misunderstand.” She reached for him, placing her hand over his where it rested on the table after she’d pulled away. “I’m sorry. I guess I’ve become sensitive over the years. People aren’t always kind even if they think they mean well.”

			“Your parents?” he asked. Oh man, talk about saying the quiet part out loud. He should have let it drop.

			“They were devastated when I left Will. Blamed it all on me. Yes, I did leave, but our relationship had become toxic and I had no choice. I felt like a failure. I didn’t need them confirming it.”

			He squeezed her hand at the pain he saw in the depths of her dark eyes. He couldn’t take away that pain, but he could offer some comfort. “I know you and I know Rebecca, and he’s the one who is losing out.”

			“Thanks.” She swallowed. “Were you referring to your own parents? You know, before.”

			He hadn’t intended to tell her about his childhood or the sorry excuse he’d had for parental influence, but now he felt he needed to. He was doing it to clear the air, not to garner any sympathy. “My interest in motorcycles was passed on from my dad.”

			“But that’s—”

			“I haven’t finished yet. He didn’t simply ride motorcycles. It was his way of life.”

			She frowned. “I’m not sure I understand. That doesn’t sound so bad. My dad treats golf like it’s a way of life.”

			He was going to have to spell it out for her. For anyone else, he wouldn’t have done it, but he would for Libby. “He was in a motorcycle club and not the good kind. Not like the ones who ride for charities or deliver Christmas gifts to underprivileged children. The kind that breaks the law, peddles drugs, stuff like that. He used me as much as he could because of my age. He figured that worked in my favor. And his.”

			“But what about your mother? Didn’t she protect you?”

			“She was one of the gang’s biggest customers for drugs,” he admitted and tried to swallow the shame that statement conjured up.

			“What happened to her?”

			“She overdosed while I was on my first deployment.” He managed to get the words out through his clenched jaw.

			“Oh, Nick, I’m so sorry.” She reached out with both hands and squeezed his arm.

			“I don’t need sympathy. I survived.” As much as he craved her touch, he was afraid to want it too much.

			“I’d say you more than survived. You excelled.”

			He freed one hand and used it to cover both of hers, the warmth from her skin seeping into him. “Well, that’s debatable but I did survive. No small thanks to the Marines.”

			“How did you end up enlisting?”

			“I hate to admit this but I was heading down the same path as the old man. Just a street kid trying to act tougher than I was, when a beat cop, Dan Ridgeway, took an interest in me. I can’t imagine what he saw in that punk.” Nick shook his head. He owed his life to him, and only hoped he was now living a life Dan could be proud of. He hadn’t turned away from motorcycles but did his best to show others that good people rode. He did all the things his father hadn’t, such as the holiday toy drives.

			“I understand what he saw because I see it, too. I’m sure it was always there. And everyone else in Loon Lake who knows you can see it.”

			Despite the sincerity in her tone, he made a derisive noise by expelling air through his lips. “Ogle Whatley insisted I help him out with some of the younger vets. He gets us all together on a regular basis. He was at Khe Sanh in ’68. Man, talk about traumatic.”

			She nodded. “Yeah, he and Tavie do a lot for this town. People can meddle in your business in a small town like this, but in the end everyone is very helpful and friendly.”

			“Tell me about it. I’ve tried to scare them off but they’re a stubborn bunch.” He huffed out a laugh. He had to admit that the way the town had taken him in made him feel like he had found where he belonged. After leaving the Corps, he hadn’t been sure he’d ever find that again.

			“It’s true. Hank Jensen can’t say enough good things about you.”

			“Mommy, maybe Mr. Nick can be your boyfriend?” Rebecca said from the doorway. “He’s not too old like Mr. Jensen.”

			“What’s Mr. Jensen got to do with it?” Libby asked.

			“I asked him if he’d be your boyfriend, and he said he’d love to but that he was way too old and that Mrs. Jensen might not like it. And Mr. Nick said Fiona’s daddy would under arrest Mr. Jensen if he married you.”

			“Good grief, Rebecca, what in the world are you talking about?”

			Nick couldn’t help but laugh. “Hank told her he didn’t want two wives, and I explained to Rebecca about bigamy.”

			“That still doesn’t explain why you’re going around trying to find me a husband.”

			“Because Phoebe told me how happy her mommy is now that she and Mr. Mitch got married. And she said Mr. Mitch’s mommy is happy, too, because she married Phoebe’s grandpa. See? Everyone who gets married gets happy.”

			“But, Rebecca, people can also be happy without being married. Isn’t that right, Mr. Nick?”

			She was looking at him as if she expected him to help out. What could he say without stepping on a hidden land mine? “Being married doesn’t always lead to happiness. Married people can be unhappy, too.”

			“Is that why you aren’t married to my daddy anymore? Cuz he didn’t make you happy?”

			Nick saw the cornered look on Libby’s face. From what he understood, her ex wasn’t involved in his daughter’s life. He didn’t know the details but he hated that agonized expression in his Libby’s bright eyes, so he jumped into the breach. “Other people can’t make you happy, Rebecca. You have to want to be happy by yourself first. People can add to your happiness but they can’t create it. Do you understand?”

			Rebecca threw her arms around Nick. “But you made me happy when you found my Wags.”

			He brushed a hand over the girl’s dark hair, enjoying her eager display of affection, but he hoped he hadn’t messed up trying to explain happiness to her.

			“I think Mr. Nick means you were happy before Wags got lost and sad only while he was lost.”

			“So Wags made me happy?”

			Libby laughed and shrugged. “I guess he did, but we were happy before we got him, too.”

			“But happier with him and with Mr. Nick,” Rebecca said. “I just hope Wags doesn’t try to run away because then we would be sad again. I don’t like that he likes to es-plore away from home.”

			“That’s the nature of the breed. Naturally curious and scarily smart, but I fixed the fence rail and pickets blocking that escape route. May I make a suggestion for the future?”

			“Yes, please,” Libby said.

			Rebecca scrunched up her face. “What does that mean?”

			“It means I’m asking your mommy if I can give her some advice,” he explained.

			“Why do you haf to ask? Why can’t you just tell her what to do... That’s what my grandpa does,” Rebecca said.

			Pink stained Libby’s cheeks. There was a story there but Nick chose not to add to Libby’s discomfort and stepped in. “I’d like to put up a dog run so you can tie him up.”

			The dog whined as if he understood, and Rebecca patted his head. “Wags doesn’t want to be tied up. He likes to run around the yard.”

			“He’ll still be able to do that,” Nick explained. “If it’s okay with your mom, I’ll run the overhead wire the length of the yard, and I have a long length of chain. So he’ll have plenty of room to exercise. And you have the perfect backyard for it. Not a lot of obstacles to trip up the chain links.”

			“You just happen to have all that?” Libby asked with raised eyebrows.

			“Well... I, uh...” he cleared his throat. Had he overstepped his bounds? Was the gleam in Libby’s eyes mischief or annoyance? He normally didn’t have a problem reading people. Ha! Mostly because he wasn’t concerned with being an annoyance to them. But Libby was different.

			“Yes, thank you. That would add to my peace of mind and make me very, very happy,” Libby said.

			Could he add to their happiness? He hadn’t been enough for his mother to give up the smack. Nor had he been enough to prevent his guys from walking into that ambush. Sure, he’d been able to save some of his men but he didn’t feel that could ever make up for those he’d lost. Could he be enough for Libby and Rebecca?

			He found he wanted that more than anything.

		
	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Nick ran water in the sink at the end of one of the garage bays. He’d put up the dog run at Libby’s to give them all peace of mind. Unfortunately, he’d had to do it when she wasn’t home. They’d had trouble coordinating their schedules. She’d been busy getting things ready for a quilt show and he’d been extra busy, too. Boy, did he miss her.

			Of course, Hank had been ready and eager to assist him with the dog run. It was as if the old guy had been waiting for Nick to appear. Libby or Rebecca may have mentioned Nick’s plans for the dog.

			“Riding up on a bike is hardly traveling in stealth mode,” he muttered to himself as he soaped up his hands. The guy wasn’t much help but Nick liked him. So he even stayed longer than necessary to shoot the breeze. Like Ogle, the guy had seen some serious action in Vietnam, so Nick had a lot of respect for him.

			He rinsed his hands and shook them out before reaching for a paper towel.

			“Mr. Cabot? Uh, I’m gonna shove off now. Unless you need me for something else. Then I can stay. It’s, uh, like no problem.”

			Tossing the paper towel in the trash, Nick turned to Kevin Thompson, his new employee. At least he’d accomplished something productive this past week other than missing Libby.

			“Kevin, I told you, you’re allowed to call me Nick. I thought I heard you say you had a date tonight.”

			Kevin shoved his hands in the front pockets of his dark blue work pants. “Yeah, but it’s just a casual thing. We were gonna watch a movie in her parents’ basement. No big deal.”

			“Netflix and chill?” Nick asked and raised an eyebrow at his employee.

			“Oh, hey, I never said, uh...” Twin spots of color appeared on Kevin’s cheeks.

			“Go. See you tomorrow.” Nick waved him off. “Have fun but be safe.”

			“Oh, I would never—”

			“I’m pulling your chain, Kevin. I’m not so old that I don’t remember being your age. But I mean it about being safe.”

			Kevin grinned. “Gee, thanks. See you tomorrow, Mr., uh, Nick.”

			Nick watched Kevin hurry over to his motorcycle, hop on and roar off. Probably wanting to get away before Nick started lecturing him on being a responsible partner. Not that Nick blamed him. The kid didn’t need his boss lecturing him about his love life, but Nick knew Kevin’s father was very uninvolved with his son’s life, so he was determined to take an interest.

			He walked around, checking to be sure everything had been cleaned up and put away, a holdover habit from his military days. Satisfied that it was all in order, Nick switched off the lights inside the garage bays. Then he lowered the metal doors and headed around the side of the building to the exterior staircase that led to his apartment.

			Although they hadn’t served together, Nick had approached former Marine Riley Cooper, now sheriff’s deputy, when he realized he needed some extra help in the garage. He wanted a decent mechanic, but at the same time, he’d wanted to give someone a helping hand if possible. Cooper had recommended Kevin, a youth he and his wife, Meg, had mentored. Riley said Kevin was a good kid, and they’d kept him on the straight and narrow despite an abysmal home life.

			That sounded familiar, Nick thought as he climbed the stairs. His saving grace had been Dan, and Nick was pretty sure this was what Dan had meant about paying it forward. So far Kevin had proved himself to be a hard worker and eager to please.

			Nick knew Kevin was taking classes at the nearby community college and deciding whether a career in the military was for him. Nick was doing his best to offer advice. But he also wanted to show Kevin he had more than one option. Whereas Nick had had none. He never regretted his decision to join the Marines, but he wanted Kevin to know the military wasn’t his only path forward.

			He made a mental note to thank Riley for recommending the kid.

			“I must be getting old calling a twenty-year-old a kid,” he muttered to himself as he removed his greasy work boots before entering the apartment. He chuckled because two months shy of hitting forty probably was old to someone Kevin’s age.

			And what about Libby? Does she see you as old?

			He shook his head. Back to her again? He probably had six or seven years on her, so not exactly a wide age gap. It was definitely workable. Workable? Now, where had that thought come from? Damn, but it seemed like lately his thoughts were turning to Libby and her daughter more and more. He wasn’t sure what he had to offer Libby, but she seemed to like him and he wasn’t so noble he’d throw the chance to prove himself to her.

			He didn’t know what he could do, because he’d bet that Libby’s dad hadn’t spent the better part of his adult life a guest of the state. Her mother was probably the type to bake cookies and attend parent conferences at the school. Nick recalled Tavie Whatley, proprietor of the Loon Lake General Store, who had an encyclopedic knowledge of everyone and everything to do with the town, mentioning that. Libby might be “from away” as people here would say, but residents of Loon Lake had accepted her and Rebecca as their own. So Tavie had made it her business to know as much as possible about Libby’s background. And Tavie had mentioned to him that Libby’s parents were what some might call “the country club set.” Had she been trying to warn him off Libby? Or just gossiping?

			Nick was pretty sure many people knew about his background, too, but no one seemed to hold it against him. Gabe Bishop had told him the residents respected him for his service to his country.

			Letting himself into the apartment, he slammed the door behind him. He had no business feeling sorry for himself. Considering where he came from, he’d made a decent, successful life. So what if his background wasn’t in the same stratosphere as Libby’s? Or that of her parents? She hadn’t held it against him.

			He dropped his dirty boots on a mat he kept by the door. Padding across the floor in sock-clad feet, he got out a frozen dinner and popped it into the microwave. While he waited for dinner to cook, he checked the plastic tub Libby had filled with homemade cookies for him to take home the last time he’d been there. Nothing but crumbs left. Maybe if he returned her tub, she’d refill it. That thought made him smile. Boy, he had it bad. Standing alone in his kitchen grinning his fool head off at the mere thought of a woman.

			Ah, but not just any woman. A very special one.

			The microwave dinged at the same time a hesitant knock sounded at the door.

			He glanced at the microwave that held his dinner and grumbled as he made his way to see who it was. It wasn’t Kevin, because he would have heard the bike. Who’d be visiting him now? He knew Libby had quilting classes tonight.

			Maybe he ought to get a dog to discourage visitors. Of course, to accomplish that he’d need one that at least sounded fierce. Not some fluffy, friendly thing like Wags. That thought led to him thinking about Rebecca. And Libby. And her glossy hair, expressive eyes and lips that begged to be kissed.

			As much as he liked Rebecca and the three of them spending time together, he needed to start thinking about how to get Libby alone so he could explore that enticing mouth.

			He pulled the door open and stood staring, finding it hard to believe what—No, make that who he was seeing.

			How in the world? He shook his head, thinking he must be seeing things. But no, he wasn’t.

			“Surprise, Uncle Nick.” A girl, dressed in a black T-shirt and ratty jeans, stood staring expectantly at him from the other side of the doorway.

			Nick blinked, barely recognizing his fifteen-year-old niece, Oakley. Exactly how long had it been since he’d seen her? Three years? Was this what fifteen looked like these days? She had on, in his opinion, way too much makeup, and was that an eyebrow piercing? Or had she had some sort of accident with an earring? And that hair. It was unnaturally black, with bright red tips. What happened to the sweet little blonde girl who loved pink and used to drag stuffed animals around?

			“Oakley?”

			She crossed her arms over her chest, revealing a tattoo on her wrist. It was a cat with angel wings and the name Aldo in fancy script underneath. “So you do remember me.”

			He was assaulted with guilt. He hadn’t gone back home after getting out of the Marines because he hadn’t wanted to deal with what returning to that environment entailed, hadn’t wanted to get sucked into the life he’d escaped. He could see now that was pure selfishness on his part. He was stronger than that. But at that time he’d been mourning the loss of the men from his squad along with the loss of Dan, and hadn’t trusted himself to make good decisions about his future.

			Pulling himself together, he glanced past Oakley, expecting to see his sister, Beth. But no one stood behind Oakley. Just empty space. No Beth ready to jump out and yell surprise. Surely Oakley couldn’t have come all the way across the country by herself, could she? “Where’s your mother?”

			Oakley shrugged as if it didn’t matter, but the look in her eyes told a different story. “Probably picking up litter by the side of the road.”

			“What? What are you talking about?” He didn’t like the sound of this. Not one bit. What had been happening to his sister and niece while he was hiding out in Loon Lake?

			Hiding out? No, that wasn’t what he’d been doing. He’d been making a life for himself. A decent life. A respectable life.

			“Isn’t that what people who are sentenced to community service do?” She shuffled her feet and suddenly, despite the clothes, makeup and hair, she looked like a lost little girl.

			“Damn,” he muttered and reached out to pull her in for a hug. No matter how she was dressed, no matter how much makeup she wore, he could spot the scared girl under the disguise. Wasn’t that what he’d done? Worn a tough disguise to survive. Heck, maybe he still did. Only there’d been no one to give him a hug. Until Rebecca. She was a great dispenser of hugs.

			He’d been close to Dan, but they hadn’t been into physical displays of affection. As much as he loved the guy, as much as he owed him, he’d never given him a hug until the guy was diagnosed with terminal cancer. Wasn’t that a shame? Now it was too late to rectify that. He wouldn’t make the same mistake with his niece.

			“Uncle Nick? Aren’t you going to invite me in?” she asked in a muffled voice as she buried her face in his shoulder and hugged him just as tightly.

			He released her and stepped aside so she could enter first. “C’mon in.”

			Once inside, she turned to face him. “I thought maybe you had a hot date in here you need to get rid of first.”

			“No. No hot dates.” Despite his words to the contrary, an image of Libby flashed into his mind. She was hot but not a date. Not tonight, anyway. He shoved those thoughts aside. He had his niece to deal with at the moment.

			“Is that your microwave dinging?” She glanced around his cramped but spotlessly clean and organized kitchen.

			Muttering to himself, he went to the microwave and removed what had been going to be his dinner and set it on the counter.

			She raised an eyebrow, the one with the piercing, at the sight of his frozen dinner. “Looks like you’re really living the exciting bachelor lifestyle.”

			“Something like that.” His mind went to the nights he’d shared home-cooked meals with Libby and Rebecca. Time and food was all they shared but those evenings were special, whereas the last time he’d had a proper date with anyone was just a fuzzy memory.

			Glancing around, she nodded. “Spotless. Looks like the Marines rubbed off on you. I like the retro look.”

			“Thanks.” As he recalled, his sister had been a bit of a slob. Probably still was. Of course he’d know that if he’d gone home. Fresh guilt gutted him.

			Seeing Oakley’s glance linger on his dinner, he asked, “Would you like that?”

			“Do you mind? I’m not too proud to admit I’m starved.” She fingered the strap of her backpack.

			“Sit.” He put the dinner on the table and got out utensils. He ripped off a strip from the paper towel dispenser and put them on the table.

			Oakley pulled off the backpack and set it on the table with a thump. She began eating as soon as she got the fork in her hand.

			He pulled out a chair and sat across from her.

			She paused with the fork halfway to her mouth. “I’m sorry. Did I take your last one?”

			He waved away her comment. “Don’t worry about it.”

			The processed turkey and gravy dinner couldn’t compare to anything Libby might have given him. He’d have to take Oakley to meet Libby and get a decent meal.

			Getting a little ahead of yourself, aren’t you?

			He ignored those thoughts. “How did you find me?”

			“Why? Were you trying to stay hidden?” Oakley narrowed her eyes as she chased peas around the small container.

			He shook his head but his lips twitched with the need to smile. “If I was, it obviously didn’t work.”

			“Yeah, some nice old lady with a hairdo straight outta the sixties at the general store was only too pleased to tell me where to find you.”

			“That must’ve been Tavie, and don’t let her catch you referring to her as an old lady. She practically runs this town and can make life unpleasant,” he warned.

			“Oh? Sounds like you speak from experience.” She spooned apple dessert into her mouth.

			“Actually I was given that advice when I first came,” he said, remembering how Gabe had cautioned him when Nick had mentioned he was considering staying permanently in Loon Lake.

			“Ah, the whole ‘we Marines stick together’ thing, I suppose.” She set the spoon next to the empty TV dinner tray and tapped the ancient, teal-colored Formica and metal kitchen table. “I see you’re into the vintage look, Uncle Nick.”

			“I believe it’s called mid-century modern,” he told her, his tongue firmly in his cheek. The guy he’d bought the business from had left most of the apartment furnishings behind and Nick hadn’t gotten around to updating them. What the guy had left behind was serviceable and that worked fine for Nick. He’d replaced a few things like the microwave and refrigerator and bought a big-screen television with a decent sound system. A man had to have priorities.

			“I have to admit,” she said, her gaze roaming around the kitchen, “the set works with what you’ve got going on here. A definite fifties or sixties vibe. Sorta like the lady at the general store and her beehive hair. What’s up with that?”

			He shrugged because he’d had the same question but never worked up the nerve to inquire. “That’s something best left alone. Tavie must have been full of questions. Did you tell her why you were looking for me?”

			And why did you come looking for me?

			Fresh guilt assailed him. He jumped up and took the empty food container and tossed it in the trash. He winced, thinking he should have rinsed it out first. There were a lot of things he should have done and didn’t. Like after leaving the Marines, he should have done a sitrep and personally checked on his sister and niece. He should have—

			“I told her I was your illegitimate daughter from your brief but scorching affair with that porn star,” Oakley said and sat back, waiting for his reaction.

			“You what?” Oh man, he could just imagine something like that getting around town. What would Libby think? She wouldn’t believe it. Would she?

			“Would you rather have had me tell her I was the underage wife you’d married in Vegas and then deserted when you sobered up?”

			He put his hands on his hips and tried for a stern look. “Oakley, of all the—”

			“Calm down. I asked where the motorcycle repair shop was and she pointed me in your direction. She was full of questions especially since I wasn’t riding a bike. I told her I needed to get here before you closed so I didn’t have time to give her answers. But I assured her I would be happy to at a later date. She told me that you closing up shop wouldn’t be a problem because you lived over the business and would most likely be home. She seemed to be under the impression you didn’t get out much. Anyway, I didn’t give her a straight answer, and she gave up.”

			“That was just a reprieve.” He snort laughed. “Tavie doesn’t give up, believe me.”

			He was surprised Tavie hadn’t called him by now to try and gather information. She was so good that she could have been recruited by the CIA.

			“Aren’t you going to eat?” Oakley asked, rubbing her finger on the tabletop.

			He had a few more dinners in the freezer, but those didn’t hold any appeal. “You still hungry?”

			She shrugged. “Well...”

			“How about I order a pizza, and you tell me what’s going on.”

			“Deal.”

			“But you’re going to tell me the truth. The whole truth,” he said, trying again to sound stern.

