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   To those who have lost their way… may you find your compass.
 
    
 
    
 
   For
 
   Tiffany and Cornelia
 
   You see me clearly… even when I cannot.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   “Perhaps it is our imperfections that make us so perfect for one another.”
 
    
 
   Jane Austen
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   The rain poured down against the windshield of the ambulance, and the closer we got to the scene, the harder it was to see through the torrent. I needed to be there already. It was the same every time we got a call, every time. But, this time, it was too close to home, and I wasn’t able to calm my nerves like I’d been able to in the past.
 
   “It’s a fucking three-year-old. Got nailed by a truck. Possible DOA, man. Be prepared.”
 
   Ganz spoke to me like the greenie I was.
 
   “This is our neighborhood, Ganz. Holy shit, you think…?” My stomach dropped, and my already high heart rate made my sternum feel as if it would split open.
 
   “Nah, Hartford, this ain’t Belle.” He shook his head.
 
   Belle, my baby girl.
 
   The sirens screamed and, for a moment, I thought I heard her say my name. I thought I heard my little girl calling out for me, calling out for her daddy. I rolled my shoulders and shook it off.
 
   We came to a fast stop a street down from where I lived. The equipment in the back rattled and jarred me out of my fear. There was already a shit ton of police and first responders on the scene. I could barely make out through the blurred glass, a white sheet on the ground close to the gutter.
 
   Ganz jumped out of the bus. I started to follow suit until a buddy from one of the other local stations started to run toward the ambulance. He was waving his hands, tears, which I had mistaken at first for rain, were in his eyes.
 
   “Keep him back, Ganz.” Joel’s frantic arms waved as he grew closer. I looked back at the DOA on the ground — the three-year-old girl who had been “nailed” by a truck — and everything I had in my stomach burned up my throat. I threw-up just outside the open door of the ambulance.
 
   I choked out one word. “No.”
 
   “Oh my God, Ryan. I’m… I’m…”
 
   “No, that’s not my baby girl! Belle! No, no, no.” I jumped from the truck and slipped in my own vomit. The rain poured over me as I tried to fight my way past Joel, Ganz, and three other paramedics. “Belle!” I roared, but they held me back. They wouldn’t let me see her. They wouldn’t let me help her. “God, please, I can help her. Let me help her! Help my daughter! Why isn’t anyone helping her?”
 
   I shoved away from Joel and everything spun around me. The flashing of blue and red lights through the rain dizzied me, and I fell to my knees. One of the police officers tried to talk to me, but I couldn’t hear him. I couldn’t see past that tiny, white sheet.
 
    
 
   The heavy metal gate shut behind me; the loud clang of the lock grinding into its groove sent a spark of adrenaline down my spine. The dust of the gravel road stirred as the Greyhound bus came to an abrupt stop. I was done with this fucking hell hole. The last ten years of my life had been spent here, in this cage. But as freedom fell before me, and I took that first step into my supposed future, it was like time never passed. It was day one all over again.
 
   I turned and watched the tower guards, imagining they could see my eyes and know that I was still a man. They never took my pride… that had been taken from me the day I put a bullet in my best friend. The muscles in my forearms flexed as my hands curled into fists. My anger was short lived as the high keen of air brakes grabbed my attention. The bus door opened, and the driver stared at me. His narrowed eyes making assumptions, wondering if I was dangerous and deciding that I was. He swallowed deeply as he took in my broad frame and my dead eyes. I had nothing — not a bag, not a possession. It had all been taken from me ten years ago. The day they caged the animal — the day my daughter died — the day my wife became a whore.
 
   I had nothing but the shirt on my back, the memories that still burned through my veins, and the regret I drowned in every damn day.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter One
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   The smell of bacon grease was heavy. The pop and crackle wasn’t enough of a warning before the oil singed the hair on my arm, and the burn saturated my skin.
 
   “Damn it.” The metal spatula clanged as it hit the dirty linoleum. I took a deep breath and shook my head before I leaned down to pick it up. The bell rang and Lou started shouting at me. My brain was misfiring today. Today was the anniversary of her death, and I just couldn’t fake it… not today. My lids sealed shut, and I tried to picture a happier time. I tried to remember my daughter as more than a ghost, as more than a body under a sheet.
 
   Her hair had been that kind of blonde, the kind that was so gold and straight you’d be fending off the boys for years. Until one day, she’d finally find a man that caught her eye. Her eyes were brown, like mine, and round like — I couldn’t think her name.
 
   “Ryan, the entire police department is waiting on their breakfast.”
 
   “What, all three of them?” I smirked.
 
   “You’re not funny — good looking, but not funny. Snap out of it honey, we got customers.” Lou popped her gum and put the pen she was holding behind her ear before she turned to leave. The kitchen door swung and almost hit her on her way out.
 
   The day I left prison was the day I left Florida behind. I took the small amount of belongings I had and moved as far away from her and my fucked up life as I could. I’d had no idea where I was going that day, but when the bus driver inquired I’d asked, “How far does this bus line go?” Oakville, Washington was the answer I got, so that’s where I went.
 
    
 
   The bus stopped abruptly, and the sound of rain grated down my spine. I didn’t know what the hell I was thinking, coming to one of the rainiest states; rain was one of my triggers. It always reminded me of the night Belle was taken from me. The bus doors opened, and the heavy smell of pine hit me in the chest. The cool air filled my head, occupying all the space where Belle was hiding. I could do this. I grabbed the small bag of belongings I’d acquired along the way and headed to the front of the bus. The lights of the small diner just off the road flickered — Red’s. The E was shorting in and out and I smiled. For some reason, the crappy look of the place seemed fitting for my messy life.
 