			“And nothing but the truth. So help me, God.”

			“Oakley.”

			“Sorry.”

			He took his phone off the charger on the counter. “Supreme okay?”

			“Sure, I can pick off what I don’t like,” she said and studied her fingernails.

			He sighed. “What don’t you like?”

			“Mushrooms, anchovies, peppers, onions—”

			He held up his hand. “I’ll get pepperoni. Is that okay?”

			“Sure. I can—”

			“Half cheese and half pepperoni it is.” He checked for the number on his phone and ordered a pizza to be delivered.

			“I guess this town isn’t as backward as I thought if it has pizza delivery,” Oakley said.

			“Yeah, we have indoor plumbing and everything.” Funny, but he’d had some of the same thoughts when he’d first come to town to visit Gabe. And yet now, he wouldn’t want to be anywhere else. And that was due in part to his business. But not completely, not since you met a certain single mother, a voice in his head reminded him.

			He also recalled thinking how contented Gabe was with his life as a husband and father figure to Addie’s younger brother Teddy. Nick’s mind immediately went to Libby and Rebecca, but he pushed all those thoughts to the back of his mind. He had a more pressing situation to deal with first. Like finding out how and why Oakley had come across the country by herself.

			“Pizza is ordered. Now tell me how you got here.”

			He sat and tried to prepare himself for hearing things he already knew he wasn’t going to like.

		
	
		
			Chapter Nine

			“Oakley? I’m waiting,” he said, drumming his fingers on the table.

			She gave him a mulish look and held up her thumb.

			He pushed back his chair, the metal legs scraping on the cheap vinyl. He swore, using that all-encompassing word that could be used as a verb, noun or adjective, depending on the situation.

			“Whoa. Language, Uncle Nick.”

			“Never mind my language. Tell me you did not hitchhike all the way here from California,” he said through gritted teeth.

			All his protective instincts bubbled to the surface. He felt conflicting emotions, too many to untangle. So much for leaving those feelings behind when he left the Corps. He wasn’t sure whether to hug her again or take her over his knee. Corporal punishment isn’t allowed, Cabot. But he could tell her to drop and give him twenty. Yeah, like a set of pushups would go over big.

			“Um, Uncle Nick?” She glanced at his face and grimaced. “If you must know, I took the bus.”

			“The bus?” he echoed.

			“Yeah, you know, a large motor vehicle that carries passengers on a fixed route for money.”

			“Don’t get cute.” Nick inhaled and prayed for patience. “You came all this way all by yourself? What were you—”

			“What do you mean all by myself? Who was I supposed to bring with me? My mother who keeps saying she’s getting her act together but never does, or Pops, who’s a guest of the state. Again.”

			He pinched the bridge of his nose. So his dad, or Pops, as everyone referred to him, was back in jail? “What did Pops do this time?”

			“Let’s just say there was a dispute over the motorcycle parts he was selling to repair shops. It seems they fell off the back of a truck.” She used air quotes around that last sentence.

			How could he fault her for wanting to escape that madness? Hell, he hadn’t even gone back after his time with the Marines was up. No, he couldn’t blame her. “I wish you’d called me.”

			“I thought about it and...”

			“And what?”

			She shrugged, looking sheepish. “I was afraid you’d say no. You know that saying ‘better to beg forgiveness than ask permission.’”

			He rubbed his eyes. Would he have said no? He liked to think he wouldn’t have, but he would have at least contacted his sister first. Who knows what kind of garbage she would have fed him. And it was a toss-up whether he’d have believed her over a fifteen-year-old.

			Damn, but he wasn’t liking himself very much right now. His first instinct was to phone Libby, but he wanted to get a handle on this situation first. He didn’t want her to think he hadn’t taken care of his family as he should.

			“How long before the pizza?”

			“The what? Oh, um, twenty minutes, maybe.”

			“Did you say you had indoor plumbing?” Oakley asked in a hopeful tone.

			“Why? Do you need to use the bathroom?”

			She smirked. “Since I’ve sworn to tell the truth, I’d kill for a shower.”

			“How long did it take for you to get here anyway?” he asked, feeling as though Libby would have all of this under control if she were here. God, he wished she were here to help. He was probably handling this whole situation wrong.

			“Three and a half days.”

			“Damn,” he muttered. The thought of a fifteen-year-old girl traveling across the country for three days blew his mind. So many things could have happened to her. Libby had been beside herself worrying over Wags traveling across town.

			“I’ll make it quick before the pizza gets here,” she said in a small voice.

			Hearing that tone had him feeling like an ass. He was pretty sure Libby would be calm and reassuring. “Take as long as you need. I can keep the pizza hot if it gets here before you’re done. There are clean towels in the cabinet and soap and shampoo in the shower. Sorry, it’s just basic guy stuff.”

			“What? No choice of lavender or honeysuckle?”

			He snorted. “I don’t even know what honeysuckle is.”

			Unless...could that have been the scent of Libby’s soap that had Rebecca sniffing her hands? That thought had his mind traveling back to that night. The food and the teasing and—

			“Um, Uncle Nick?”

			He shook off the memory. “What?”

			“It’s just...” She made a circling motion with her hand. “All of a sudden, you got this look on your face.”

			“A look?”

			“Yeah, it’s like—OMG, who is she?”

			Great. He knew he’d been acting like a lovestruck adolescent. But he looked like one, too? He conjured up his scariest glower. “Shower?”

			“I’m going. I’m going,” she said but cackled with laughter as she shut the door.

			

			“Mommy?”

			“Hmm?” Libby looked up from the book she was attempting to read. Attempting because her mind kept going to Nick.

			She hadn’t seen him in almost a week, and she missed him. Part of that was her fault because she’d been traveling back and forth between Loon Lake and Montpelier for a quilt show. Adventures in Quilting was a vendor at the event, so she’d had to set up and work the show. When she’d finally had free time, Nick had been busy.

			“How come you didn’t invite Mr. Nick for dinner after he put up the wire for Wags?”

			Hearing his name, the dog got up from his spot in front of the unlit fireplace and ambled over. He sat and looked expectantly at Libby.

			She patted the dog. “I was out of town for the quilt show and you were with Grandma and Grandpa, remember?”

			Rebecca frowned. “Grandpa made Wags stay in the sunroom.”

			Wags made a noise that sounded like a protest.

			“And I heard you went and slept in the sunroom,” Libby said but didn’t scold.

			“He was lonesome. We should have left him with Mr. Nick. I’ll bet he wouldn’t make Wags sleep in the sunroom all night.”

			“Maybe next time,” Libby said and gave Rebecca a hug.

			“Remember when I wanted to play with Phoebe and you said I should just call and ask her mommy?”

			“Yes,” Libby said, dragging out the word. What was Rebecca getting at?

			“Maybe we can just call and ask Mr. Nick.”

			Ask him if he wants to come and play with us?

			Libby pushed that thought aside with an inner laugh that she contained because it could easily have become a little hysterical if she let it out. Not having a man in her life had worked just fine since the divorce. So, why now? What was it about this particular man that had her thinking about things she thought she didn’t need in her life?

			Sure, Nick was handsome in a rough, unpolished way. The polar opposite of her ex and maybe that was the reason for the strong attraction. But, truth be told, her attraction to him went beyond anything purely physical and—

			“Mommy? Are you listening to me?” Rebecca patted her leg. “Can we call him and ask him? Maybe he’ll come even if he doesn’t have to fix anything.”

			Libby laughed. Her heart skipped a beat. What if that were true? Well, the only way to find out was to ask. And much better than breaking something on purpose. “Okay, but he might be busy. He runs his own business.”

			“Mrs. Addie said he fixes lots of moto-sicles.”

			“When did she...? Never mind.” Libby shook her head. Rebecca enjoyed talking with Addie Bishop whenever they went to the library, and sometimes Libby wandered off to look at the books, knowing her daughter was in safe hands. But maybe from now on she should hang around and find out exactly what her daughter discussed with others.

			And to find out what Addie might know about Nick?

			Yeah, pumping Addie or anyone in town for information on Nick Cabot would set Loon Lake tongues wagging. She didn’t relish the thought of being the subject of town gossip. And what would happen if it got back to Nick? Imagining he might return her interest might all be wishful thinking on her part. Talk about humiliation if he found out and didn’t return her feelings. But if he did...

			“What if he isn’t busy? What if he is home wishing for some of your sketti? Sometimes I wish we can have sketti and then we have it. Maybe that will happen to him, too.”

			“But he’s already had my spaghetti,” Libby pointed out, smiling at Rebecca’s logic. Her daughter gave her affection freely, not worrying whether or not it was going to be returned. Maybe she should strive to be more like that. If it didn’t work out, so be it. It wasn’t the end of the world.

			“Then we really should call him and ask him what else he likes.”

			“I suppose we could do that.” After that peck on the cheek she’d given him, she’d been dreaming about what the real thing might feel like. “I’ll tell you what. We’ll invite him, but if he says no, we’ll accept his answer.”

			“A-cept it? What do you mean?”

			“I mean if he says no, we’ll say thank-you and leave him alone.” Was that why she hadn’t called him? Because she was afraid he might say no? He might not be thinking about that almost kiss the same way she was.

			Rebecca scowled. “Why do we have to say thank-you if he doesn’t want to come?”

			Yeah, why? Libby sighed. “Because we want to be polite.”

			“And maybe if we’re po-lite he will change his mind and want to come.”

			Libby laughed. “Maybe.”

			She had to admit that Rebecca was one of the most optimistic people she knew. Grabbing her purse, she dug her phone out and tapped to call Nick.

			“Libby?”

			Libby had prepared herself for all the things Nick’s voice would do to her. Or thought she had.

			“Libby? Is everything okay?” he asked.

			“Oh, yes, I just... I wanted to invite you—”

			“Me too, say me too,” Rebecca said, tapping her leg. Wags let out a yip.

			She smiled at her audience. “We wanted to invite you to dinner.”

			“Tonight? Well, I can’t...” He paused when someone said something in the background.

			Libby’s stomach sank to her knees, and her eyes stung. That was definitely a woman’s voice she heard. She tried to swallow past the growing knot in her throat. “Sounds like you’re busy. I can call back some other time.”

			“Wait! No,” he shouted into the phone.

			She froze.

			“You still there?” he asked, sounding desperate. “That’s my niece.”

			“Niece?” she asked as relief washed over her.

			“Yeah, my sister’s kid.”

			She heard a squawk in the background before he came back on. “Correction. She’s my sister’s teenager.”

			“Ah.” Libby smiled, but her lips still trembled.

			“Bratty teenager,” he whispered into the phone.

			Libby flushed, imagining his lips close to the phone. “Is there any other kind?”

			His chuckle sent her senses spinning again.

			“Mommy? Is he coming? Is he?” Rebecca bounced, and Wags did his wiggly butt thing.

			Libby waved her hand to quiet the peanut gallery. “So, uh, how about tomorrow night? Teens have to eat, too.”

			“They sure do. She just inhaled a frozen dinner and now we’re waiting on a pizza.”

			There was more protesting on the other end, and Libby laughed. “What does she like?”

			“Evidently anything that doesn’t include mushrooms, anchovies, peppers, onions or pepperonis.”

			“I thought you said you were waiting on a pizza delivery?”

			“We are,” he said with a sigh. “Oh, wait. I have further information. That only applies to pizza. Go figure.”

			“Go figure,” she repeated.

			“Just cook whatever you want and she’ll eat it.”

			Libby laughed because she heard the implied threat in his voice. She found she was looking forward to meeting his niece. They made arrangements for the following evening before disconnecting.

			“So, is he coming?” Rebecca asked as soon as she set the phone down.

			“He is, and he’s bringing someone.”

			“Who?”

			“His niece.”

			“Will she like us? Do you think she’ll like Wags? Will she play with me? Will she play with Wags?”

			“I don’t know, sweetie, but we’ll make her feel welcome no matter what,” Libby told her and smiled. She imagined her tone was a bit like Nick’s when he said his niece would eat what she cooked. But she didn’t need to threaten Rebecca, because she was so naturally friendly. Of course, she hadn’t hit those teen years yet.

			“How do we do that?” Rebecca asked.

			“Do what?”

			“That thing you said...about welcome.”

			“Well, I guess we’ll just have to be nice.”

			Libby got up to look in her recipe book to see if she could come up with something a teen might like.

			As she flipped through the pages, she wondered what his niece was like. She had pretty much the same questions as Rebecca. This girl—jeez, she should have asked her name—was Nick’s family and Libby wanted her to like them. He might have sounded a bit exasperated on the phone, but Libby caught the affection in his tone, too.

			Yeah, she wanted her to like them. She shuddered at the thought of how unpleasant and critical her parents would be upon meeting Nick. She didn’t like burying her head in the sand but she’d worry about that another time. Right now, she needed to find something to feed them.

			

			“So, was that the woman who put that goofy look on your face?”

			Nick rolled his eyes at his niece, but he was too content to argue with her. He still had to deal with Oakley, but talking to Libby had set him back on an even keel. “She’s invited us to supper tomorrow night.”

			“You’re doing it again,” she said.

			“Doing what?”

			She pointed a finger at him. “Getting that look on your face.”

			“And you’re deflecting. We are going to discuss this situation first and foremost. You’ll get to meet Libby and Rebecca tomorrow night.”

			“Libby and Rebecca? This isn’t some sort of kinky thing, is it?”

			He clicked his tongue against the back of his front teeth. “Rebecca is her five-year-old daughter.”

			“A single mother? At least I’m assuming she’s—”

			“Oakley. Don’t.” He pinched the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. He knew she was deflecting, but he missed the sweet kid she used to be.

			Maybe if he’d gone back home, she still would be. Would Libby see his not going back as selfish? Would he be able to explain how he’d been afraid of getting sucked into something he might not be able to walk away from a second time? Did he want to admit this and be seen as weak?

			“Uncle Nick? I’m sorry. It seems you really like this woman and I didn’t mean to...well, you know.” She shrugged.

			Yeah, he knew. “It’s okay, but we will be setting ground rules. Where are your dirty clothes? I’ll start a load in the washer.”

			She jumped up from the chair. “I left them in the bathroom. Let me get them. I have some in my backpack that need washing, too. I did my best to keep clean when the bus stopped at rest areas or truck stops.”

			Truck stops? He had a few choice words for his sister and her conduct toward her daughter.

			While Oakley was in the bathroom, he picked up her shabby backpack. He made a mental note to take her shopping tomorrow to a mall in one of the bigger surrounding towns.

			“And what do we have here?” Nick asked as he reached in and pulled out a scruffy-looking blue stuffed rabbit. “Could this possibly be Blue Bunny?”

			“Hey. Give me that,” she snarled, making a grab for the item. “Talk about boundaries.”

			He easily pulled it out of reach. “This looks familiar... Isn’t this the one I bought you when I came back on leave to meet you for the first time?”

			She’d been nearly two, and the guilt from not going back sooner still stabbed him in the gut. How could he have waited that long to see her? He must be the worst uncle on the planet.

			“It might be.” Oakley stuck out her chin. “So what if it is?”

			“I’m honored you kept it.”

			“Yeah...well.” She shrugged.

			He went with his gut and pulled her in for a hug.

			She returned the hug before pushing away. “Hey, hey, let’s not get carried away. Since when have we been a family prone to displays of affection?”

			“Since right now. So get used to it.”

			Oakley grinned. “I guess this Libby really is rubbing off on you.”

			“Libby is an off-limits topic until we discuss you, young lady.”

			“I thought you were going to wash clothes.”

			“Sit yourself down in that chair. I’ll throw these in and be right back.”

			After throwing Oakley’s clothes in the washer, he dealt with the pizza delivery.

			“He called you by name. Order pizza much?” Oakley asked.

			“It’s a small town. Everyone knows everyone,” he said. Half the town probably already knew about his guest—and her pizza preference.

			He set the pizza box in center of the table and they ate in silence for a few minutes before he decided he needed answers.

			“So, what did your mom say when you told her you were coming to find me?” he asked. If Beth was going to show up, too, he needed to be prepared. Oakley didn’t answer and he set his slice of pizza back on the plate. “Does she know you’re here?”

			“Like I said, she probably hasn’t noticed I’m gone. We got kicked out of the apartment for nonpayment of rent. I could stay in a fleabag motel with her or stay with a...a friend.”

			What the hell was wrong with his sister? She had a daughter. He thought about Libby and how protective she was of Rebecca. He couldn’t imagine Libby letting Oakley travel across the country by herself. “Who were you staying with?”

			“His name is Ramon, and no, it’s not like that. We’re friends. That’s all.”

			“What about your mother? How did she feel about that?”

			Oakley snorted. “Like I said, I’m not sure she noticed. Beth has more issues than National Geographic.”

			“That’s no way to talk about your mother,” he scolded. Even if it was the truth. And what was with Oakley calling her mother by her first name?

			Damn. He felt a tightening in the pit of his stomach. Why hadn’t he gone back and settled closer to family once he got out? He should have kept closer tabs on Oakley. And his sister, for that matter. Instead, he’d stayed in Loon Lake, hoping the small town and its people would help him heal. God, he was such a selfish bastard.

			His sister hadn’t had the benefit of someone like Dan to give her a chance to turn her life around. If he’d stayed, he could have been that stable person for her. Or he might have gotten sucked into the abyss like his sister and mother.

			“You really should have called me. I would have sent money for the train or a plane.”

			She made a derisive sound with her tongue against her teeth. “Yeah, right. You would have told me to patch things up with Beth. Suck it up, kid.”

			“I would nev—” he started and broke off. “Okay. I would have urged you to work things out with your mom.”

			He looked at Oakley and had to acknowledge that maybe it was past time for working things out. He’d find out what was going on with his sister, but in the meantime he’d make sure Oakley was clean, fed and safe.

			He pushed a hand through his short hair. Those all sounded so...so basic. His heart ached for his niece. She should be hanging out at the mall with her friends or getting manicures or whatever it was that girls her age liked to do.

			Maybe Libby would have some answers. He’d known her for a short time but she was fast becoming a crucial part of his life. She featured in his decisions and he thought of her when he needed answers.

		
	
		
			Chapter Ten

			“So, are you going to spill?” Oakley asked Nick as they got into his truck to drive over to Libby’s the next evening.

			“Spill what?” Nick countered, trying to sound like this was no big deal. And it wasn’t, was it?

			“Like what’s going on with the two of you.”

			“Nothing’s going on.”

			“Uh-huh,” Oakley said in a tone laced with skepticism.

			“What makes you think this is more than a casual friend inviting us to supper. People do that, you know.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“Oakley,” he said with a note of warning.

			“Well, for one thing you showered.”

			“I was working in the shop all day. I shower most evenings.”

			“And you shaved. And...” She leaned over and sniffed. “You’re wearing aftershave or cologne or something. And looks like those are new jeans.”

			“So I cleaned up a little,” he grumbled. “You’re wearing new jeans, too. At least mine aren’t riddled with holes and tears.”

			She laughed. “Nice deflection but it won’t work. Tell me about her.”

			He sighed. As much as he was looking forward to seeing Libby again, he didn’t appreciate the third degree from his niece. It wouldn’t matter except he had a feeling he might reveal too much. Since she’d mentioned it, he’d been mindful of his facial expressions when thinking of Libby.

			“How old did you say Rebecca was?” Oakley asked.

			“Five.” If Nick didn’t know better, he’d say Oakley was nervous about meeting them.

			Well, why not? He was nervous about this meeting, too. He wanted Libby to like Oakley and vice versa. After the conversation—if you could call it that—he’d had with his sister last night, he knew Oakley would be staying with him for the foreseeable future. He wouldn’t send her back to a toxic environment. He’d waited until Oakley had gone to bed to call, and he was glad he had.

			Beth kept promising she was getting her act together but Nick suspected she was high even as they spoke. She seemed surprised when he told her Oakley was with him. She’d asked why he hadn’t come to see her if he was in California. He wasn’t sure she understood when he tried to explain that he wasn’t, that Oakley was with him in Loon Lake. He’d hung up in disgust and contacted Gabe to request information about a family attorney. Nick knew Gabe’s wife, Addie, had applied for permanent guardianship for her much younger brother. Nick would follow the steps for applying for guardianship over Oakley. He wasn’t going to let anything happen to her on his watch.

			“And Libby’s a single mother?”

			Oakley’s question broke into his thoughts. “Yeah. I’ve already told you all this.”

			“I’m just verifying your story.”

			“It’s not a story. It’s the truth,” he said through his clenched jaw.

			“The whole truth and nothing but the—Okay. Okay.” She threw up her hands when he glared at her. “And how did you meet?”

			Damn. He should have driven them over on the motorcycle and avoided the interrogation. “Libby owns a quilt shop.”

			Oakley stared at him from the passenger side. “And you’ve taken up quilting?”

			“Ha ha. I returned Rebecca’s lost dog.”

			“And the pet finder strikes again,” she said with a lighthearted laugh. “Did she find you from the internet?”

			“No, her dog found me. But she’d posted on the site, and I contacted her.”

			“That must have been touching scene. Is that why she’s inviting you, I mean us, for supper?”

			He made a sound of agreement in his throat. He needed to admit this would be his third time dining with Libby and Rebecca, because it would come out. He didn’t want to make it seem like he was hiding anything.

			“Gee, Uncle Nick, something makes me think there’s more to this story than what you’re telling me.”

			“The dog likes to escape and Libby likes to cook to show her appreciation.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“We’re here,” he said and pulled into her driveway.

			“What a cute house. Does she cook as good as the house indicates?”

			“Yeah, she—” he started but broke off when he detected a note of...what? Something in Oakley’s voice and the way she was staring at the home. It reminded him of his reaction the first time he saw Libby’s house. “What does her house have to do with her ability to cook?”

			“I dunno... It just looks so...”

			“Like a sixties’ family sitcom?”

			“Like a dream home. I always wished I could live in a place like this. The kind of place you could bring friends home to, ya know?”

			He reached over and took Oakley’s hand. “Yes, I know. It’s different from what we’ve been used to. It looks like—”

			“Like we don’t belong,” Oakley whispered.

			He squeezed her hand before dropping it. “Sweetheart, don’t think like that.”

			Why not? You did when you first saw it. Still do, if you’re being honest.

			“You’re right, we’re as good as everyone else,” Oakley said, sounding as if she were trying to reassure herself.

			“Damn right,” he said, hoping he sounded convincing. He didn’t want her to ever feel less.

			This might not be the ideal time to bring up two things he’d observed but he forged ahead. The tattoo was important but the reason behind it might be even more important and he’d been ignoring it, not wanting to deal with the fact Oakley’s cat had died.

			“I see you wore long sleeves,” he said and touched the cuff of the shirt she’d bought at the mall he’d taken her to that afternoon. He’d left Kevin in charge while he took Oakley shopping. He did blame the kid for looking askance at him when he’d announced he was leaving early to go to a mall.

			“Yeah. So?” she said, her tone defensive.

			“You don’t have to hide that tattoo from Libby.” At least he hoped she didn’t.

			“I know.” She crossed her arms. “I just liked the shirt. Okay?”

			He touched her arm. “I’m sorry. About Aldo, I mean.”

			Considering her age, she’d owned that scrappy orange tabby with the tattered ear for most of her life.

			“Like Mom said, he was old and sick,” she said, her voice thick.

			Nick’s eyes stung. Had anyone been there to hold her while she cried over her cat? Once again, he damned his sister. “Doesn’t change the fact that it must have sucked.”

			“Big-time, but that was last year. I’m okay now.”

			God, he shouldn’t have started this now. What a jerk.

			He gave her arm a squeeze before letting go. But he couldn’t let the subject go that easily.

			“Grief doesn’t work like that. Some days it doesn’t matter if it’s been three hours or three years because it all feels the same,” he said, thinking of Dan.

			“Thanks.”

			She leaned toward him and he hugged her as best as he could across the bench seat.

			“So,” she said, pulling away. “Did you say this woman is a good cook?”

			“Did I?” he asked, grateful for the change of subject.

			“Yeah, you did.” She opened her door. “How many times have you been here for supper?”

			“A couple of times,” he tried to sound as casual as possible.

			“Oh?” She turned back before jumping out of the truck.

			“If you must know, her dog escaped again and I returned it.” He scratched his cheek.

			“And?”

			“And I repaired the fence so the dog couldn’t get out again. And, uh, fixed her mailbox. Stained her fence. Set up a dog run.”

			“So you’re her handyman?” There was a note of amusement in her voice.

			Nick muttered under his breath and sighed. “Just be nice. No stories about porn stars or underage wives.”

			He climbed out of the truck and reached into the back to pull out a box. He handed it to Oakley when she came around to his side. “Here, give them this.”

			She raised her eyebrows. “Chocolates? And the fancy stuff, too. That’s impressive for a handyman.”

			He grumbled something about respecting your elders. Aloud, he said, “Don’t drop them and don’t let the dog get them. Chocolate isn’t good for dogs.”

			She mumbled a phrase that included a bodily function and Sherlock, but he let it go. The front door of the pretty, yellow house was already opening.

			

			“Mommy, they’re here,” Rebecca called from her position at the front windows in the living room.

			“Hooray and I’m not even in the bathroom. Will wonders never cease?” Libby said and set the oven mitts on the counter.

			She walked out of the kitchen and realized she was still wearing her apron. Quickly untying it, she tossed it over the back of a chair in the living room.

			Rebecca and Wags were already on the porch.

			“Well, hello, you two,” Nick greeted them.

			Wags barked and Rebecca rushed to give Nick a hug.

			Libby arrived at the door in time to hear his niece say to him, “I understand that huggy thing now.”

			What did that mean? No time to worry about that now. She smoothed down the lightweight cotton knit sweater she’d chosen for tonight and stepped onto the porch. Rebecca and the dog were jumping around and creating chaos.

			“Rebecca, let them at least get in the house before we bombard them.”

			“Are those for me?” Rebecca pointed to a box his niece was carrying.

			“Rebecca, manners,” she admonished, but the teenager laughed and turned to her uncle.

			“I like her,” she told him and handed the candy to Rebecca. “I think you’re supposed to share with your mom. But not the dog.”

			Libby grabbed the dog’s collar when he tried started sniffing the box, and Nick spread his arms and herded everyone inside. To anyone watching them, it would look like a typical family scene. Libby’s heart squeezed at the thought. If only...

			Once inside, Nick closed the door and said, “Libby, I’d like you to meet my niece, Oakley. And this is Rebecca.”

			“Nice to meet you,” Oakley said and shook hands with Libby.

			“I like your name,” Rebecca said.

			“Thank you. I like yours.” Oakley said and rubbed the dog’s ears when he jumped up on her.

			“Wags, down,” Libby scolded. “Sorry. We start obedience training next week.”

			“Can I give you a hug?” Rebecca handed the chocolates to Libby and threw her arms around Oakley. After releasing Oakley, she turned to Libby. “See, Mommy? I asked first.”

			“But you didn’t wait for her to answer,” Libby pointed out. “C’mon in and we’ll sit in the living room. Dinner isn’t ready yet.”

			“Yeah, we’re a bit early,” Nick said, sounding sheepish.

			“I’m glad. We can get a chance to chat before we eat,” Libby told him. Had he been as eager to see her as she’d been to see him?

			They went into the living room. Wags followed but kept a close eye on the box of chocolates, so Libby set them on the fireplace mantel out of the dog’s reach. She sat in a chair opposite the couch where Nick and his niece sat.

			“How come you gots Oakley with you?” Rebecca asked Nick.

			“She’s, uh, visiting for a while,” he said.

			“He means I ran away from home,” Oakley put in.

			Nick sighed. “Oakley, please.”

			Libby laughed. She liked the girl already. “Who gets through childhood without wanting to run away from home at least once? I recall wanting to join the traveling carnival that had come to town.”

			“What stopped you?” Oakley asked.

			Libby laughed at the memory. “Mostly it was because I was only eight and my dad refused to give me a ride to the parking lot where they were set up.”

			Oakley chuckled. “Wow, how lame is that? Asking your dad for a ride so you could run away?”

			Nick rolled his eyes. “Oakley, please.”

			“Oops. Sorry.” She looked from him to Libby.

			Libby waved her hand at him. “It’s okay. I already know I wasn’t much of a rebel.”

			“My doggy likes to run away from home,” Rebecca told Oakley.

			“I’ll bet that’s scary,” Oakley told her.

			Rebecca nodded.

			Nick seemed on edge every time Oakley opened her mouth, and Libby wanted to tell him to chill but didn’t want to embarrass the girl. He’d already told her enough about his family that she knew it was far from ideal. Oakley had probably come from that same environment. Libby had to admit that the girl, like Nick, was a bit rough around the edges, but she, also like Nick, seemed like a wonderful, caring person.

			“We was scared, but Mr. Nick found him and brought him home.” Rebecca was telling Oakley. “Two times. That’s how we met him. Mr. Nick, not Wags. We already knew Wags cuz he’s ours.”

			“He’s a cute dog,” Oakley told her.

			As if he knew they were talking about him, Wags gave up his vigil with the chocolate box and ambled over to them.

			Nick rubbed the dog’s ears. “Have you been behaving yourself? Huh?”

			Libby watched him with the dog and she fell for him a bit more. She may not have known him long, but her admiration for him kept growing. She suddenly realized they’d never even gone on a date. But that didn’t matter. You didn’t need formal dates to fall in love with someone.

			Fall in love? What? No. She couldn’t be. She wasn’t. It was too soon. Too...too...too what?

			Well, she didn’t know what but it was too soon. Yep. Too soon. They hadn’t even properly kissed yet.

			Yet?

			Nick was looking at her, a frown drawing his brow together. Oh, God, he couldn’t read her thoughts, could he? Most guys would go running for the hills if you mentioned the L-word so soon. And she was one with a ready-made family.

			“My mommy knows how to fix those,” Rebecca told Oakley, pointing to the tears in her jeans.

			“Rebecca, maybe—” Libby began and sat up straighter in the chair. Now who was worried about their child making a faux pas?

			“But you do, Mommy. Remember you sewed a pretty patch on mine when I fell and they got a hole and I cried because I liked them so much?” Rebecca quickly glanced from her mom to Oakley. “But that was before...when I was a baby. I’m not a baby anymore.”

			“I can see that you’re a big girl now,” Oakley said. “And thank you for the offer.”

			Nick snorted. “Believe it or not, Rebecca, she bought them like that.”

			“Can’t you return them to the store?” Rebecca asked, looking very concerned. “Mommy gots her money back when she bought a jacket and the zipper broke when she came home. ’Member that, Mommy?”

			“I do, sweetie, but I think Oakley likes them like that.” The last time Libby had wanted a new pair of jeans, she’d had to search high and low for a pair that didn’t look ready for the rag bin.

			Rebecca scrunched up her face. “Do you?”

			Oakley grinned. “I guess I do since they’re the ones I picked out.”

			Nick playfully elbowed his niece. “Told you those were defective.”

			She rolled her eyes at him in typical teenage fashion. Libby grinned and her heart inched further over the edge. She abruptly stood. “I better go and check on dinner.”

			“Whatever it is, it smells good,” Oakley said.

			“Thanks. It’s bourbon chicken, rice and pot stickers.”

			The girl’s eyes widened and she stood. “You mean like those chicken samples they give you on a toothpick at the food court in the mall?”

			“That would be them,” Libby confirmed. “But no toothpicks, I’m afraid. You get a proper helping on a plate with rice.”

			“Gosh, could you teach me how to make them sometime?” the girl asked, her aloof teen persona had melted away and left an eager girl in its place.

			“Sure. Have your uncle bring you over, but you might want to try mine first before you commit to anything.”

			“Oh, no.” She shook her head. “Uncle Nick has been bragging about what a wonderful cook you are...among other things.”

			Nick stood up and put an arm around the girl’s shoulder. “Thanks bunches.”

			“What? You did.” She elbowed him. “Besides, you made me swear to tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth.”

			Libby burst out laughing. “Oh, I’d love to hear the story behind that.”

			Nick was practically frog-marching Oakley toward the kitchen, but she turned and looked over her shoulder. “Teach me to cook that chicken and those potsticker things and I’ll spill all.”

			Libby laughed but her heart sped up. Did that mean he might be feeling some of the same things that she was?

			Or, he just liked her cooking.

			No, that was too depressing a thought to entertain.

			

			Nick had to admit that the evening was going well despite his crappy timing mentioning Oakley’s cat. As usual, the food was delicious and Libby was such a gracious host. He only wished that she’d been there last night to greet his niece with him. But maybe he hadn’t messed up too badly. He hated to think what he might have done if not for Libby and Rebecca’s influence. Yeah, he might have felt some initial embarrassment over greeting Oakley with hugs, but he knew he’d done the right thing.

			They finished eating and Oakley carried her empty plate to the sink without being asked. That had to count for something. Maybe his sister wasn’t all bad, but no matter what, Oakley was his number one priority. He was going to go ahead with the guardianship thing. Plus, he’d need it if she was going to stay with him. Beth couldn’t be counted on to make decisions should Oakley need anything.

			“Would you like to watch a movie with us after we eat?” Rebecca asked Oakley, clearly in awe of the older girl.

			Nick saw that Libby had tensed. Was she worried Oakley might rebuff Rebecca’s tentative offer?

			“I got Wallace and Gromit. Don’t I, Mommy?”

			“You do?” Oakley grinned, her excitement genuine. “I love Wallace and Gromit. Please tell me it’s The Curse of the Were-Rabbit. I haven’t seen that one in such a long time.”

			“Mommy gots me all the Wallace and Gromit movies because I love them so much. Do you want to see them, too?”

			Oakley nodded eagerly. “I would love to.”

			Warmth spread through Nick’s chest as he watched the girls. Thank goodness for this Wallace person, whoever he was. Sounded like he was capable of bridging an age and socioeconomic gap.

			“Mr. Nick, does you want to help us look for the movies?”

			“Thanks, but I think I’ll see if your mom needs help in the kitchen,” he said.

			“Oh, I’m sure she does,” Oakley said with an innocent smile directed at him.

			He returned it with one that promised retribution and sauntered off to the kitchen.

			“They’re busy looking for movies I know nothing about,” Nick said as he stood in the doorway to the kitchen. “Nothing like a teenager to make you feel old and ignorant.”

			“I think it’s part of their job description.” She turned around and took one look at him and said, “Something’s wrong. What is it?”

			She set the plate she had in her hand on the counter, and wiped her hands on her apron.

			“I messed up,” he confessed. Quickly adding, “With Oakley.”

			She started toward him as he moved further into the kitchen. They met in the middle.

			“What happened?” she asked, standing before him.

			“She has it covered with her shirt, but she has a tattoo on her wrist. It’s for her cat. He died.” He shook his head, knowing this woman wouldn’t have bungled the whole thing.

			“And?”

			“I waited until just before we came in to mention it. I saw it yesterday and knew what it meant and I avoided the subject.”

			She touched his arm. “What did you say?”

			“I hugged her told her how sorry I was she’d lost her cat. And I came up with a pearl of wisdom like ‘that sucks.’” He sighed and leaned into her touch, her warmth filling him up.

			“You didn’t mess up, Nick,” she said, her tone gentle. “That’s all you can say. You can’t take away someone else’s pain. All you can do is be there for them, and that sounds like what you did for Oakley.”

			She put her arms around his waist and snuggled close. He reveled in the offer of comfort. Maybe he had done his best with Oakley. What had started as comfort morphed into something else.

			“Libby?” he whispered, getting lost in the depths of her dark eyes.

			He shouldn’t be doing this here, now, with the girls in the next room. But her arms were around him, and he was lost. He pulled her even closer, fitting her body to his. The pad of his thumb moved in lazy circles near the corner of her mouth. The anticipation in her gaze had his heart crashing against his ribs.

			“Please tell me you feel this, too,” he said, anticipation pulsing through him.

			“Yes, please.”

			He wasn’t sure what that please was for, but he didn’t need to be. He fastened his mouth to hers. He used his lips to coax a response from her. He drew the tip of his tongue along the seam of her lips, and they parted. At last, he thought, and his tongue slid inside. Her moan—or was that his?—went straight to his groin.

			“Oh...uh... I...” Oakley said from the doorway.

		
	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			Talk about embarrassing, was Libby’s first thought. But she didn’t regret the kiss, just the getting caught part. Yeah, no regrets for the kiss.

			Does this mean you can fall in love now?

			That last thought had her making a choking sound. Searching her face, Nick took hold of her arm.

			He frowned. “Oakley—”

			“Sorry. Sorry,” the girl protested.

			“It’s okay.” Libby patted his chest and looked past him to Oakley. “You have nothing to be sorry for. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

			Oakley didn’t look as though she completely believed her, but there was some relief evident on her face. “I was going to say, we found the movie.”

			“Do you know how to set it up?” she asked. Oakley nodded and Libby continued, “Tell Rebecca we’ll be there in a minute. You can start the movie. I’ve seen it too many times to count.”

			“And don’t say anything to Rebecca,” Nick instructed.

			“Duh,” Oakley said and did the teen eye roll before she disappeared down the hall.

			He shook his head. “Still think I’m not messing up?”

			She stood on her toes and gave him a peck on the cheek. “You’re doing great.”

			He grumbled but took Libby by her upper arms and gave her a quick, hard kiss.

			“What was that for?” she asked in a breathless squeak.

			“For being you.”

			Warmth rose in her face, but she couldn’t wipe the ear-to-ear grin off her face. “You can go catch the movie if you want.”

			“Nah, clean up will go faster if I help. Besides, my reaction to that kiss was a bit more...um, noticeable.”

			“Oh.”

			“Yeah, oh,” he said and flicked the end of her nose with his finger.

			She loved seeing this playful side of him. “Thank you for bringing your niece over.”

			“Me? Thank you for inviting us. I confess I feel I’m in over my head with trying to feed her. I can’t keep ordering pizza delivery.”

			“I take it you had to have plain cheese pizza?” she asked and turned on the faucet to hand-wash the things she didn’t like putting in the dishwasher. “Will she be staying with you for a while?”

			“Looks that way.”

			Libby caught the way he said it and wondered but didn’t ask. He’d tell her what he wanted her to know. “Did you invite her for a visit or something?”

			He shook his head. “She just showed up at my door.”

			“But...but...how did she get here?” She tried to wrap her head around the situation. “I thought you said your family was in California. Or someone said it,” she amended.

			“That’s what I’d like to know. She says she took the bus.” He put the last plate in the dishwasher and slammed it shut.

			“As opposed to?”

			“Hitchhiking.”

			Libby shuddered at the thought. Poor kid. Things must have been bad for her to undertake such a dangerous trip. But she knew the girl was in good hands now. She was with Nick.

			

			Nick couldn’t miss her reaction. Great. Now she probably wouldn’t want his niece anywhere near Rebecca. He might understand the picture Oakley presented to the world was a front. Hadn’t he done the same thing? He hadn’t been totally convinced that it was an act until he’d pulled out Blue Bunny from her backpack.

			“I’d like to offer her a job at the store.”

			“What?” He turned to her. Had he heard correctly? She was offering Oakley a job? He’d been expecting her to ask him not to bring his niece around, worried she might be a bad influence on Rebecca with her piercings and her tattoo. He was still upset at his sister for allowing Oakley to do that at her age. She’d been underage, so Beth must’ve signed consent forms. And if she hadn’t, and the work had been done by an unlicensed tattooist, that was even worse.

			But then, that’s what he’d done so it was a case of do as I say, not as I do. Oakley would probably call him a hypocrite but two and a half decades had changed his perspective on these matters. If that made him hypocritical, so be it.

			“I said I’d like to offer her a job, but I wanted to check with you first. It’s just part-time and minimum wage, I’m afraid, but it will give her some spending money and something to do all summer. Assuming of course that you agree, and you’re letting her stay all summer.”

			Oh, yeah, he was letting her stay all summer. If the situation with his sister was even half as dire as he suspected, he was giving Oakley a permanent home. He’d gotten things started by calling the attorney Gabe had suggested. Damn, but he should have kept closer tabs on both his sister and his niece. Part of this was his fault. Maybe he could have intervened and Oakley would have been able to stay with her mother.

			“So, is it okay?” Libby asked, her tone hesitant. She gnawed on her lower lip.

			He mentally shook off his depressing thoughts and smiled at Libby. “Yes. Absolutely. And thank you.”

			He leaned closer to her, fighting the urge to capture that poor worried lip between his own. Not a good idea. Next time it could be Rebecca interrupting them. Straightening up, he stepped back, away from temptation.

			She smiled as if she knew what he was thinking, and her gaze lingered on his mouth.

			“That’s good,” she said and tilted her head to one side as she studied him. “Except I’m sensing something else going on, something you’re not saying.”

			He sighed. “I apologize if she’s being a bad influence on Rebecca.”

			She frowned. “How is she being a bad influence on Rebecca?” She glanced into the family room, listening to the laughter. “Sounds like they’re both enjoying the movie.”

			“I was referring to the tattoo and piercings,” he admitted.

			“Neither Rebecca nor I live in a sixties’ sitcom. We encounter real people every day. Do I want my five-year-old to get a tattoo or a body piercing? Absolutely not. Nor would I let her, but she’s going to be grown one day and will make those sorts of decisions for herself. Oakley seems like a lovely girl. So unless you know something you aren’t telling me, I’m fine with her being here and with working for me.”

			She looped her arm through his. “Now let’s go watch that movie.”

			

			Nick climbed the exterior steps to his apartment, wondering what Oakley was going to try and cook tonight. She’d been with him for two weeks, and, inspired by Libby, insisted on cooking for them on the nights they didn’t join Libby and Rebecca.

			Oakley had even used money she’d earned from working at the quilt shop to buy some of the cooking gadgets Libby used, including a special pressure cooker. So he did his best to be encouraging.

			He toed his boots off outside the door and stepped inside, surprised there wasn’t a mess in his kitchen. Usually he came home to a counter littered with dirty bowls and utensil.

			“Oakley?”

			“In here,” she called from her bedroom.

			Was she sick or something? He padded down the hall in his socks and walked into her room with its chaos of books, clothes, and who knew what all scattered around. He was doing his best to ignore it as long as she contained the mess to her room and to the kitchen while cooking.

			His gaze went to her sitting on the edge of her bed, cradling something in her arms. Something tiny and furry. “What the hell is that?”

			Oakley tutted her tongue. “Does Libby allow you to use language like that in front of Rebecca?”

			He pinched the skin between his eye sockets because, yeah, he did need to police his language in front of Rebecca. He glanced at his niece and shook his head. “Nice deflection, Oaks, but it’s not going to work. What have you got there?”

			“It’s a kitten.” She clutched it to her chest. “I’m keeping it. I don’t care what anyone says.”

			“What are we supposed to do with a kitten?” He entered her room and sat next to her. He reached over and used his finger to rub the fur on its head. The kitten meowed at him and batted at his hand.

			“Feed it, love it, keep it alive?” She rubbed her cheek against the kitten’s gray-and-white fur, causing it to come alive with static electricity.

			That was what he was afraid of. Didn’t she understand he wasn’t any good at keeping things alive? He’d lost half his men in some godforsaken desert half a world away...and they were well-trained, battle-hardened men. Not minuscule mewling bits of fur. “Taking on a pet is a huge responsibility, not some spur-of-the-moment decision. You could be looking at a twenty-year commitment.”

			“You’re not the only one in the family who can commit themselves to something. Maybe I take after you instead of the two people who are supposed to be committed to feeding, loving and keeping me alive.”

			Her words made his gut clench. Seeing her holding that small bundle of life reminded him of the little girl she used to be. She was still there, under all that attitude.

			“I suppose you’re going to tell me it followed you home?”

			“Would you believe it if I did?”

			“Oakley.”

			“Okay. Okay. I was at Polly’s on Main Street picking up lunch for Libby and me. An electric lineman was in there saying how he’d found a tiny abandoned kitten crying in a field. He said he was gonna bring it some water and pieces of chicken left from his lunch.” She held the kitten aloft.

			He had to admit it was pretty cute. Damn. Did he have sucker written across his forehead? “So why doesn’t he have the kitten?”

			“He said his wife is highly allergic. I followed him to the spot and he found a box to keep it in until I could bring it home.”

			“What did Libby say?” Maybe he could take his cue from her. She was never far from his thoughts. They hadn’t had a chance to be alone but Oakley had agreed to babysit Rebecca on Friday so he could take Libby on a real, honest-to-goodness date. Friday couldn’t get here soon enough.

			“Um.” She held the kitten against her cheek as if for protection.

			“Yes?”

			“She doesn’t know. I was afraid she’d call you and there’d be this whole thing. I knew if I brought it home and you saw it, you’d let me keep it. How can you resist that face?”

			That was what he’d suspected. He couldn’t imagine Libby keeping something like this from him. He couldn’t imagine her keeping anything from him.

			“We’re going to have to take it to the vet and get it checked out, get whatever shots it needs.” He started making a mental list, but then a thought occurred to him and he winced. “Uh, you don’t happen to know if Libby or Rebecca are allergic to cats?”

			“Why would that matter? I’m not bringing the cat to work with me or anything.”

			Oakley had a point, but it illustrated to him exactly how much Libby and Rebecca had become part of his thinking.

			He shrugged and tried for casual. “Just curious, I guess.”

			“They aren’t.” She frowned as if she didn’t know whether to believe him. “I kinda asked when I got back after lunch. Libby actually said she might get one someday if the puppy ever calms down.”

			“Really?” Now, he was skeptical.

			“Yes, really. Ask her yourself, if you don’t believe me.”

			“I believe you.” Did she think he didn’t trust her? “Oakley, I—”

			“Not another hug.” She rolled her eyes and moved away but her attempt to suppress a smile gave her true feelings away.

			Grinning, he held up his hands. “No hugs. But I want you to know I really am sorry I wasn’t there more for you when you were growing up.”

			“I survived.”

			Her words scraped his insides. Yeah, he knew about surviving.

			“...and you’re here now,” she was saying. Giving him a calculated look, she said. “So I get to keep Sparky?”

			“Sparky?” He knew he’d been manipulated, but he didn’t care. He’d do what he had to keep Oakley safe and make up for all the time he wasn’t there. He wanted to show Libby he could be counted on.

			She shrugged and the kitten meowed. “I named him that because it seemed appropriate since it was an electric lineman who found hi.

			“So it’s a boy?”

			“I have absolutely no idea.” She lifted the kitten toward him. “Do you want to check?”

			“I’ll pass. The vet can tell us. Does all this activity mean I’m not getting any supper?”

			“Oh, sh-shenanigans.” She jumped up. “I forgot to make something. I’ll go and—”

			“I’ll order pizza.” He stood up and rubbed the kitten’s head again. “You can pick off what you don’t like.”

			“Sure. Sure.”

			He ended up ordering half-and-half.

			

			Friday afternoon Libby sat in her kitchen and had to make one of the most disappointing telephone calls she could remember making.

			“Full Throttle Custom.”

			She didn’t recognize the voice and assumed it was Nick’s employee and asked for Nick.

			Nick came on the line and she explained, “I’m afraid I’m not going to be able to make our date tonight. I am just now getting home. I was at the doctor’s with Rebecca this afternoon.”

			“Is something wrong? Is she okay?”

			She heard the immediate concern in his voice instead of the disappointment she’d dreaded. He’s not Will, she scolded herself. Look what he’s doing for his niece. She knew he’d been meeting with an attorney to formalize guardianship. He cared about those around him.

			“Libby?”

			“Sorry.” She shook her head to clear it. “Nothing too terribly serious. She’s got an earache. She’s prone to ear infections.”

			“Isn’t that common in kids with Down syndrome because of the narrowed ear canals?”

			Libby paused for a moment before answering. “Yes, but how did you know?”

			“The internet is an amazing resource.”

			Her throat felt tight, but she managed to say a few words. “Yes it is.”

			The fact that he’d taken the time to look up facts about Down syndrome impressed her. Will hadn’t taken the time to do anything like that. Even her parents often had preconceived notions and didn’t take the time to learn the full truth.

			“Is she in a lot of pain?” he asked.

			“I think we caught it before it got too bad. We stopped at the pharmacy and filled the prescription for antibiotics. Usually twenty-four hours on those and she’s feeling better.”

			“About tonight...” he began.

			She could hear him speaking with someone—she was assuming it was Oakley—but couldn’t make out what was being said.

			“I’m really sorry to ruin our plans, but I don’t want to leave her when she’s sick. And it’s not that I don’t trust Oakley or anything. Please don’t let her think that.” She hated the thought of hurting the girl’s feelings. Oakley might try to come off as tough but she had a soft inner core. A lot like her uncle. “I’m actually doing her a favor. Rebecca can get cranky when she’s sick.”

			“You didn’t ruin anything,” he said.

			Maybe he was glad she’d canceled. Maybe he was glad to grab at an excuse to cancel. Maybe he—

			“I have a better idea,” he said, interrupting her angst-filled thoughts. “I’ll bring over dinner and some entertainment.”

			“Entertainment?” she echoed.

			He chuckled. “Rated G of course. Leave it to me. Unless you’d rather we didn’t come over if Rebecca’s not feeling well. We don’t want to impose.”

			“Please come. Rebecca has been upset because she was afraid she wouldn’t get to see Oakley tonight. She can’t wait to hear all about her new kitten.” she said. And she wasn’t the only one upset at the thought of not seeing you tonight.

			“We’ll be there. Don’t go to any trouble. As I said, we’ll supply the food.”

			“You’re welcome to bring the kitten if you want.”

			He did that deep-throated chuckle that melted her insides. “We’ll save you from that chaos, but thanks for the offer.”

			“Okay, but the offer still stands. See you later.” Love you, she added silently.

			“Looking forward to it.”

			Long after he’d disconnected the call, she sat with the phone in her hand. Nick hadn’t even sounded upset because their plans had been ruined. It wasn’t Rebecca’s fault, but Libby was pretty sure Will would have been angry. He would have thought only of himself and not Rebecca.

			She held the phone and rubbed her thumb across the screen. Nick might not belong to a country club or play golf with bankers and politicians, but he was a great guy. Kind. Loyal. Loving.

			And you’re in love with him.

			She gripped the phone until her knuckles were white. Denial was futile. She’d fallen in love with the tattooed biker. And she was already halfway in love with his niece.

			Standing up, she glanced around her sunny kitchen. Everything was the same, and yet, not. Everything was different. She could see Nick everywhere. She heard his low-throated chuckle, felt his lips on hers, saw the gleam in his dark brown eyes when he teased.

			What had she done?

			

			“Oakley! Get in here.”

			Nick stood, hands on hips, and surveyed the damage. He shook his head. And Libby had invited them to bring the little beast tonight.

			Oakley came sauntering into the kitchen and Nick pointed to the ruined bag and the scattered dry kibble. “Look what your kitten did.”

			“What can I say? He’s a troublemaker.” She sighed and retrieved the kitten who was sitting in the middle of the mess, happily chomping on his food. She cuddled him to her chest. “Such a troublemaker. I guess it goes to show you really do belong in this family.”

			He held out his hands. “Give him to me. I’ll hang on to him while you clean this up.”

			She handed him the kitten. “So I guess you’ll be kicking us out soon.”

			She’d said it in a joking manner but he knew that behind that facade she worried. Had he done or said anything to cause her insecurities? He’d have to talk to Libby tonight. Maybe she’d have some advice.

			“What are you—Ouch.” Little claws dug in as the kitten scrambled onto Nick’s shoulder. “He needs his nails trimmed.”

			“Oh, good. Thanks.”

			“What do you mean thanks? I wasn’t offering, I was making a suggestion.” The kitten snuggled against his neck and he stroked it. How could anyone be so heartless as to dump a defenseless kitten? His thoughts turned to his sister. Hadn’t she done that with her daughter?

			“And I will take your suggestion under advisement.”

			““When did you get to be such a pain in the—”

			“Tut-tut,” she said, wagging her finger. “Remember we’re watching our language because of Rebecca.”

			He made a show of looking around. “She’s not here.”

			She lowered her chin and looked at him. He laughed and conceded. “You’re right. We need to make it a habit.”

			She blew on her fingertips, then rubbed them on her shirt, but her smile trembled. The uncertainty in Oakley’s brown eyes was like a punch to the gut. Did she really believe he’d kick her out?

			She started scooping up the kitten food. “Do you think this is salvageable?”

			“He was already eating it off the floor, but if you want we can pick up another bag when we stop at the store.”

			“Tell me again why we’re stopping at the store.” She put the largest pile of food onto the opened bag and set it out of reach. She got out the broom to pick up the rest.

			“We’re bringing one of those dinners that have all the ingredients and you cook it at home.”

			“That sounds cool.”

			“I guess we’ll find out because you’re going to help me. Libby and Rebecca get to be the guests tonight.” He only hoped he and Oakley could manage.

			“So I get to cook for Libby this time? Cool.”

			“What did you mean when you said I’d be kicking you out?” Nick asked. He needed to know.

			“We seem to be more trouble than we’re worth,” she mumbled.

			“When have I ever said that?” He set the kitten down and crossed the room. Taking the broom from her hands, he made her look at him. “That is not true. You’re family, Oakley.”

			“Yeah. Family.” She tutted her tongue. “Isn’t that why you’re living in Loon Lake...twenty-nine thousand miles away?”

			He laughed. “Twenty-nine hundred, not twenty-nine thousand.”

			She sniffed. “So I’m not good at geography or math or whatever is involved.”

			He put his arms around her. “Look, I admit I like having a continent between Pops and the others, but I like having you here.”

			“You mean that?”

			“Yep.”

			“Even if I cramp your style with Libby?”

			“How is having you here cramping my style?”

			She shrugged. “You can’t bring her here for wild trysts.”

			He hooted with laughter. “Wild trysts? Does this look like the kind of place for wild trysts?”

			“I guess not.” She suddenly threw her arms around him. “Thanks, Uncle Nick.”

			He returned her hug as the kitten dug its claws into his jeans and climbed his leg. This was his life now and he found he was okay with that. He only hoped he could count Libby and Rebecca as part of it. Even without any wild trysts.

			Well, he wouldn’t mind a few wild trysts.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			Nick pulled the pickup into Libby’s driveway and killed the engine, remembering the first time he’d come here. At that time he’d had no idea how his life was about to change.

			He turned to glance at Oakley, who was already undoing her seat belt. “Ready?”

			“We got this, Unc.”

			He grunted. He bet Libby’s ex would have hired a caterer or some sort of upscale arrangement. Certainly not a ready-made dinner off the shelf from the local grocery store. He felt Oakley’s hand on his arm and looked over at her.

			“She’ll love it, believe me.” She squeezed his arm.

			“We better get in there,” he said, afraid he might embarrass himself. Loaded down with bags, they climbed the steps to her porch.

			“What’s all this?” Libby asked when she opened the door.

			“Delivering on my promise. Dinner and tonight’s entertainment. Oakley assures me this game is kid-friendly.” He held up a box containing a card game.

			Nick wasn’t sure how Libby would react. He hoped she’d be pleased with their effort, if nothing else.

			“I brought several different games that I think Rebecca will like playing,” Oakley told her.

			“That’s so sweet of you.”

			Oakley nodded and blushed. “I...uh, actually I had ordered a few games when we first made plans for tonight. To be honest, I’ve been looking forward to playing, too. I’ve heard all of these games a lot of fun.”

			Libby went to her and gave her a hug. “Thank you for being so thoughtful. Rebecca is going to love it.”

			Nick watched the expressions flitting across Oakley’s face. She might be fifteen and surly as hell at times, but he was pretty sure that hug from Libby meant a lot to her.

			“Where is she?” Nick was surprised she wasn’t at the door.

			“She fell asleep earlier watching a movie. I’m sure she’ll be awake soon and eager to play if she’s feeling better.” She took one of the bags from Oakley. “You didn’t bring the new kitten? I told your uncle it was okay.”

			Oakley turned to him. “You didn’t tell me she invited Sparky.”

			He imitated her with an exaggerated eye roll as Libby led them into the kitchen. They set their bags on the counter and he began unpacking things.

			“Such a cute name. Is it a boy or girl?” Libby asked, looking from one to the other.

			He cleared his throat. “Uh...”

			“We think it’s a boy. But we’re not sure,” Oakley said.

			“Oh.” Libby smiled again.

			“He’s still quite young,” he said, feeling a bit defensive.

			“I guess it’s not easy to tell when they’re that little,” Libby said.

			“We...uh, we looked it up but neither one of us wanted to palpitate that...uh...that area to find out for sure,” Oakley said. Giving him a sly look, she continued, “Uncle Nick seemed especially squeamish.”

			“I see,” Libby said, rubbing a hand over her mouth.

			“Go ahead and laugh,” he told her. “It’s okay. I feel as though I’ve already been emasculated here.”

			She turned back and met his gaze and they both burst out laughing. As embarrassing as all this was, sharing a laugh with Libby was worth it. He loved hearing that slightly husky sound. Even if it did do funny things to his insides.

			“I’m sure the vet would be able to determine the gender for you,” Libby said.

			“Yeah, I’ve got an appointment at the end of the week. It was the earliest I could get,” Oakley told her. “Now, you’re supposed to sit and do nothing. We got this.”

			“I’ll go check on Rebecca.”

			Nick was glad he’d chosen the easiest dinner they’d had at the store. Store-made chicken potpie, dinner rolls, a salad, and brownies for dessert.

			Rebecca woke up feeling better and was excited about the card games. Nick wondered if the fact Oakley had picked them out made them more appealing to the younger girl.

			After supper, Nick and Oakley cleared away the dirty dishes and brought the games to the table.

			“I’m sorry it wasn’t the evening you had planned,” Libby said after they’d cleaned up the kitchen and sat at the table to share a cup of coffee and some quiet time. The girls had gone into Rebecca’s room.

			“It was fun,” he said, meaning it. He was glad he could do this for Libby and he appreciated Oakley’s help. He had to admit his niece had some mad kitchen skills. Did his sister appreciate that? Did she even know?

			He recalled the last time he’d talked to Gabe and thought the guy had never looked happier. Gabe had officially adopted Addie’s little brother, and now they were expecting a baby.

			He looked at Libby and wondered what she’d look like pregnant. The thought made his palms sweat but, to his surprise, he didn’t panic as much as he would have expected.

			

			Libby noticed Nick seemed to be deep in thought and she wondered what was on his mind. He honestly didn’t seem bothered by the sudden change in their plans for the evening.

			“Mommy. Look. Look what Oakley gave me.” Rebecca came running into the kitchen. She had bounced back a bit after her nap and a dose of over-the-counter painkillers.

			“It’s an arm picture just like Mr. Nick and Oakley gots.” She held up her hand to show off a temporary tattoo. “It’s Wallace and Gromit. My favorite.”

			Libby took her hand to admire it. “Well, would you look at that.”

			“See, Mr. Nick,” Rebecca said and yawned.

			“I see it. That’s very pretty,” he said but he was scowling.

			That scowl didn’t escape Oakley’s notice, either, because she crossed her arms over her chest. “I hope it didn’t make you mad or anything. It washes right off after a few days.”

			Libby sighed. She knew the girl was scared. No child should feel that insecure. “Oakley, look at my face, please. Do I look angry to you?”

			“No, ma’am.”

			“Oakley?” Rebecca tugged on the other girl’s shirt. “Mommy says that to me and it means she’s not mad.”

			Oakley gave Rebecca a hug. “That’s good to know, kiddo.”

			Rebecca yawned again and Libby stood up.

			“I think it’s someone’s bedtime,” she said.

			Rebecca protested but Libby insisted and took her into her room after she’d said good-night to Nick and Oakley.

			“She’s my new bestest friend,” Rebecca said as they climbed the stairs to her room.

			After finally getting Rebecca settled in bed, Libby went back to the kitchen to find Nick and Oakley having a heated conversation.

			“Oakley, you should have asked Libby before you gave that tattoo to Rebecca.” Nick closed his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. A gesture Libby was coming to recognize.

			“What in the world were you thinking?” he asked.

			“I was thinking that it was just a silly temporary tattoo. It washes off with soap and water and some scrubbing.” Oakley crossed her arms across her chest and thrust her chin out.

			Libby recognized the defensive posture for what it was. Oakley was insecure and desperate not to let it show, but Libby saw it even if Nick couldn’t. She decided she needed to step in even if she had no desire to come between him and his niece.

			“It’s okay. No harm done,” Libby said and put a comforting hand on the girl’s shoulders. She wanted to take her in her arms and tell her everything was going to be okay the way she did with Rebecca, but she didn’t want to embarrass the teen in front of her uncle.

			She might have left it at that, but she saw Oakley struggling to swallow. The girl looked close to tears. “Nick, could you go check on Wags?”

			“What?” He shot her a puzzled look.

			“I wanted to be sure he is still safely in the yard,” she said and tried her best to communicate her true intentions by giving him a partial eye roll toward the door to the backyard.

			“Are you questioning my...” He trailed off. Eyes narrowed, his let his gaze bounce between Libby and his niece.

			Libby gave him a slight nod, exhaling when he seemed to catch on and returned her nod with one of his own.

			“You’re right. I better go check on that dog. You never know what he could be up to,” he said as he slipped out the back door.

			Relieved, Libby turned to Oakley and gave her that hug she’d been wanting to. The girl rested her head on Libby’s shoulder and quietly cried.

			Libby didn’t say anything, just held her and rubbed her back as she would have done for Rebecca.

			“I’m so sorry,” the teen said and pulled away. “I didn’t mean to do anything wrong.”

			“And you didn’t. Your uncle overreacted. I’ll talk to him.”

			“You will?” The girl wiped the back of her hand across her cheeks.

			“You bet.” Libby patted her shoulder. “I’ll give him a piece of my mind.”

			“Oh, don’t do that. I don’t want him to think I made you angry with him.”

			Libby laughed. “Don’t worry. This is on him, not you. I’ll make him understand that. Now, why don’t you go use the powder room to clean up.”

			“Thanks.” Oakley gave Libby a quick hug and went to the hall bathroom. “I’ll unload the dishwasher, if you’d like.”

			“That would be great. Thanks.” Libby had a feeling the girl wanted to feel needed.

			Didn’t everyone want to feel needed?

			

			Nick threw the ball again after wrestling it away from Wags. He glanced back at the house, wondering what was going on. Sighing, he sat on the steps. He’d probably messed up again. If he kept doing that, Libby might decide he and Oakley were nothing but trouble. What would he do if he didn’t have Libby to turn to for parenting advice?

			As if his thoughts had conjured her up, Libby came out and joined him on the steps.

			“Where’s Oakley?”

			“She offered to unload the dishwasher.”

			He raised an eyebrow. “Punishment?”

			“Absolutely not. What she did doesn’t deserve punishment. Do I wish she’d asked me first? Yes, but seriously, Nick, it’s a temporary tattoo that’s meant for kids and washes off. They do that stuff at birthday parties.”

			He rubbed his face with his palms. “I feel like I’m stumbling in the dark with her. One minute she’s needy and the next she’s belligerent.”

			“Hormones,” Libby said.

			He looked at her and she laughed. “Teenage ones. They’re the worst kind.”

			They fell into a companionable silence, watching the dog romp in the yard, playing ball with himself.

			“She worries you’ll try to send her back to her mother,” Libby said quietly.

			“No way. I wouldn’t keep her here against her will, but unless I have proof that my sister has cleaned up her act, Oakley stays here with me. She has a home with me for as long as she wants it.” He held his breath as he waited for Libby’s reaction. Would she prefer it if he didn’t have responsibility for his niece?

			He figured he may as well lay his cards on the table. “As you already know, I’ve been meeting with that family law attorney.” She nodded and he continued, “I’ve applied for permanent guardianship, not just temporary.”

			“Have you told her that?”

			“Well, no, but—”

			“You should,” she told him and patted his knee. “It might help make her feel more secure.”

			“Thanks. I’ll do that.” Nick felt the relief wash over him.

			“I’m glad to hear it. I hope the court awards you custody,” she said, looping her arm through his. “She’s a good kid.”

			“A bit exasperating at times, but you’re right.”

			She laughed. “How many times do I have to tell you that’s the definition of teenager?”

			That laugh did crazy things to his insides. He gave in to his urge and leaned over, planting a kiss on her delectable mouth. And strangely, the kiss had nothing to do with sex. Well...mostly nothing.

			He pulled away and squeezed her arm closer to his side. “I have a confession.”

			“Oh?” She turned her head to meet his gaze with her own.

			Damn. Why had he said anything? He was blaming that laugh and the effect it had on his senses. Now she was gazing intently at him, waiting, and he felt obligated to say something, anything. He blamed that sexy laugh for the urge to not only tell her but to tell her the truth. “When I’m confronted with a situation with Oakley that I’m not sure how best to handle, I ask myself ‘What would Libby do?’”

			“Me?” She looked flabbergasted. “Why would you think that?”

			“Why? Look at the wonderful job you’re doing with Rebecca. You seem to have everything under control, like you know instinctively what to do.”

			She shook her head slowly. “I’m flying by the seat of my pants most of the time. You flatter me by thinking otherwise. The only thing I know for sure is that I don’t want Rebecca brought up with the same values my parents have and tried to instill in me.”

			“It couldn’t be that bad.”

			“Oh no? How do you think I ended up married to William Taylor the Third? My parents, and his, basically pushed us together. Of course I can’t place all the blame on them, since I possess free will.”

			His gut tightened at the mention of her first husband’s name. Even the name sounded classy, something he was not nor ever would be. He couldn’t imagine William Taylor the Third’s father using him as a lookout or a runner for his drugs. The guy’s mother probably didn’t miss parent-teacher conferences, probably served on those committees people and places liked to form. Unlike Nick’s mom, who was usually stoned by noon.

			“Why’d they push you two together?”

			“They considered us ‘perfect’ for one another. Our dads were golfing buddies and our moms served on the same committees together.”

			Golfing and committees, just as he’d suspected. “You must have felt something, given that you two married...had a child.”

			He had tagged on that last part and, seeing her reaction, he was sorry he’d said anything at all. Why hadn’t he left well enough alone? Why probe the subject like a tongue seeking out a toothache?

			“I had a child,” she said. “He wanted nothing to do with her. And I wanted nothing to do with him after that. The separation and divorce came as a relief.”

			He swallowed, taking in that information. Maybe he had a shot at what Gabe had. Stranger things had happened. Right?

			“Um, Libby, Uncle Nick? I finished putting the dishes away. I left a couple things on the counter because I wasn’t sure where they went. I hope that’s okay.” Oakley stood in the doorway of the porch.

			Wags ran up the steps and greeted her. She rubbed his ears and patted his head. “Hey, boy. It’s always good to see you, too.”

			“Oakley, why don’t you join us. I think your uncle has something he wants to say.”

			Nick didn’t appreciate eating crow, but he’d do it for Oakley’s sake and for the sake of his relationship with her. And with Libby. “I’m sorry I overreacted about the tattoo.”

			Oakley shrugged. “Thanks. I realize now I should have asked first. We wanted to surprise you.”

			“As I said, it’s fine.” Libby raised her eyebrows at him. “I think he has something else? Unless you’d rather wait until you got home?”

			“Now is as good a time as any. Maybe I should have told you sooner anyway. I’ve...I’ve hired an attorney to see about obtaining guardianship over you. If that’s what you want, I mean. This isn’t a kidnapping.”

			Her face lit up. “So, like, I could live here with you permanently? Go to school here? And work at the quilt shop?”

			Libby had been right. Again. He smiled. “Yeah, all of that.”

			“And I get to keep Sparky, too?”

			“Yes.”

			Oakley jumped down the steps and gave him a hug, much like Rebecca was always doing. For a guy who was never physically demonstrative, he was mired in it. Was that what came of being surrounded by girls?

			He grinned and turned to Libby. “Looks like I have myself a kitten.”

			Libby laughed and kissed his cheek. “Welcome to pet ownership, Mr. Cabot.”

			“On that note, I think it’s time for us to go home,” he said.

			“I’ll be in the truck,” Oakley said and went back into the house.

			“I think she is giving us a little privacy,” Libby observed.

			“An opportunity I plan to take full advantage of,” he told her before he captured her mouth for a kiss.

			

			The next morning, Nick stuck his spoon in his instant oatmeal and replayed last night’s kiss in his mind while he spooned up cereal. They’d known Oakley was waiting in his pickup, so they’d had to cut it short, but that particular kiss held a promise of more to come. He couldn’t say why, but he’d felt it when he’d held her.

			Fact was, he was falling for Libby in a big way. And now that he knew getting custody of Oakley wasn’t a deal breaker, he saw them taking a step forward. They’d agreed to wait until Rebecca’s ear infection had cleared up to reschedule their date. But Libby had seemed to enjoy their family game night as much as he had.

			Sparky came racing into the kitchen, took a flying leap and landed on his lap. The kitten lifted up his paw and snagged the place mat under Nick’s cereal bowl. Before he could react, he ended up with a lap full of oatmeal. It had all happened in the blink of an eye.

			Jumping up from the chair, he cursed loudly as the bowl crashed to the floor with the kitten following it down. Nick glanced down at the oatmeal and milk dripping from his lap and cursed again. The kitten was in the middle of the mess, happily lapping up the milk and cereal. The chaos he’d created hadn’t bothered him one bit.

			Oakley came running down the hall. “What’s going on? Why are you yelling at Sparky?”

			“I’m not yelling at him,” he defended himself.

			She scooped up the squirming and protesting kitten. Sparky obviously wanted to get back to his unexpected breakfast treat. “It sure sounded like it to me.”

			“I was protesting because I had a bowl of oatmeal dumped in my lap. I was angry at the circumstances, not the cat.” He inhaled and rubbed at the mess on his pants. “Although the cat did cause the situation.”

			“It’s not his fault. He’s just a baby.”

			“How is it not his fault? He’s directly responsible for—”

			“Hello?”

			The sound of Libby’s voice cut Nick off and he turned toward the door. He’d left the metal inner door open since the screen door kept the kitten inside while also letting in fresh air. Plus, the cat enjoyed sitting in front of it and listening to the birds.

			Yeah, admit it, you’ve got a soft spot for the little troublemaker.

			“Oh, dear. Have I come at a bad time?” Libby stood on the small landing at the top of the stairs just outside the door. She stepped back and made a vague motion with her hand. “I can come back later if—”

			Nick and Oakley yelled “no” at the same time.

			“Well...if you’re sure.”

			“Come in.” Oakley hurried across the room and unlatched the door to let Libby into Nick’s small kitchen.

			His niece’s actions snapped Nick out of the stasis he was in. Damn. He was glad to see Libby. He was always glad to see her. Just not under these circumstances. His normally spotless kitchen was a mess. He was a mess with his soggy pants. And she’d probably heard him yelling at a defenseless animal.

			Yeah, he’d been yelling.

			Why did she always have to catch him at his worst?

		
	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			“How’s Rebecca today?” Nick asked, trying to gather his wits in front of the woman he... He what? Had feelings for? Wanted to kiss and more?

			The and more part, please.

			“She’s feeling better, but I kept her home from her preschool just in case. Clara next door is going to watch her this morning.”

			Her answer to his question snapped him out of his inner thoughts, which was for the best, because he didn’t want to go there.

			“Oh my.” Libby reached out to pet the kitten in Oakley’s arms. “How adorable.”

			“Uncle Nick was yelling at him,” Oakley said as she shut the door behind Libby.

			He threw up his hands in frustration. “I wasn’t yelling at him. Not directly.”

			Nick could hear the damn kitten’s motor running from across the room. Not that he blamed him. If Libby had been stroking him like that, he’d probably purr, too. Damn, but he needed to get her alone. For an entire night. Or afternoon, he wasn’t fussy.

			“...right, Nick?” said Libby.

			“What?” He shook his head. Stay in the game, Cabot.

			Libby frowned. “I said, I’m sure you wouldn’t have intentionally scared the cat.”

			“That’s what I’ve been saying. I was startled when my breakfast landed in my lap,” he said, feeling warmth rise in his cheeks because Libby’s gaze had gone to the giant wet spot on the front of his pants. The fact his embarrassment probably showed on his face made him angry. “Excuse me for reacting like a normal human being.”

			“But he’s so adorable.” Libby said and reached over again to pet the kitten, who was still squirming to get down.

			He glowered at his niece. “Don’t let him get down until you clean up that mess.”

			“Me? That is so misogynistic. Why do I have to clean it up? I didn’t make the mess.”

			“Your cat did,” he reminded her. “As I recall, you insisted that Sparky was going to be your responsibility.”

			“Let me take the kitten so you can clean up. I don’t think cow’s milk is good for them, despite popular lore,” Libby said.

			Oakley quickly handed Sparky to Libby. “I don’t want him to get sick. I’ll clean it up.”

			Nick could plainly see how worried Oakley had become over the idea of the kitten getting sick. “I don’t think what little milk he got will do any harm.”

			“Sorry, I seem to have forgotten my manners,” he said, scrambling to pull out a chair for Libby. “Have a seat.”

			She sat in the seat with the kitten on her lap. “I needed to drop some tax stuff off with my accountant, Mary Wilson. I realized I hadn’t gotten Oakley’s information for her employment. And I thought since I was going out to Mary’s place, Oakley might enjoy seeing their animals. They run Camp Life Launch on their farm.”

			“What kind of animals do they have on this farm?” Oakley asked as she mopped up the last of the cereal mess.

			“I know they have horses because the kids from the camp ride, and Brody, Mary’s husband, has a pair of alpacas and—”

			Nick decided he’d bow out and so he could change into some dry pants. Getting up, he resisted the urge to kiss Libby because...well, just because. “I’m going to go change, I won’t be long.”

			

			Libby watched him saunter off, trying to not look as if he hadn’t just had a bowl of cereal dumped on his lap by a tiny kitten.

			“Did you say you had some paperwork for me to fill out?”

			Oakley’s question penetrated and Libby snapped to attention. She dug some papers out of her purse and handed it to the girl.

			“I don’t have any experience to list or anything,” Oakley said as she scanned the paper Libby had handed her.

			“Of course not. I don’t know of any fifteen-year-olds with job experience. But that’s what a first job is for.” She really wanted to help the girl and not just because she was Nick’s niece. Libby admired her. She only wished she’d had half of Oakley’s spunk. Maybe her life would have turned out differently if she’d had the courage to defy her parents. But then, she wouldn’t have her precious daughter. All the heartache the end of her marriage had caused was nothing compared to the joy Rebecca gave her.

			“So my appearance hasn’t turned you off?” Oakley asked.

			“What? Why would you say that?”

			“It’s something Uncle Nick mentioned.”

			Libby made a noise by blowing air between her lips. “He’s one to talk.”

			Oakley burst out laughing. “He’s really not the bad-ass he tries to portray... You know that, right? And for all his bluster he wouldn’t hurt Sparky or nothing.”

			“I know that.” Libby smiled to reassure her. Was Oakley hoping to do a bit of matchmaking?

			Oakley nodded and went back to filling out the application form.

			“Did you want some coffee or something?” Oakley handed over the completed form.

			“No, thanks. I had some at breakfast with Rebecca this morning.” Libby glanced up from the form Oakley had filled out. “I see Oakley is actually your middle name. What does the A stand for?”

			The teen pushed her chin out. “Is that important?”

			“Well, I do need your full name if I’m going to be paying your wages. I prefer not to get in trouble with the IRS.”

			“It’s Annie.”

			“Okay. That’s a pretty name, too. Nothing to be ashamed of.” Libby smiled. “Annie Oak—Oh.”

			“Yeah, my mom’s idea of a joke, I guess. Of course I didn’t even know who that was but Darryl Johnson sure did. He told everyone in our third-grade class and no one would let me forget it.”

			“Well, Oakley, don’t feel so bad. Libby is actually short for Elizabeth. So that makes me Elizabeth Taylor.”

			Oakley frowned. “I don’t know who that is.”

			Libby laughed. “That’s because you’re too young. She was one of the most famous movie stars of the fifties and sixties.”

			“So, if no one knows who she is anymore, why does it matter?”

			Libby raised an eyebrow. “I could ask you the same thing.”

			“Oh. Yeah.” Oakley blushed, then laughed. “Duh.”

			Nick came back into the room wearing dry work pants. “If you’re going with Libby, put Sparky in his kennel and—I know you don’t like locking him up, but he’s too young to leave unsupervised. We don’t want anything happening to him.”

			Libby couldn’t help noticing that Nick had said we. Yeah, he really was a wonderful and caring guy.

			Hugging the kitten close to her chest, Oakley scurried down the hall. Once she was gone, he leaned over the chair and gave Libby a chaste kiss. But it was loaded with promise.

			He pulled back and met her gaze. “You mean to tell me I just kissed Elizabeth Taylor?”

			“And if you play your cards right, you may be able to do a lot more,” she said, surprised at her own boldness.

			“Hold that thought,” he said and gave her another quick kiss. Glancing at his watch, he continued, “Because right now, I have to open up the shop.”

			Admiring his backside, she watched him walk out the door. Maybe Oakley’s take-no-prisoners attitude was rubbing off on her.

			

			Later that afternoon, Libby turned into the parking lot of Full Throttle Custom to drop off Oakley. They’d spent most of the day together. After visiting Mary on her farm, Libby had brought Oakley to the store. It was one of the days she closed the shop, so she’d decided it would be a good time to build the girl’s confidence. She explained quilting terms while getting her even more comfortable with the specialty merchandise in the shop. Sometimes it seemed as if quilters had a language of their own.

			Libby admired how quickly Oakley had caught on to how things worked at the store. In the beginning, she’d seemed a bit intimidated by the point of sale cash register. Libby had explained that most sales were credit card, but they’d practiced counting back change anyway.

			“Thanks for today,” Oakley said when Libby brought the car to a stop in front of one of the garage bays. She opened the car door and turned back. “I want to go see Sparky. He probably missed me today. Could you talk to Uncle Nick for me?”

			“Don’t worry. I’m sure he’ll be fine with it.” Especially once he understood the ramifications of it.

			Oakley nodded and practically flew up the stairs to the apartment. Libby got out of the car and leaned against the driver’s door, admiring the way Nick looked crouched next to a mean-looking motorcycle. Why was that so attractive and exciting?

			A much younger guy was in the second bay talking with a customer, pointing something out on the bike in front of them.

			Nick strolled over, wiping his hands on a rag. “Hey, how’d it go today?”

			“Good,” she said, feeling like Rebecca when she was eager to share good news.

			He came closer and leaned over to give her an all too brief kiss. “I don’t want to get you dirty.”

			“I don’t mind a little dirt.”

			He groaned, his dark eyes taking on a gleam. She loved the power she had to make this wonderful man react.

			“What’s up? You look like you have something to tell me.”

			“I do,” she nodded and began to explain, “Mary and Brody Wilson run a nonprofit camp for disadvantaged children on their farm on the outskirts of town. They have a wonderful place. It’s called Camp Life Launch. They deal mostly with children in the foster system to give them a summer camp experience. It was all Mary’s idea, and when she and Brody got together, he jumped on board. It’s really taken off and is quite successful.”

			“That’s nice,” he said, sounding a little disappointed. “I’ve heard about the place but haven’t been there myself. Is Oakley wanting to volunteer or something?”

			Libby shook her head, brimming with excitement but aware that Nick’s employee and customer in the second garage bay might overhear. “They’re having a special camping jamboree next weekend and they invited Rebecca.”

			“Oh, well, that’s nice. I’m happy for her.” Nick continued to wipe his hands on the rag.

			“They’ve invited Oakley, too. She would have told you herself, but she couldn’t wait to get back to Sparky.”

			“I checked on him a couple times,” he said casually. Almost too casual. “All right, maybe it was more than just a couple.”

			“You’re a good man, Nick Cabot.” She patted his cheek, her fingers lingering until the jingle of a metal tool being dropped came from inside the garage.

			“Anyway, she’ll be more like a camp counselor for the younger kids, but she can ride the horses and do all the things the camp is famous for. Plus, she’d get paid for helping out,” Libby said, her gaze darting to Kevin and the man he was with.

			“That’s very generous of them.” He tossed the rag aside. “You said it’s a camp for underprivileged kids? Not some spoiled rich kids. I just don’t want anyone trying to say she doesn’t fit.”

			Her heart melted a bit more for him. “She’ll be fine. Mary and Brody really like her and she seems to like them.”

			He nodded. “That’s good.”

			She sighed. He still hadn’t picked up on the best aspect of this whole thing.

			“That means both girls would be gone this weekend.” Okay, she couldn’t put it any plainer than that. Her heart was pounding, and her palms were sweaty. This was like stepping into the void without a safety net. His comment this morning had indicated he wanted to take things to the next level.

			She saw the moment the opportunity this news presented occurred to him.

			“Both girls gone...for the entire weekend?”

			She nodded.

			“I may be slow on the uptake but I’m there now.” He started laughing. “You must have thought I was dense.”

			“Or not interested,” she admitted.

			“Oh, I’m interested. Boy, am I ever interested.” He glanced to where Kevin stood. “We are talking about the same thing, right?”

			“I hope so.” Relief rippled through her along with a sexual thrill. They were on the same page. Her heart thudded in her chest. She couldn’t see her own face, but she was certain she had a silly grin.

			“I know people with kids must manage it all the time.” He leaned close. “But I wanted it to be special for you and sneaking around behind the backs of a five-and a fifteen-year-old isn’t easy. Or special.”

			He’d wanted to make it special for her. Yep, they were on the same page. More so if his words were anything to go by.

			“There’s always the threat of getting interrupted,” she said on a more practical note.

			“And I plan to take my time with you,” he whispered.

			“And me with you,” she whispered back. “I have had this fantasy involving my tongue and a dragon.” He groaned. “I have to get back to work or Kevin and my customers will be getting a show.”

			

			The following Friday, they dropped both girls off at the camp together and practically ran back to get in Libby’s car. The camp was having a barbecue to kick off the weekend’s events. Brody had told them they could stay if they were interested. Libby had held her breath until Nick declined with a nonsensical and mumbled excuse.

			“We invite, but strangely enough most decline,” Brody said, clapping Nick on the back and waving them off with a laugh. “I remember those days. Have fun, you two.”

			She giggled as they climbed back in the car. “You’d think we were a couple of teenagers whose parents are gone for the weekend.”

			“That’s how it feels,” he said as he started the engine on her Toyota. “Do you want to go somewhere to eat?”

			“No, I just want to go home. We can eat later.”

			“Much later,” he said, placing his hand on her thigh.

			Back at Libby’s, they went inside and he pulled her into his arms as soon as the door was shut. Her back was against the door, the knob sticking into the small of her back.

			“You can’t imagine how long I’ve been waiting for this,” he said and clamped his mouth over hers.

			She brought her arms up to wind around his neck to pull him closer. His tongue demanded entry, and she opened with a moan of pleasure as it danced with hers, cavorting back and forth, sliding and caressing.

			A bark sounded from the kitchen.

			“Damn, I forgot about Wags. He’s in his crate.”

			“Where?”

			“In the kitchen. It’s...”

			But Nick had already disappeared down the hall.

			“Hey, there, boy. I’ve got something for you. My friend Gabe tells me these are the best toys and you can take it into the backyard and give me a little privacy with Libby.”

			Amused, she was still standing in the same spot when he got back. “You think of everything.”

			“Yep,” he said, and reached into his pocket to pull out two strips of condoms.

			Her eyes widened. “And you’re an optimist.”

			He stopped and stared at her, raising an eyebrow. “The question is, are you?”

			“Oh, absolutely.” She nodded. “And I—”

			What she’d been going to say got lost because he scooped her up and carried her toward the bedroom.

			“You already know where it is?”

			“I’m a marine, ma’am. I do reconnaissance.”

			She giggled and put her arms around his neck again. “Very sexy.”

			In her bedroom, he laid her on her bed. And shucked off his boots before joining her. He brought his mouth down on hers and she opened immediately for him, her tongue meeting his. Without lifting his mouth from hers, he began unbuttoning her blouse, and she wiggled out of it. Still kissing her, he pinched the nipple through the fabric of her bra.

			With his other hand behind her, he unclasped her bra and tugged it off, throwing it aside. Once he had it free, his mouth claimed the breast, sucking and teasing with his teeth. Her other breast begged for the same attention and she ground her hips against him.

			When his mouth touched the other nipple, she thought she would explode from the pleasure and the longing. He gave that one the same attention, licking, sucking and nipping at the rigid flesh. As he lifted his mouth and blew on the nipple again, her hips twitched and bucked toward his erection.

			He leaped off the bed and began tearing off his clothes. While he was getting rid of his, she pulled her jeans off.

			She reached up to pull off her red lace panties and he growled, “Leave those on a bit longer.”

			She immediately dropped her hand. “As long as I can explore that dragon.”

			“We’ll get to that part,” he said, his eyes gleaming as he looked at her panties.

			“You like red lace?”

			“You have no idea,” he said, and came back down on the bed.

			All her nerve endings humming and sizzling, she reached up and twined her arms around his neck. She pulled him down, reveling in the way his weight felt on top of her. He kissed her with a searing hunger, as if he’d been waiting for her all his life. He feasted on her mouth like a starving man before moving on.

			His mouth left hers and he trailed tantalizing kisses over her shoulders, stopping at her breasts to suckle. Then he’d blow his breath onto each one until she moaned wildly. Smiling, he drew his tongue lightly across the underside of her breasts toward her belly button. He kissed a spot on her hip and let his tongue drift over to the waistband of the red panties. He slowly pulled them down with his teeth and admired them.

			Good choice with the color.

			But that was the last rational thought she had because his mouth was on that spot that had been begging for attention and she exploded.

			There was a rustle of foil as reached for one of the packets he’d set on her nightstand.

			Should she tell him there’d been no one in the past five years? “It’s been a while, so...”

			

			Her tentative admission touched him and he fumbled with the condom wrapper.

			Time to fess up. “For me, too, but I’ll try to take my time.”

			He finally got the wrapper open and hoped she didn’t notice how much his hands shook.

			“May I?” she asked as he started to sheath himself.

			He nodded. Her hands shook as she carefully rolled the condom in place. They were in this together, he thought, before moving over her to spread her thighs.

			“I’ll try to make it last and not hurt you.”

			“You won’t.” She shook her head, her eyes dark with pleasure and trust.

			She trusted him. He groaned again. “Tell me to stop if it hurts and I will.”

			He took his time and made sure she was ready again before he pushed in. He pulled out then thrust again. Lifting her legs, she crossed her heels around the small of his back and urged him to keep up his pace. Using his thumb he brought her to the peak and made sure she tumbled over again.

			Closing his eyes, he thrust hard and deep one last time before he exploded. This had been unlike anything he’d experienced with anyone before. Maybe if he wasn’t so numb with pleasure, he’d be able to figure out the implications of that.

			He stretched out next to her and anchored her against him with his arm. But she lifted herself up.

			“Now I get to explore the dragon.” She caressed his chest, her fingers running along the tattoo.

			He kissed the top of her head. “Keep that up and we may need those other condoms.”

			“That’s the plan,” she said as she ran her lips over his ink.

			They used another condom before dragging themselves out of bed to look for something to eat.

			She made some sandwiches while he opened the back door for the dog. Wags came trotting in with a red rubber toy in his mouth.

			“I’ll have to thank Gabe for his dog toy suggestion.”

			She stopped with the sandwich halfway to her mouth. “You didn’t tell him why you were asking, did you?”

			He stilled. Was she ashamed of what they were doing? “Would that matter if I had?”

			“No, except the next time I see him he’ll...he’ll know and I’ll get all tongue-tied if asks how Wags liked the toy.”

			He laughed and grabbed her hand. “Are saying you’re a prude?”

			“No.” She scowled at him.

			“You don’t think he and Addie...?”

			“Of course they do. She’s pregnant, isn’t she?”

			“Is it me?” He had to know.

			She leaned over and kissed him. “I’m proud to be with you. I’ll announce what happened to the whole world, if you want.”

			“That won’t be necessary,” he told her and kissed her.

			He didn’t notice when the dog grabbed part of his sandwich and trotted off with his tasty prize.

		
	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			“You can bring him to my place,” Libby suggested.

			They’d gone back to his place to check on the kitten.

			Nick knew he was being silly, but he’d promised Oakley he’d look after Sparky while she was at Camp Life Launch. So here he was cradling Sparky before putting him back in the comfortable kennel they’d set up with all the kitten essentials plus a special shaggy calming blanket. “Not tonight. I have plans that don’t include chaperoning a puppy and a kitten who’ve never met before. It’s not every night I get to sleep with Elizabeth Taylor.”

			She rolled her eyes but a huge grin split her face. “Do you have any more condoms?”

			“Why, do you?”

			She blushed and nodded. “When I first found out about the girls being invited to camp, I might have stocked up.”

			He raised an eyebrow. “Stocked up?”

			“I was out of town and decided to take advantage. You know how gossip is in this town. If we’d both been seen stocking up.”

			Once again, he had that niggling in the back of his mind. Was she ashamed or just easily embarrassed? He felt too good not to go with embarrassment. After all, she had a business and a young daughter to think about.

			

			Later than evening, they lazed on her couch, a movie playing in the background. But Libby would have been hard-pressed to name the movie.

			They’d been talking about everything and nothing. And kissing. A lot of that. Necking on the couch like a couple of teens. Except with no parents to worry about catching them.

			She didn’t want to ruin the mood, but curiosity got the better of her. “Oakley told me you have a bunch of medals from your time in the Marines. How come you don’t talk about it? You hardly ever talk about your time in the military.”

			He snorted. “It was hardly a distinguished career like Ogle and Hank.”

			“That’s not what I heard.” She pressed her mouth to the dragon coming over his shoulder.

			“Heard? Who have you heard from?”

			“According to Gabe, you—”

			“You spoke with Gabe Bishop about me?”

			“No. I wouldn’t do something like that. I saw him at the general store. He and Ogle were trading war stories. He mentioned how you had won a boatload of medals for heroism. That your actions during an ambush attack saved a lot of men.” She didn’t tell him the rest of the things Gabe had told her. How Nick blamed himself for the whole fiasco. Gabe had also said that it was faulty information on the ground that was responsible.

			“Yeah, after leading them into the attack in the first place.”

			Well, at least that verified what Gabe had told her.

			She hated that he might feel responsible for something out of his control, something that had happened during the fog of war. “I know you probably don’t want to hear this, but I think you need to. And you’ve probably even heard all this before, but maybe this will be the time it sticks.”

			“Libby—”

			She held up her hand, determined to have her say. “Please, let me say this. I need to say it maybe even more than you need to hear it.”

			He sighed but nodded.

			“I know you feel responsible for what happened to your men, but the definition of ambush is ‘surprise attack.’”

			“I know what the definition of ambush is,” he snapped.

			Libby smoothed her palm across his chest, enjoying the ink covering his warm skin. She rested her hand over his heart.

			He reached up and wrapped his hand around hers. “Sorry.”

			“It’s okay. I knew I was wading into dicey territory when I brought up the subject. But I couldn’t not say anything. And I’m not doing it to hurt you by bringing up the past.”

			

			Nick squeezed her hand, wishing he could ignore the whole conversation, go back to kissing and not talking. “Those men were my responsibility. I let them down.”

			“I don’t believe that for one second.” A furrow appeared in her forehead from her fierce frown.

			“Don’t people say you’re supposed to pay attention when people tell you who they are?”

			“That’s when people show you who they are. And you’ve shown me who you are, Nick. Numerous times.”

			“And you haven’t run away yet?” He tried to make light of the conversation. He needed to make light of the conversation. Needed to because this was Libby and he cared what she thought. As much as he might try to deny it, his feelings for this woman ran deep...more than they had for any other woman before her.

			“Nope. And you want to know why?” Libby looked into his eyes.

			“Dare I ask?” He was still trying to act like what she was going to say didn’t matter, wouldn’t change things. But he was only fooling himself by thinking that. He cared what she thought. And that was why he hadn’t wanted to get involved. Because she would matter. And Rebecca. How could she not matter, too?

			“You returned Wags...twice.”

			“That was—”

			She pressed her fingers against his lips. “Shh. I’m not finished yet.”

			Her fingers fell away from his lips but she continued to stare at his mouth. He should kiss her. Kissing was better than talking.

			As if sensing where his mind had gone, she held up that hand like a traffic cop. “Where was I? Ah yes, the dog. You not only returned him but you made sure he was safe and secure in the backyard. You didn’t have to do that, but you did. And you went the extra mile with the dog run.”

			“I know how much Rebecca loves that mutt,” he said, again trying to inject a note of levity.

			“And you are looking after your niece. Going to the trouble of hiring an attorney to secure guardianship so you can properly take care of her, make sure she’s safe. And most importantly, you’re showing her she’s loved.”

			“She’s worth loving.”

			“Exactly.”

			“I couldn’t ship her back home to a toxic environment.” He wouldn’t be able to forgive himself if he sent Oakley back to her mother and something happened. Maybe if he hadn’t left in the first place, his sister wouldn’t have followed in their mother’s footsteps.

			“See? That shows me you care about your family.”

			He wanted to believe her but she didn’t know the whole story. “If I cared so much, why did I choose to be selfish?”

			“How do you figure that?”

			“I deserted them.”

			“Deserted? I don’t understand.”

			“I joined the Marines. I chose to save myself rather than stay and try to help my mother get off drugs. If I’d stayed maybe I could have helped. Helped her, helped my sister. At least it’s not too late for Oakley.”

			“How were you supposed to help her? Do you mean financially? Couldn’t you do that while in the Marines?”

			“I made sure she had a roof over her head but sending money to my mother would have been a huge mistake, so I paid her rent.” And when she got behind, he paid for the electricity and the water, but he didn’t say any of that. He wasn’t looking for pity or praise. Didn’t deserve either.

			“Why would sending her money have been a mistake?”

			“Because she would have spent it on booze and drugs.”

			“Oh.”

			“Yeah. Oh.”

			Maybe now she got it. But that thought made his stomach burn. “I should have stayed to help her.”

			“Sounds like she was an addict.”

			“She was.” No sense lying about it.

			“Then you couldn’t have helped her.”

			“Why do you say that? If I had set aside my—”

			“C’mon, Nick. You’re a smart guy. You can’t really believe that. Addicts have to want to help themselves. You can support an addict who wants to get clean, who seeks help, but you can’t make them get clean. Did she want to get clean? Truly?”

			He sighed. “She talked about it, but when push came to shove she refused. Just like my sister. If she had agreed to treatment, I would have done everything in my power to see that she got help.”

			“Then how can you blame yourself?”

			Nick didn’t answer. She might have a point, but it wasn’t easy to throw off almost two decades of guilt. “How about we get back to our other forms of communication?”

			“Yeah, we have a lot of condoms to use up before the girls get back.”

			“Let me put Wags in his crate. Don’t move.”

			She saluted him. “Yes sir.”

			He flicked his finger off the end of her nose and escorted a reluctant Wags to the crate. But he had one more trick up his sleeve. He picked the favored red rubber dog toy and tossed it into the crate. Wags jumped in after it.

			“Sorry, bud,” he said and shut the door.

			Libby was waiting He took her hand and led her down the hall to the bedroom and shut that door.

			

			On Sunday, Libby had accompanied Nick to Camp Life Launch to pick up the girls. Now they were driving back home with two exhausted but still chattering girls in the back seat of her Corolla.

			Almost like a real family, she thought, and glanced at Nick. He must have felt her gaze on him, because he turned a questioning look to her. She smiled and he returned it. Yep, almost like a real family.

			“And Mr. Brody offered Oakley a job at the camp for the summer,” Rebecca was saying.

			“It’s just temporary, and only if it’s okay with you, Uncle Nick. I can learn to work as a camp counselor for the younger kids.”

			Libby glanced into the back seat. Oakley’s foot jiggled while she waited for Nick’s response. She really did look to her uncle for guidance. Libby hoped it would help him heal from the self-inflicted wounds regarding his family.

			“I think it all sounds exciting,” he said, glancing into the rearview mirror.

			“I can still help you out at the shop,” the girl assured Libby. “Mary said we’d work around my schedule. I told her I’d already accepted a job with you. I wouldn’t leave you high and dry.”

			“I know you wouldn’t. We’ll work it out.”

			“Yippee,” Rebecca clapped. “And a boy at the camp kept smiling at Oakley.”

			Nick snapped to attention. “What?”

			Oakley made that exaggerated eye roll, but her cheeks bloomed with color. “It was nothing.”

			“I’ll be the judge of that,” he said.

			Oakley thrust her chin out. “Before you go all Neanderthal, he’s just a friend.”

			Libby lightly touched Nick’s shoulder. “I’m sure once your uncle meets this boy, he’ll be very happy for you. Now, what does everyone want for supper?”

			Nick grumbled but grinned when Libby squeezed his arm and gave him a look.

			Was this what being in a true relationship felt like? Each one supporting the other? She knew now that her relationship with Will had been doomed from the start. After urging Nick to forgive himself, maybe it was time she did that for herself.

			

			“Here, Mommy, Grandma wants to talk to you now.” Rebecca handed Libby the phone.

			Libby sighed. A week had passed since the weekend at Camp Life Launch, and Rebecca had been bugging her to call her grandmother. She wanted to tell her about all her adventures. Libby had dragged her feet because she’d been in a contented bubble with her life. Oakley had offered to babysit so she and Nick could finally share a real date.

			“Mommy.” Rebecca waved the phone in front of Libby.

			She had to face reality at some point. Cutting off her parents wasn’t a solution.

			Sighing, Libby took the phone. “Hello, Mother.”

			“Who is this Nick person Rebecca has been talking about?”

			She should have anticipated this. Of course, Rebecca was going to talk about him. He and Oakley were her favorite people. And why should have to tell her daughter not to talk about them? “He’s a...friend.”

			“Huh, well, from the way Rebecca talked, he sounds like a bit more than that.”

			So what if he is? Libby thought angrily. She was an adult and didn’t need permission from her parents to...to what? Like Nick? Oh, she liked him. More than that. She loved him. It was too late to stop it even if she wanted to. And she found that she didn’t want to. She might not have any idea where they were going with this relationship, but she wanted to find out. There was a wonderful, caring man beneath the tough exterior he liked to project. If her parents didn’t see that, then tough.

			“Elizabeth? What have you got to say for yourself?” her mother demanded from the side of the phone.

			“I’m not sure what you want to hear. Rebecca and I like Nick...a lot.” So there.

			“Humph. Rebecca makes it sound like he’d practically living there.”

			“Mom, she’s five. Her perception of things can be skewed.” Why was she always trying to appease them?

			“And she told me that his arm is covered in tattoos. What will people think?”

			“Who cares?”

			“What? How can you say that? You have a daughter to think of and a business to run. Although why you’d want to work in a poky little shop is beyond me. If you’d stayed with Will you wouldn’t have to worry about finances. You wouldn’t have to send Rebecca to some charity camp.”

			To say the conversation went downhill from there was an understatement.

			

			Two days after the horrible phone call with her mother, Libby was closing up shop and thinking about what to cook for supper. She’d invited Nick and Oakley and was looking forward to seeing them. Once again, their schedules had been clashing and she hadn’t seen him. Even Oakley hadn’t come in because she was out at the camp. She and Nick had talked on the phone, but it wasn’t the same. She missed being able to see and touch him.

			She locked the door to the shop and turned. As soon as she stepped onto the sidewalk she spotted the black Cadillac, and her heart stuttered. It couldn’t be. But it was, and they hadn’t even called to tell her of their plans. Her parents were here. Talk about an ambush.

			“Surprise,” her mother said, getting out of the car. “We came to take our two girls to supper.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			Nick drove out to the camp to pick up Oakley, that itchy feeling keeping him company. The same feeling he’d had when Libby had acted embarrassed to have people know about them.

			He’d been looking forward to spending the evening with Libby but she’d called just before he’d left and begged off. He tried to find out why, but she just kept saying “something” had come up.

			Oakley jumped into the car when he pulled up. “Are we going to Libby’s tonight? I’ve been working with Rebecca on tying her shoes. I think she’s almost there and we were going to surprise her mother. That sort of surprise is okay, isn’t it? Not like the tattoo thing.”

			“That’s a good surprise. I’m sure Libby will be pleased.”

			“Cool. I’ll work with Rebecca some more tonight.”

			“Uh, we’re not going.”

			“What? Why not? Does Rebecca have another ear infection?”

			He shrugged. Libby had assured him that Rebecca was fine. “No, she just said something’s come up and she couldn’t make it.”

			“Oh,” Oakley said, disappointment evident in her tone.

			“How about we go somewhere for supper? The two of us.” He hated hearing that disappointment.

			“But I missed Sparky today. Can we get it to go and eat at home?”

			“Sure. Call Polly’s and order what you want. I’ll pick it up.”

			“Great. Can you drop me at home so I can play with Sparky?”

			“Sure.”

			Oakley ordered fried chicken for both of them, and continued to chatter away about her day at camp. Nick barely listened as the feeling he had kept growing. He didn’t understand it, but the last time he’d ignored it, he’d walked into an ambush.

			After dropping Oakley off, Nick went to the popular restaurant on the town green to pick up their supper. He was standing at the cashier when he glanced over at a booth by the window.

			He blinked. It was Libby and Rebecca sitting with an older couple. Her parents? She happened to glance over and made eye contact. Her eyes widened, so he knew she’d seen him.

			Surely, she’d wave him over. But instead of acknowledging him, she looked away. Nick felt as if she’d sliced him open with a KA-BAR knife.

			“Here’s your supper, Mr. Cabot,” the girl manning the cash register handed him the bag.

			He grabbed the bag and managed to smile and thank the girl. He’d ridden the bike, so he put the bag in the saddlebag.

			Libby came running out of the restaurant, waving at him. A little too late.

			But he paused before putting on his helmet and starting the bike.

			“You don’t understand,” she said, her eyes frantic.

			“What don’t I understand? It was clear you didn’t want to introduce me to your parents. I got that message loud and clear.”

			“Yes. I mean no.”

			“Which is it. Libby?”

			She glanced back at the restaurant. “I don’t know. I just...”

			He put the helmet on and jammed his foot down hard to start the Scout. He roared off, leaving her standing on the sidewalk.

			Whatever she had to say, he wasn’t interested. She was ashamed to introduce him to her parents. Did she feel that way about Oakley, too? Well, he was not going to give her an opportunity to hurt his niece.

			He tried to act normal during supper but Oakley asked a few times if anything was wrong.

			“No, all good,” he told her.

			Luckily, Oakley had the kitten to keep her entertained, and he could brood in silence.

			After they’d cleaned up from supper, he told Oakley he had some paperwork to take care of and went down to the shop. He had an unopened bottle of whiskey there. A present from a customer, but with his family history, he’d left it in the drawer.

			He sat with his feet on his desk but didn’t open the bottle. He’d be damned if he let her drive him to drink. Glanced at the ceiling and the apartment upstairs.

			“I wouldn’t do that to you, kid.”

			A car pulled into the driveway, the tires crunching on the gravel. He looked at the bottle again, wishing he’d opened it.

			Libby jumped out of the car. “Nick, I need to explain.”

			He didn’t get up, just sat with his feet on the desk, the whiskey bottle next to his foot.

			When he didn’t say anything, she hesitated.

			“I’m not ashamed of you, if that’s what you think. I’m ashamed of them. I didn’t want to expose you to their vitriol.” She seemed to collapse in on herself. “They were in rare form tonight. I didn’t want...”

			“I get it. You didn’t want. Is that all?”

			“What do you mean? Is that all?”

			“I mean is that what you came to tell me?” he enunciated each word as if he had drunk the bottle next to his foot.

			“I love you, damn it.”

			He dropped his feet off the desk. “Where’s Rebecca?”

			“She’s with Clara.” Libby waved her hands. “Did you hear what I said?”

			“I heard. You’re speaking loud enough to raise the dead.”

			“Haven’t you anything to say?”

			“Yeah, that kind of love, I don’t need.” He’d been doing his best not to let her words affect him, but his hand started to shake, and he rose. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to get back upstairs.”

			He left her standing in the parking lot. Damn, he should have taken the bottle with him.

			

			“It’s obvious that you love her,” Oakley said for the umpteenth time since he’d had to confess that they’d split. And why.

			“Is that so?” Nick asked, shaking his head at himself.

			What are you, twelve? a voice asked, because he was certainly acting like it with that response.

			It had been a week since he’d walked out on Libby that night. He’d had time to think about what she’d said. Maybe expecting her to introduce him before she was ready had been unfair. Oakley had told him how Libby said she had trouble standing up to her parents, but she was working on it. Maybe he should have been more understanding.

			“Remember that night we went to Libby’s for supper?”

			“Which night?” he asked, realizing they’d gone dozens of times. Damn, but he missed spending time with her, her cooking, helping her in the kitchen and—No. Not going there.

			“I’m talking about the first time.” She sighed. “I remember I was nervous because after seeing her house, that nice neighborhood, I was worried. I felt as if I didn’t belong because of my background.”

			“There’s no reason you shouldn’t belong, no matter where you came from, Oakley. What your mother or your grandparents do is no reflection on you as a person.”

			“Exactly. So, why shouldn’t you be with Libby? You deserve happiness and love as much as anyone. From what I’ve seen, you make her happy. From what she’s confided in me, her first husband was a jerk. No wonder she fell in love with you. You’re a good guy, Uncle Nick. No matter where you came from.”

			“You don’t know what happened in—”

			“I don’t need to know the details of what happened in Afghanistan, because I know you. I know you acted with courage and honor. No matter what you might think, you’re a hero. You saved lives.”

			“Yes, but—”

			“No! No buts. I know you don’t like to talk about it, but I can read and I can do research and I know some of what happened. You saved lives. That’s nothing to throw away. Stop doing penance and live your best life. Live your life with Libby.”

			“When did you get to be so smart.”

			“I think it was when I decided not to accept what was happening around me and to me and I came to find you.”

			“I thank God every day that you did.” He thought how the attorney had come through with temporary guardianship. Next step was to make it permanent.

			“I could have gotten sucked into all that sh—stuff and ruined my life by staying. Even when I came, I wasn’t sure if you’d let me stay. I know what you saw when I first appeared on your doorstep.”

			“I saw that my niece was growing into a beautiful young woman.”

			She lifted an eyebrow. “Rewrite history much?”

			He began to protest and she waved it away. “You saw a girl who was trying to look tough, but you saw the scared girl underneath and gave me a hug. A very welcome hug. How did you know that’s what I needed?”

			Because when confronted with a situation like that, he imagined what Libby would do. He imagined Libby welcoming the scared young girl with open arms, so that was what he’d done.

			“Uncle Nick?”

			He shrugged nonchalantly, but he felt warmth rise in his cheeks.

			“I see,” she said and grinned.

			He scowled. “You see what?”

			“I see Libby’s influence written all over that hug.”

			He grumbled but didn’t contradict her.

			She ran to him and gave him a hug. “Go to her. Apologize for acting like a jerk.”

			“Hey. Why are you assuming the breakup was all my fault?”

			She grinned. “I don’t know what you did or said, but you’re a guy, so I imagine you probably messed up somehow.”

			“That’s very sexist.”

			“And very true.”

			He sighed in exasperation, but secretly had to admit she was right. The more thought he had given it, the more he could see he should have given Libby a chance. “I’ll talk to her, but she may not forgive me.”

			Oh, God. What would he do if she didn’t? What if she took one look and slammed the door in his face? Like he’d done to her.

			“Then we’ll have to be sure she does.”

			“How do you propose I do that?” Taking advice from a teenager. Yeah, he was that desperate. He’d gone a week without Libby and it was killing him. He couldn’t imagine going the rest of his life without her. He might not be able to resist that bottle on his desk. And he had to. Not just for Oakley but himself. And for Dan who’d believed in him when no one else had.

			“With a grand gesture.”

			“With a what?”

			“A grand gesture... You know, like when you save her sister’s reputation by forcing a louse to marry her and pay off his debts when he does.”

			“What in the world are you talking about? Libby doesn’t have a sister.”

			“But I happen to know she’s a Jane Austen fan.”

			“You have totally lost me, young lady.”

			She sighed. “Just bring her some flowers or candy.”

			“Here. This came for you.” She shoved an envelope at him and marched back to her room.

			Nick opened the manila envelope and pulled out a note. A letter-sized envelope addressed to him fell out.

			He read the handwritten note first.

			I apologize for not sending this before now. Somehow it had gotten misplaced in Dan’s desk. I haven’t read it myself but I know he wanted you to have it. Just let me add, I know how much he cared for you and how proud he was of you for turning your life around.

			The note was signed by Dan’s widow, Evelyn. Next he took out the smaller note.

			I know what happened to your platoon and I know you feel responsible for the men you lost. How do I know this? Because that’s how I would feel. I can tell you I could say, “Knock it off and suck it up,” but I’m not sure that will help. But I can say this. I know in my heart that you led your men with integrity and that you would have sacrificed yourself for any one of them. But allow them to feel the same. They knew going in what the risks were and they accepted that. The fact that so many survived in those overwhelming odds is down to your leadership and the fact you were willing to sacrifice yourself to save even one of them. You succeeded in saving a dozen men. That’s twelve men that wouldn’t be here today if not for you. No small feat, Cabot.

			I could go on but I think I’ve gushed enough about your value as a man and a marine. I’m not normally this sentimental but I find that it sneaks in when one is facing his own mortality.

			Don’t just mourn for me but go and live a good life. Don’t let your less than stellar childhood or what happened in Kabul prevent you from being happy and fulfilled.

			That’s an order, Marine!

			Nick tried to swallow past the lump forming in his throat. For him, Dan had been more than a mentor. He’d been a savior. A father figure. A friend.

			He thought about Libby and Rebecca. He’d once told Libby that Dan would have liked her, and he still believed that. He could imagine Dan giving him a slap upside the head and calling him dense for letting her slip through his fingers.

			He climbed the stairs to the apartment, trying to decide what to do. He went and found Oakley in her room, playing with the kitten.

			“So, what is this grand gesture stuff you spoke of?”

			She jumped up. “You mean it? You’ll try to get her to take you back?”

			“I’m going to try.”

			“She and Rebecca are crazy about you. Just tell her how you feel.”

			“You think so?”

			Oakley rolled her eyes. “How could you doubt it? Anyone with eyes in their head could see how she looks at you. It’s a bit obscene, if you ask me.”

			“Well, no one asked you.”

			“And when you two are together the sexual tension between the two of—”

			“Hey, hey. I am not, repeat not, discussing that with my fifteen-year-old niece.” He needed to get Libby back to help him navigate the teen years.

			“Aw, gee, does that mean you won’t be lecturing on the birds and the bees?”

			“I won’t need to because while you’re living with me, you’re not going to need to know about the birds and the bees because any guy will have to get through me first.”

			Oakley gave an exaggerated eye roll. “Oh, please.”

			Nick narrowed his eyes as he studied her. For all her protesting, he suspected she enjoyed the protective stance he was taking. He recalled a conversation he’d had with Libby. According to Libby, Oakley was grateful for the boundaries he had set. It showed he cared.

			

			Nick roared into town on his bike and parked as close as he could get to Adventures in Quilting. He hoped the store wasn’t too busy. He’d prefer to do his groveling without an audience. But he was prepared to do it in front of a packed store of town gossips, if he had to.

			He got off the bike and pulled the bag out of the saddlebag. Glancing down, he felt a moment of panic. This didn’t feel as grand as whatever Oakley was referring to.

			He started along the sidewalk to the store and spotted Rebecca coming toward him.

			“Rebecca, it’s nice to see you. Where’s your mom?” Nick glanced around, expecting to see Libby close by. She was vigilant when it came to her daughter.

			“She’s on the phone with my grandma,” she said and continued making her way across the town green.

			Sparing another glance in the direction Rebecca had come from, Nick turned and caught up to her. What was going on? Where was Libby?

			“Is your mom on her way?”

			Rebecca shook her head. “I tole you, she’s talking to my grandma on the phone.”

			“So you’re here by yourself?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			Damn. What was going on? “You shouldn’t be out by yourself.”

			She turned on him and placed her hands on her hips. “Why not?”

			“You’re too young. Besides, I don’t think your mom would like it. Does she know you’re out here by yourself?” What had happened? He wanted to get to Libby. Was she hurt or something? But he refused to leave Rebecca alone.

			“I’m not too young! Why does everyone think I’m a baby?”

			“Look, I know you’re not a baby, but I think you should be with an adult. Tell me where you’re going. I’ll go with you.”

			“No.” She shook her head and pushed out her lower lip.

			“What?” Nick was taken aback. From the start, Rebecca had only ever been loving and accepting toward him. He recalled the day he’d met her, when she’d thrown her arms around him in unabashed affection. “Why can’t I go with you?”

			“Because I don’t want you to go with me.” She crossed her arms over her chest and glared at him.

			“Why not? I thought we were friends.”

			“We were, but then you made my mommy cry, so I don’t want to be your friend no more.”

			Libby cried? He swallowed the bile that rose in his throat at the thought of her crying. Of it being his fault that she’d cried. God, he hated that so much. That right there was why he never should have gotten involved. He should have followed his initial instincts and stayed away. Why hadn’t he? Because he couldn’t help himself. And if he was going to show Oakley how to live, he needed to own up to his mistakes and go for that brass ring.

			He rubbed a hand over his face. “I’m sorry that I made your mom sad.”

			“I don’t like it when she’s sad.”

			“And it’s all my fault,” he said as much to her as himself.

			“Yes,” she said and nodded, her arms still crossed. “So I’m very sorry but I can’t be friends with you no more.”

			He bit the inside of his cheek to prevent a smile at her polite candor. She really was a great kid and he was extra sorry that the fallout from his actions with her mother had affected her.

			What had you expected? his conscience demanded. He sighed and opened his mouth, but before any words came out, a frantic Libby came pounding down the sidewalk.

			“Rebecca, what are you doing leaving the store like that? You are in so much trouble, young lady.”

			“I’m sorry, Mommy, but I heard a motorcycle and came out to see. I told you I was going but you was busy yelling at Grandma.” She stuck her lower lip out. “And I forgot I’m not friends with Mr. Nick.”

			“I wouldn’t have let anything happen to her,” he told Libby.

			God, it was so good to see her. He’d missed her so much.

			

			Libby drank in the sight of Nick. Oh, God, how she’d missed him.

			“Can we go inside?” he asked. “I need to talk to you. Please.”

			“Sure.” She’d listen to what he had to say. Her first instinct was to punish him for the way he’d treated her, but she’d had time to see her actions from his point of view. She couldn’t place all the blame on him for not understanding. Her actions had hurt him and he’d lashed out.

			Once inside the store, she turned the sign from Open to Closed. She nervously wiped her hands down her slacks. His appearance at her place didn’t mean he was seeking a reconciliation. But she wasn’t afraid to admit that she desperately hope that’s what this visit meant. She couldn’t imagine trying to live the rest of her life without him.

			“Mr. Nick? What’s in the bag?”

			“Presents for you and your mom.”

			Did he think he could buy something and expect her to fall at his feet? Who was she kidding? She was ready to melt into a puddle just looking at him.

			“Can I see?” Rebecca asked, bouncing on her toes.He glanced at Libby. She nodded and he handed the bag to her.

			She reached in and pulled out two leather jackets, one adult and one child-sized.

			Rebecca held hers up. “Look, Mommy, now we match with Mr. Nick.”

			“It’s not grand like saving your sister’s reputation by getting some jerk to marry her, but it’s all I could think of.” He shuffled his feet.

			She frowned. “I don’t have a sister.”

			“That’s what I tried to tell Oakley, but she kept going on about it,” he said on a sigh.

			It dawned on Libby what he was talking about, and her eyes filled with tears.

			“Look, Mommy, it fits.” Rebecca had the jacket on and was doing a little dance. “What’s it for?”

			“For riding motorcycles. You two can’t be proper biker chicks without them.” His cheeks were red.

			But it was his eyes that caught her. They were filled with hope and pleading.

			“We’re gonna be biker chicks?” Rebecca asked.

			Libby covered her mouth with her hand. “It looks like it, sweetie.”

			“I don’t know what that is, but I loves my new jacket. Can I go in back and look in the mirror?”

			“Of course, sweetie.” Take your time.

			Rebecca gave Nick a hug. “I’m not mad anymore. Just don’t make my mommy cry again.”

			“I promise.” He returned her hug. “I will do my best to make your mommy happy for the rest of our lives if she’ll forgive me.”

			“Are you gonna forgive him, Mommy?”

			“I already have, sweetie.”

			“Goodie,” Rebecca said and skipped off to the back room to admire her new jacket in the full-length mirror.

			“You mean it?” he asked. “You forgive my terrible behavior that night?”

			Her throat clogged with unshed tears; all she could do was nod.

			“Goodie,” he parroted and scooped her up. Hugging her tight, her feet dangling, he twirled her around.

			“You truly forgive me?” he asked.

			“If you can forgive me,” she said. “You have no idea how much I’ve regretted ignoring you that night. I honestly thought I was protecting you and Oakley. I was afraid they might hurt you and that precious girl’s feelings. I know how they can be.”

			He gave her a quick kiss. “Rebecca said you were on the phone yelling at your mother?”

			“I told her I was in love with you and if you wouldn’t forgive me, I was placing the blame on her.” The thought of not having her parents in their lives anymore was sad. But not as terrible as the thought of not having Nick and Oakley in it. “I was going to come to see you tonight. Only I didn’t have any grand gestures. Just myself, and maybe some red lace.”

			He groaned and said, “I can’t believe you forgave me. I am so sorry for my boorish behavior.”

			“And I’m sorry for putting you in that position. I should have had the courage to introduce you no matter the consequences. I promise never to do anything like that ever again.”

			“I don’t know what’s going to happen in the future with your parents but I promise to stand by you whatever you decide.” He squeezed her tight. “But if they try to hurt you, they’ll have me to answer to.”

			“I’ve already decided. I love you and if they can’t accept that, then it’s their loss.

			“I love you, Elizabeth Taylor, and I always will.”

			“And I love you. I never stopped, even when you said those things.”

			She couldn’t wait any longer and threw her arms around his neck and pulled him in for a kiss.

			They were still kissing when Rebecca came back in the room and threw her arms around both of them.

		
	
		
			Epilogue

			Six months later

			Libby snuggled up next to him on the couch and admired the diamond he’d put on her left hand that evening. They’d gone for a romantic dinner and then to the lake after. In the moonlight at the lake, he’d gotten down on one knee and asked her to be his biker chick forever.

			“I guess this means I won’t be Elizabeth Taylor anymore,” she said with a sigh.

			“You can keep your name.”

			“What? No way. I will wear the Cabot name with pride.”

			“I figured it was about time...especially with this bun in the oven,” he said, placing his hand over her stomach.

			She pressed her hand over his. “I know it’s kind of soon and—”

			“Considering I’m not getting any younger, I think it’s not too soon.”

			“Didn’t you know, forty is the new thirty.”

			He shook his head. “Not sure about that.”

			“Hey, I have no complaints.”

			“Of course this means no rides for you for a while.”

			“We’ll be busy making more room,” she said. “Are you sure you don’t mind staying in this house?”

			“Are you kidding? I took one look at this place and snatched you up.” He laughed. “Oakley already loves the idea of making a bedroom in the basement. She’ll have her own room and bathroom and some privacy. Of course if we put a television down there, we’ll make sure there’s no Netflix.”

			She scrunched up her nose in confusion. “No Netflix? I don’t understand.”

			“There won’t be any Netflix and chill under my roof.”

			“I still don’t understand.” What was he talking about?

			He leaned over and whispered in her ear.

			“What? No... Really? How did I not know this?”

			He kissed her again. “You’re such an innocent.”

			“Not anymore,” she said and cupped her palm around his cheek. “I’m a biker chick now.”

			“Hmm, you certainly are.”

			Kissing him, she asked, “Happy?”

			“Scarily so. I don’t deserve—”

			She pressed her fingertips against his lips. “Maybe neither of us does. Or maybe we both do. Either way, we’re going to have it. Do you hear me?”

			He started to say something, but she pressed harder and he nodded vigorously. He would have to be insane to let this amazing, wonderful woman go. And yeah, maybe he was punching above his weight class, but he was going to hold tight to the best thing that had ever happened to him.

			“I’m so glad we’re in agreement,” she said and sighed. “We’re going to give Rebecca and Oakley the family that they deserve.”

			“You’re okay with Oakley living with us? I mean, I’m not sure what’s going to happen with my sister, but the guardianship is permanent now. She’s one of us. I have to be sure Oakley’s not only safe but encouraged to reach her potential.”

			“That’s the way I feel about Rebecca. Naturally, I feel the same way about Oakley. I see them as both our girls.”

			“She’s already a teen, as you have pointed out on several occasions, with all that involves.”

			“I love you and I love her. You’re a package deal and so am I.”

			“Then I say we consolidate our packages and—What?”

			“Consolidated package?” She laughed. “As Rebecca would say, ‘you sure talk funny,’ but I find it terribly sexy, Mr. Nick. Consolidated package it is, with yours, mine and ours.”

			“Wrong,” he said, shaking his head. “Just ours.”

			“You’re right. Rebecca and Oakley are ours just as this one will be.” She patted her stomach.

			“You still don’t mind taking on a teen?”

			She shook her head. “Package deals don’t bother me.”

			“Well, if you like that package, then...” He leaned down and whispered in her ear.

			“You naughty man. I love it,” she said and wound her arms around his neck, bringing his lips close to hers.

			“What time did you say the girls would be home?”

			She checked her watch. “Not for at least another hour.”

			He wiggled his eyebrows. “I can work with that.”

			“Does this mean we’re going to Netflix and chill?”

			“Absolutely.” Not one to pass up an opportunity, Nick captured her mouth.

			

			Look out for these other great romances filled with animal friends:

			Matchmaker on the Ranch

			by Marie Ferrarella

			Old Dogs, New Truths

			by Tara Taylor Quinn

			Seven Birthday Wishes

			by Melissa Senate

			Available now from Harlequin Special Edition.

			Keep reading for an excerpt from A Maverick for Her Mom by Stella Bagwell.
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			A Maverick for Her Mom

			by Stella Bagwell

			Chapter One

			Dale Dalton was a cowboy. He wasn’t the kind of guy who walked into a bakery and asked for cupcakes. If he wanted dessert, he’d eat whatever his mom served at home on the ranch, or order pie at one of his favorite restaurants.

			But Dale wasn’t making this stop at Kendra’s Cupcakes to satisfy his own personal sweet tooth. He was doing it as a favor to his brother Morgan and sister-in-law, Erica. Otherwise, he’d hardly be wasting his time driving the streets, searching the upscale business district of Bronco Heights for a fancy bakery-café.

			He located the shop in a narrow building jammed between an antique store and a beauty salon. The front was constructed mostly of plate glass framed with red brick. The words Kendra’s Cupcakes were painted in red cursive lettering across the wide window, while a second sign with the same name hung beneath a small red-and-white-striped awning that shaded the entrance.

			Inside the bakery, Dale took his place behind a line of customers and glanced curiously around the spacious room filled with the mouthwatering smells of baked goods and deep-fried pastries. The floor was a checkerboard of red and white tiles, while on the left side of the room, several wooden tables and chairs were grouped in front of the plate glass window that overlooked the sidewalk. Presently, all the tables were occupied, and that surprised him. He didn’t have any idea cupcake shops were such social spots. Did they serve beer in this joint?

			He was studying a large menu displayed on the wall, when the person ahead of him moved forward to give Dale a direct view of a long, glass display case. But it wasn’t the sweet treats inside that caught his immediate attention. It was the blond woman working behind the counter that had him staring and wondering.

			Who was she? And why hadn’t he seen her around Bronco before now? Because she was married? He didn’t want to consider that possibility.

			Standing in line normally irritated the heck out of Dale, but this evening he was more than happy to endure the wait. It gave him more time to watch the woman as she sacked up treats and dealt with the cash register.

			Even though he was several feet away and peering around the heads of the customers in front of him, he could see she was darned attractive. The top of her head would probably reach the middle of his chest and her slender curves would fit right into his hands. Wavy blond hair was pinned atop her head in a messy bun, but he could easily imagine pulling the pins and coaxing the silky strands to fall upon her shoulders. A red-and-white-striped apron covered most of her blouse and jeans, yet as far as Dale was concerned, the casual clothing only made her sexier.

			As customers collected their orders and departed the sweet shop, Dale mentally went over every line he’d ever handed a woman, but once his turn came to step up to the counter, all he could do was stare at her sky-blue eyes and the smile tilting the corners of her plush pink lips.

			“Hello,” she greeted. “May I help you?”

			He cleared his throat, but the reflexive action didn’t seem to help loosen his partially paralyzed tongue. “Uh—yeah. I’m here to pick up an order.”

			“Name?” she asked.

			“Oh. Yes. My sister-in-law—she called in the order.”

			The pretty blonde continued to smile at him and Dale could see a bit of humor had crept into her expression. Did she think he was funny-looking or something?

			“And your sister-in-law’s name?” she prompted.

			Dale felt hot color creeping up his neck. “Uh—sorry. Erica. Erica Dalton.”

			Nodding, she said, “Oh sure. I have her order ready.”

			She turned away from the counter and walked over to a long table situated against the wall behind her. Dale used the moment to slide his gaze over her pert little bottom and shapely legs inside the skinny jeans.

			That part of her looked more than fine, he thought. But he still hadn’t had a chance to get a full view of her left hand. If he spotted a wedding ring, then all his admiring and ogling would be for naught.

			She returned and placed a large paper bag with the name Kendra’s Cupcakes stamped on the side onto the checkout counter. “Two dozen cupcakes of mixed flavors,” she stated, then asked, “Is there anything else you’d like?”

			Dale could think of plenty of things he’d like from her, none of which he could say out loud. The decadent thoughts were going through his head as her left hand finally came into view. Ridiculous relief poured through him as he saw there was no ring or even a pale circle of where one used to be.

			Without bothering to consider what he was actually doing, he gestured to the glass display case situated on the right side of the checkout counter. “You know, I’m feeling mighty hungry this evening. You might box me up a dozen of those cupcakes with the swirly stuff on top.”

			She stepped over to the case and slid open a door at the back. “The chocolate or vanilla?” she asked.

			“Uh, which one tastes the best?” He realized there were customers behind him and he was taking up her time, but he had to grab the chance to talk with her. Even if the conversation was only about cupcakes.

			She let out a soft chuckle and the sound floated over him like a warm, dreamy cloud. What in heck was wrong with him, anyway? He’d been around plenty of attractive women. So why was this one making him feel like an addled fool?

			“Depends on a person’s taste,” she told him. “Frankly, I like the vanilla, but I’m a plain Jane.”

			Her comment very nearly made him laugh, but he stifled the reaction. There was nothing plain about this lady. “Okay, I’ll try the vanilla.”

			She quickly placed the cupcakes in a special holder, then carefully eased the whole thing in a sack that matched the one with Erica’s order.

			When she stepped over to the cash register and began to punch the keys, she said, “So you’re Erica’s brother-in-law?”

			Could she possibly be the teeniest bit interested in him? He could only hope. “Yes. I’m Dale Dalton.”

			“Nice to meet you. I’m Kendra Humphrey.”

			She totaled up the amount due for his order and he handed her enough bills to cover the cost.

			“Kendra,” he repeated thoughtfully, then his gaze fell to the name on the sacks and the connection clicked. “You own this bakery?”

			“I do.” Her smile was edged with pride as she counted his change. “I hope you enjoy your cupcakes. Thank you for coming in.”

			Dale was all set to continue their conversation, but she was already moving over to where the next customer was eyeing rows of apple fritters.

			Realizing the short moments he’d had with her were over, Dale turned away from the counter feeling oddly bereft. He’d exchanged a handful of words with a woman he’d never met in his life, yet he felt like he’d just said goodbye to one of his arms or legs.

			Damn! He must be losing it, he thought. Love at first sight didn’t happen in real life. Especially not to Dale Dalton. He was too happy playing the field. Still, a date or two with the pretty baker would be mighty nice.

			As Dale skirted around the line of waiting customers and made his way to the front, he was so preoccupied with the notion of asking Kendra Humphrey for a date that he very nearly collided with a little girl who’d pirouetted directly into his path.

			Somehow he managed to do a quick sidestep to avoid the crash, while the child, seemingly unaffected by the near miss, stopped and stared curiously up at him. Dale’s first instinct was to hurry on past her and out the door. He wasn’t good with kids. Except for the limited time he spent with his nieces and nephews, he wasn’t around children very often. But something about this girl’s sweet little face made him pause.

			“Hello,” she said brightly. “What’s your name?”

			Somewhat nonplussed by her bold approach, he answered, “Dale Dalton. And let me guess. Your name is Princess.”

			Her little nose wrinkled with disapproval. “My name isn’t Princess. Why would you think that?”

			A fluffy pink skirt partially covered the top portion of a pair of black jeans, while a purple T-shirt with a cartoon dinosaur in bright lime green completed her colorful wardrobe. A small rhinestone tiara adorned the top of her blond hair.

			He gestured to the head decoration. “You’re wearing a crown. Princesses wear those things, don’t they?”

			Her expression said she’d already summed him up as being a silly man and as Dale noted her wavy blond hair and blue eyes, he was knocked a bit off-kilter. This girl clearly resembled the owner of the bakery.

			Quick to correct him, she said, “This is not a crown. It’s my tiara. My name is Mila Humphrey and I’m seven. Do you live around here?”

			“I live on a ranch. Dalton’s Grange. It’s a few miles out of town,” he answered, while the child’s last name spun through his head.

			Dale glanced over his shoulder to where Kendra continued to take orders from the waiting customers, then back to the charming child standing in front of him.

			Mila didn’t give him a chance to question the connection—she lifted her chin to a proud angle and stated, “That’s my mommy and this is her bakery. She makes money selling good things to eat.”

			So Kendra had a daughter. Did that mean she was married? In spite of her not wearing a wedding ring? He could ask the girl an offhand question about her father, but that would make Dale a creepy jerk. Besides, there were plenty of reasons Kendra might not be sporting a ring. She might be allergic to precious metals. Or maybe she didn’t want to get her diamonds all gooey when she mixed pastry dough. And no doubt her wedding ring would be full of diamonds, he thought. A man lucky enough to have her for a wife would give her nothing less.

			Realizing his mind was on a runaway fantasy, he gave himself a mental shake and smiled at the child. “I’m sure everything your mommy bakes is delicious.”

			The girl regarded him skeptically. “Are you married?”

			A bit taken aback, he said, “No. Are you?”

			“I’m too young,” she explained. “And I don’t have a boyfriend yet.”

			“I’m sure you’ll have one soon enough,” he told her.

			She tilted her little blond head to one side as she continued to regard him with big blue eyes. And even though Dale was telling himself he needed to be headed home to the ranch, there was something about Mila that made it impossible for him to walk away.

			“I’ll bet you have lots of girlfriends,” she said suddenly. “Cute cowboys usually do.”

			Was that how this rosy-cheeked cherub saw him? He was thinking she might be smarter than he first imagined when she promptly added, “My mommy goes on dates—sometimes. But I don’t think you should bother asking her to go on one.”

			Dale was thrilled to hear Kendra Humphrey was single and dated occasionally. But he wasn’t at all sure he liked having a seven-year-old read his mind. And where did she come off giving him romantic advice?

			“Why not? I’m a nice guy.”

			She shrugged. “You’re just not her type. She likes men who wear glasses and read books.”

			The nerdy type? Kendra hardly looked like a woman who’d want to spend an evening discussing literature with a man, Dale thought. It was difficult for him to imagine those luscious pink lips talking instead of kissing.

			He said, “Uh, don’t you think you should let your mommy decide whether she likes cowboys?”

			She shrugged both shoulders, then reached up and carefully adjusted the rhinestone tiara on her head. “Well, she might like cowboys. But only the kind who want to settle down and have kids. And you’re not that kind. I can tell.”

			Dale had to admit there was nothing bratty or purposely impolite about Kendra Humphrey’s daughter. But just the same, her comments were pushing his buttons. How did this child know he was the free-roaming type? Did he have it written across his forehead? And even if he did, could a seven-year-old read?

			He was wondering how he could respond to the girl, or if he should even try, when a soft, female voice sounded behind him.

			“Mila! Are you harassing Mr. Dalton?”

			Dale glanced over his shoulder to see Kendra, looking somewhat exasperated, hurrying toward them. At the same time, he noticed the customers had cleared away from the display counters and now the only patrons left inside the bakery were the ones seated at the tables.

			“No problem.” Dale flashed Kendra his most charming grin. “Your daughter and I were just having a—Well, an enlightening discussion about cowboys.”

			Groaning with embarrassment, she leveled a stern look at her daughter, then turned an apologetic smile on Dale. “I’m so sorry, Mr. Dalton—”

			“Oh, no one calls me Mr. Dalton. I’m Dale to everybody.”

			Smiling, she took a step closer and rested a hand on her daughter’s shoulder, and as Dale took in the image of the two of them together it was hard for him to imagine why there wasn’t a man in the family. What kind of fool would give up these two? Or perhaps he’d not given them up. Maybe the man had died an untimely death.

			“Okay, Dale. And I apologize for Mila. She can be, uh, very pushy sometimes and unfortunately she says exactly what’s on her mind.”

			Which appeared to be screening men for her mother’s potential boyfriends. Judging by the way Mila was carefully taking in everything he and Kendra said to each other, she probably held these question-and-answer sessions with suitable male customers on a daily basis.

			“Don’t give it a second thought. I welcome a girl’s dating advice no matter what their age,” he joked.

			Kendra let out another embarrassed groan. “I’m sorry about this, Dale. Please let me give you some extra cupcakes to make up for my daughter’s behavior.”

			“That’s thoughtful of you, Ms. Humphrey. But it’s not necessary,” he told her.

			The smile she flashed him said she was grateful he wasn’t taking Mila’s chatter to heart. It also told Dale he couldn’t possibly rest until he saw this woman again. Especially without a seven-year-old chaperone.

			“Call me Kendra. And it’s necessary to me,” she said. “I’ll be right back.”

			While Kendra went to fetch the cupcakes, Mila used the time to practice her pirouettes, only she wasn’t balanced on the toes of ballet flats, she was wearing a pair of sparkly pink cowgirl boots. Dale couldn’t imagine how it would be to parent such a precocious child. His brother Morgan did a great job dealing with his little daughter, JoJo. But Dale had never imagined himself as a daddy.

			“I’ve been taking dance lessons,” she told Dale. “Someday I might dance on a stage. Mommy says anybody can do what they really want if they try hard.”

			“Your mommy is right.”

			She stopped her whirling and leveled a curious look at him. “Are you trying to do something?”

			The simply spoken question caught Dale off guard. What was he trying to do in the greater scheme of things? Sure, he was helping to keep the family ranch, Dalton’s Grange, intact and profitable. He was doing his part to make sure his mother remained healthy and happy. But in regard to his own life, he couldn’t think of one single thing he was trying to do, except enjoy himself.

			“Well, I guess I try to do lots of things,” he told her. “When I’m at work on the ranch.”

			She didn’t appear to be all that impressed with his answer, but she remained silent. Probably because her mother had just walked up to join them.

			“Here’s the extra cupcakes, Dale.” She handed the sack to him and he could tell by the weight that she’d been very generous. “I hope my pestering daughter won’t keep you from visiting the bakery again.”

			He could tell her that a herd of wild horses couldn’t keep him away, but he kept the thought to himself. He didn’t want to give Mila reason to shoot him a look of disapproval, or give Kendra the impression he was overeager.

			“Like I said, she hasn’t been a bother. You’ll be seeing me again. And thanks for the extra cupcakes.”

			“You’re welcome,” she told him, then purposely wrapped a hand around Mila’s shoulder. “Come on, sweetie. I have a job for you back in the kitchen.”

			Mother and daughter walked away and Dale forced himself to leave the bakery, but as he made the long drive to Dalton’s Grange, he continued to think about Kendra and little Mila. A fact that surprised him. He’d never thought of himself as a family man, yet something about Kendra and her daughter had him wondering how it might feel to be a husband and father.

			

			The kitchen area at the back of Kendra’s Cupcakes wasn’t large, but the space was efficiently equipped with everything Kendra and her helpers needed to get the daily baking done. At this time of the evening, the ovens and deep fryers were shut down and Jackie, a twenty-five-year-old woman with vivid red hair, cut in a pixie style, was busy mopping the floor.

			She looked up as Kendra marched Mila over to the end of a work counter and lifted her onto the top seat of a step chair.

			“Uh-oh. Looks like someone is in trouble,” she said slyly. “Who did she ambush this time? A married minister?”

			“I only wish it had been,” Kendra told her assistant. “This time Mila had to pick on one of the Dalton brothers. An unmarried one.”

			Shaking her head, Jackie leaned on the mop handle. “You made a big mistake, Kendra, when you allowed Mila to go with you to Audrey Hawkins and Jack Burris’s wedding. Now the child has weddings on the brain.”

			Unfortunately, Jackie was right. Ever since they’d attended Audrey Hawkins and Jack Burris’s beautiful wedding, Mila talked incessantly about brides and grooms, flower girls and ring bearers. Each time an opportunity presented itself, she announced to their friends, and even strangers, that her mommy was going to get married—soon! It was beginning to be a very frustrating problem for Kendra. Especially when she had no plans to even look for a boyfriend, much less get married.

			“Well, that can’t be all bad,” Jackie said. “The way I remember, there’s not one ugly Dalton in the bunch.”

			Kendra helplessly rolled her eyes. “Jackie, you’re no help at all!”

			With a mischievous chuckle, Jackie continued with her mopping, while Kendra turned an admonishing look on her daughter.

			Mila carefully smoothed her pink tulle skirt before she leveled an innocent smile at her mother. “What do you want me to do sitting here, Mommy?”

			“I want you to explain what you were doing with Mr. Dalton. I know you haven’t forgotten what I told you about talking to the male customers—about asking them personal and embarrassing questions. I’ve told you it’s rude and not to be doing it. So what do you have to say for yourself?”

			Seemingly unfazed by her mother’s interrogation, Mila said, “I wasn’t being rude. Dale liked talking to me. I could tell.”

			The moment Kendra had spotted the Dalton brother sauntering into the bakery, she had to admit, she’d taken a second and third peek at the tall, good-looking cowboy. Dark hair, blue eyes and a killer smile. He’d had that look of a charming rascal. Exactly the sort of guy she didn’t need in her life. But that hadn’t stopped Kendra from snatching a few more glances at the man while she’d tended to the other customers.

			While she’d dealt with Dale’s order, he’d been polite and friendly. He hadn’t ogled her as if he wished she was a part of the dessert menu and Kendra had appreciated his gentlemanly attitude. So when she’d looked up a few moments later to see her daughter had waylaid the sexy cowboy a few feet from the door, she’d been totally mortified.

			Turning her focus back to Mila, she asked, “Really? How did you decide that Dale liked talking to you?”

			Mila’s lips pursed together before she finally spoke. “Well, he was smiling and he wasn’t saying anything mean. And he wasn’t rolling his eyes or looking bored.”

			Kendra let out a long sigh. She didn’t know where her daughter had gotten the ability to size up people, but usually Mila was spot-on in her assessments. And to be fair, Dale hadn’t appeared to be all that irritated with Mila’s foolishness.

			“And I suppose you asked him if he was married or had a girlfriend.”

			Mila nodded. “Why not? He’s cute. We needed to know if he had a wife. And he doesn’t. But don’t worry, Mommy. I already told him that he wasn’t your type.”

			Oh Lord, this was worse than Kendra had first thought. “Mila, you didn’t!”

			Seeing the anger on her mother’s face, Mila held her palms up in a defensive gesture. “Well, I had to set him straight. Because I could see he wasn’t the kind of guy who’d want to get married and have kids.”

			There was no point in asking her daughter how she’d reached such a conclusion about Dale Dalton. Frankly, Kendra had concluded the same thing, but that hardly meant it was right or proper for her daughter to be discussing such issues with a strange man.

			“Mila, I realize you’d like to have a daddy and that you want brothers and sisters. But you need to understand how things like this work. You can’t just go around picking out a man to be your mommy’s husband. It doesn’t work that way. A man and woman need lots of time to discover if they’re compatible and if there’s chemistry between them before they can, um, get together.”

			A puzzled frown wrinkled Mila’s forehead. “Does that mean you need to find out whether you like each other?”

			“Well, that’s a simple way of putting it, but yes. And finding out whether you’d like someone for a lifetime doesn’t happen overnight.”

			With an exaggerated sigh, Mila folded her arms across the dinosaur on her chest. “Well, it won’t happen with you at all, Mommy, ’cause you’re too busy. That’s why you need me to help you find a boyfriend. One that’ll want to be my daddy.”

			There was no way Kendra could stay angry with her daughter. Hearing Mila’s wish for a father always tore at her heart. It also left her feeling like a failure.

			Damn Bryce! She’d given her ex every opportunity to be a part of Mila’s life. She’d tried her hardest to make him see how much his daughter needed her father. But he’d always been too self-absorbed to ever acknowledge Mila, much less give her attention and support.

			Sighing, Kendra reached out and patted Mila’s cheek. “I know you mean well, sweetie. But you need to let me choose my own boyfriend. Okay?”

			Mila frowned. “Okay. But I don’t think you’ll really start looking for one.”

			Her daughter knew her well. Kendra had little interest in finding a boyfriend. Her marriage to Bryce had been humiliating and heartbreaking. He’d broken every promise he’d ever made to her and squashed every dream she’d ever had for a family. She didn’t need a man waltzing into her life and messing it all up for a second time.

			Hearing the jingle of the outer door of the bakery, Kendra quickly lifted Mila off the seat and set her back on the floor. “Come on. We have customers waiting.”

			Three hours later, Smitty, the young man who worked as the bakery-café’s barista, along with Andrea, a part-time college student who worked as a server and all-around helper, had already left for the night. Kendra was getting ready to close up shop when she spotted a frequent patron attempting to enter the bakery. Because the woman was elderly and walked with the aid of a cane, she oftentimes struggled with the door, so Kendra hurried over to give her a helping hand.

			“Let me hold the door for you, Mrs. Garrison. The wind is strong tonight.”

			“Bless you, Kendra. Are you about to close?”

			“Don’t worry. You have plenty of time to get whatever you’d like,” Kendra told her.

			Just as the woman hobbled over the threshold, an orange cat zoomed past her legs and straight into the bakery, causing both women to let out shrieks of surprise.

			“Oh my goodness!” Mrs. Garrison cried out.

			Kendra stared after the flash of ginger fur racing across the bakery floor.

			“It’s that darned cat again!” she exclaimed.

			Racing after the animal, Mila shouted, “Mommy, it’s the orange kitty! He’s come back to see us. Can I pick him up?”

			“No, Mila!” she called out, but Mila was already chasing the cat around the display cases and through the door of the kitchen.

			With the customer safely inside, and the door shut behind her, Kendra said, “Excuse me for a minute, Mrs. Garrison, I’d better see about our unannounced visitor.”

			Kendra hurried back to the kitchen to find Mila peering beneath a rolling cart that was sandwiched between the refrigerator and a cabinet.

			“He’s hiding under the bottom shelf, Mommy!”

			Jackie, who was standing directly behind Mila, glanced over her shoulder as Kendra approached them. “I don’t think the cat is too happy about being in the kitchen,” she told her.

			Kendra walked cautiously over to the cart and squatted on her heels to get a better look at the cat. At the moment, the animal was peeking timidly out at the unfamiliar surroundings.

			“Hello, pretty guy,” she gently said to him. “What are you doing? Looking for a meal, or a girlfriend?”

			The cat’s big green eyes blinked once as he made a skeptical study of Kendra, but he didn’t make a move to crawl from his hiding place to greet her.

			“Can I give him some milk, Mommy? It might make him come out and let me pet him.”

			Kendra had seen the cat at the back of the bakery on different occasions. Probably because Mila had been secretly tossing it food. And once he’d dashed into the bakery’s entry, but during those visits, he’d never stuck around long enough for the animal-rescue organization to catch up with him.

			“Okay. A small bowl of milk. But don’t scare him. Animal rescue needs to collect him.”

			“I’ll pour the milk for Mila to give him,” Jackie said. “Go ahead and finish whatever you were doing.”

			“Thanks, Jackie.”

			Kendra returned to the front to deal with Mrs. Garrison. The woman’s order turned out to be an extra-large one and Kendra carried everything out to the woman’s car.

			Once she helped the faithful customer to her vehicle, Kendra waved goodbye, then hurried back inside to call animal rescue. When a man answered, she quickly related the situation.

			“The cat you’re describing sounds exactly like Morris. The feline who went missing in July.”

			“Morris,” Kendra repeated thoughtfully. “Yes, I recall seeing a poster on a missing cat by that name. You think this might be him?”

			“Possibly. We’ve been getting calls of sightings around town, but no one has managed to corner him,” the man replied. “He escaped an apartment fire and hasn’t been located since.”

			“Morris or not, this cat is right here in my kitchen,” Kendra explained. “It’s past closing time, but I’ll be glad to stay here until the rescue unit arrives to collect him.”

			“Thank you, Ms. Humphrey. Someone will be there in just a few minutes.”

			At some point during the phone call, Mila had appeared at Kendra’s side. Now, as Kendra hung up the phone, her daughter tugged on the leg of her jeans and looked up at her with pleading eyes.

			“Mommy, why does someone have to get the cat? Why can’t we take him home with us? He looks nice. And remember, you said I could get a pet pretty soon.”

			Kendra wearily pushed at the strands of hair that had tumbled loose from the bun atop her head. She’d been going since four o’clock this morning and the day had been a long one. Now, with a wily cat to deal with, the day was growing even longer.

			Suppressing a sigh, she looked down at her daughter’s eager face. “I haven’t forgotten my promise to get you a kitten or puppy. But this cat belongs to someone else. He’s been lost and people are looking for him so they can take him to the home where he belongs.”

			Mila looked crestfallen. “I guess he does need to be with his family. But he should’ve walked to his own house instead of coming to the bakery.”

			“He’s probably confused and doesn’t know where his house is.” Kendra patted her shoulder. “Now I need to finish packing up the leftover pastries. You’d be a big help if you’d go sit by the door and watch for the animal-rescue people.”

			“Okay, Mommy.”

			While Mila stood sentinel at the door, Kendra went to work. Each night, on her way home, Jackie dropped off the surplus of baked goods at a local charity house or nursing home. Kendra liked to think the donated food was enjoyed by folks who were especially in need.

			As she packed up a cardboard box, Kendra’s thoughts unwittingly drifted to Dale Dalton. Until he’d walked into the bakery, she’d never seen the man before. But that was hardly surprising. She was usually too busy to attend many social events around Bronco and those that she did take in were usually family-type outings. Not the sort of entertainment a good-looking bachelor like him would find interesting.

			Before he’d explained to Kendra that he was picking up his sister-in-law’s order, she would’ve never guessed he was a member of the Dalton family. Except for Morgan Dalton, who was married to her friend Erica, she wasn’t personally acquainted with the Dalton brothers. She’d often heard Erica talk about living on Dalton’s Grange with her husband, however, Kendra had never seen or visited the property located on the outskirts of Bronco. From Erica’s comments, Kendra knew the ranch was very large and supported huge herds of livestock.

			During Mila’s earlier chatter about Dale, Kendra had learned he worked on the ranch. Which meant it was probably safe to assume he lived there too. He’d also told Mila he didn’t have a wife, which hardly surprised Kendra. From the looks of him, she figured his romantic involvements were the brief kind without promises or strings.

			Kendra, why are you thinking about Dale Dalton? He isn’t your kind of man. Besides, you don’t want a man in your life, remember?

			Pushing back at the annoying voice in her head, she started to carry the box of leftovers back to the kitchen, when Mila sang out.

			“Those people are here, Mommy! And they have a little cage with them!”

			After placing the box on the counter, Kendra walked to the door to meet a young man and woman, both wearing polo shirts with emblems that read Bronco Animal Rescue.

			“Thank you for coming so quickly,” Kendra told them. “The cat is in the kitchen—hidden under a table. Follow me and I’ll show you.”

			The group entered the kitchen and Mila immediately pointed to the table where Morris had remained since the rescue service had been called.

			“He’s under there,” Mila told the rescue workers. “We gave him a bowl of milk and he drank all of it. He was hungry.”

			The man cautiously approached the rolling cart, then kneeled down and looked under the bottom shelf. “I don’t see any kind of cat under here.”

			“What?” Kendra practically shouted the word. “He was there not more than five minutes ago. I saw him. A big orange cat.”

			Mila raced over to the cart and, lying flat on the floor, peered beneath it. “He’s not here, Mommy!”

			“Well, he has to be here in the kitchen somewhere,” Kendra said. “He couldn’t have gotten out.”

			She’d barely spoken the words, when Jackie entered the back door of the building. The redhead was carrying a large plastic bucket. She glanced nonchalantly at the group.

			“Did you get the cat?” she asked.

			Kendra walked over to where Jackie was placing the pail in a storage closet. “No. The cat isn’t under the cart, where we left him,” Kendra told her. “Have you seen him?”

			As she waited for Jackie to answer, the rescue pair began to search the small nooks and spaces around the room.

			Puzzled, Jackie nodded. “He was here a couple of minutes ago. I saw him before I went out to the dumpster. Maybe—” Her mouth formed a perfect O. “Do you think he might have run out the door?”

			Kendra passed a weary hand over her forehead. “Did you leave the door open while you went out?”

			A look of guilt crossed the redhead’s face. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking. I mean, we don’t normally have a cat in the kitchen.”

			“We don’t normally have any animal in the kitchen!” Kendra exclaimed, then, with a rueful shake of her head, she patted Jackie’s arm. “Don’t feel badly. I imagine the cat will turn up somewhere sooner or later.”

			Hearing Jackie’s admission about the door, the two rescue workers decided to search the back alley, but several minutes later they returned to announce Morris was nowhere to be found.

			After the rescue workers departed and Jackie left with the box of pastries to be donated, Kendra began locking the doors for the night.

			Mila trailed after her. “Mommy, why did Morris run off? Didn’t he like us?”

			Pausing, Kendra stroked a hand down the back of Mila’s blond hair. “Well, he wasn’t with us long enough for him to decide whether he liked us. And I suspect he’s just trying to find his way back home.”

			“Like we found our home here in Bronco?”

			Smiling now, Kendra bent down and placed a kiss on her daughter’s forehead. “That’s right, princess.”

			Mila giggled. “Dale said my name was Princess. Because I’m wearing my tiara. That’s funny.”

			Kendra slanted her a curious glance. “I thought you decided Dale wouldn’t make a good boyfriend for me.”

			Tilting her head from side to side, she said, “Well, he wouldn’t make a good one for you. But he is cute.”

			Yes, Dale was charming, cute and sexy, Kendra thought. Everything she didn’t need in her life.
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