   “Good luck, this is the last stop. I’m pretty sure this diner is open for another hour, and the Old Mill Motel is about a mile up the road.” The bus driver’s leathered face softened as he smiled, and I couldn’t help but notice how his stomach protruded enough that it hit the steering wheel.
 
   “Thanks.” I pulled my baseball cap down just enough to cover my eyes, shielding my face from the weather. My nervous energy made me feel sick to my stomach as my boots hit the damp earth. The light mist of rain beaded over my bare arms, and the chilly damp air sent goose bumps along my skin. My old cut off T-shirt wasn’t much protection for this climate.
 
   The joint was empty. The jukebox in the corner was playing some sad-ass song, and the only person I could see as I walked in was sitting at the countertop. His head was hung low, his elbows resting on the shellacked surface of the counter. I took a quick glance around the place deciding it was dingy at best. The walls yellowed with grease, and the smell of overcooked oil hung in the air.
 
   “Can I help you?” The man’s voice was stretched thin, but he didn’t move. His navy blue suit jacket hung from the back of his stool. The sleeves of his shirt were rolled, and his pale skin sagged with age.
 
   “You open?” I suddenly felt like I was intruding as I watched him throw back a shot of amber liquid.
 
   “You drink whiskey?” He turned to look at me and his mouth twitched. “You look like you drink whiskey.” His pale gray eyes followed the length of my body down to the floor and back up again.
 
   “I don’t drink.” Not anymore.
 
   “Yeah, you do.” He stood and wobbled as he gathered his balance. “Sit, have a drink. I’ll make you a sandwich.”
 
   Once he stood, I could see that he was short for a man, but I gathered his poor posture and how his shoulders rolled inward didn’t help his stature. His hair was white and thin on top. I was never good with age, but this man’s experience showed in the deep creases of his forehead. “You work here?” I navigated through the tables to the row of stools where he’d been sitting. The set of booths that ran along the window were made of green vinyl, and as I passed them, I noticed most of them were cracked. The vinyl, on some of the booths, was held together by tape. This place was a shit hole.
 
   “I own it.” He moved quickly behind the counter assembling this and that. I sat down on a stool, and he placed a shot of whiskey in front of me. I stared down at the offending liquid. I knew I shouldn’t. I needed to always stay in the present. I couldn’t go back there, and losing control, losing my mind, it would only bring me back to them — to everything. “Well, you gonna drink it or stare at it.” He smirked as he laid a plate in front of me.
 
   I took the shot and the alcohol burned its way down my throat. “Shit.”
 
   “Only the best, only the best. Cheers, Red.” He looked up at the ceiling just before he gulped down the drink. He whistled and smiled. “She always loved Crown.”
 
   For the moment, he was quiet. His eyes not really focused on anything. I wasn’t sure what to do, so I just said, “Th-thank you,” I stammered. “I mean, for the sandwich.”
 
   He nodded and watched me take a bite. “So?”
 
   I raised my eyebrows. “So?”
 
   “Aren’t you curious why the hell I’m sitting here, alone, drinking?” His grin touched his eyes as he poured me another shot. 
 
   I chuckled. “I suppose.”
 
   “He supposes.” He shook his head. “Where’re you from?”
 
   “Florida.”
 
   “Florida! Why the hell did you come here? On a bus? Shit, son, that’s a ways away.” He poured another two shots and pushed the small glass in front of me. “You running?”
 
   I didn’t hesitate. “I suppose.”
 
   He laughed loudly. “He supposes. You hear that, Red? We got a smart ass.” Again, it was like he was talking to someone who wasn’t there. “You got a job? Not much work here in Oakville.”
 
   “No, I don’t really have a plan. All I know is I’ll be staying at the Old Mill.” I didn’t like talking to people. I’d been locked up for ten years; social niceties weren’t my thing. This old man seemed all right though, seemed liked he’d seen his share of pain, like he could relate to the death of life, of hope. He owned this piece of shit diner, he was alone and drinking, but… he still lived. He still lived.
 
   “My wife died three years ago. Today is the anniversary of the day I buried her. This was our place. This was ours.” His gaze landed on mine. “Cancer, it’s a bitch I tell you.”
 
   “I’m sorry for your loss.” I picked up the shot glass and poured the whiskey down my throat. The warmth filled my gut, and suddenly I wasn’t hungry anymore. “Red?”
 
   “Yes. Harlow, but she had the brightest orange curls you ever saw. So I called her Red. Very original.” He chuckled as he sipped his newly poured drink. “Married forty-five years, ran this dump together… you know… I could use a hand around here. I got an apartment out back. Used to be her brother’s when he lived here. But, he died four years ago, goddamn cancer.” He mumbled the last part under his breath.
 
   “I don’t have any references,” I said.
 
   My anger started to surface. I hated that I had nothing to offer.
 
   “Look. We’ll see how it goes?” His speech was slurred.
 
   “Thanks. I’ll come by in the morning, see if you still have a job and an apartment to offer.” I didn’t hold out hope that once he sobered up he would be dolling out the charity to an ex-con.
 
   “We open at seven. Be here and you can start then. What did you say your name was?”
 
   “I didn’t.” I smiled at his scowl. “It’s Ryan, Ryan Hartford.”
 
   “Well. Ryan, Ryan Hartford, be here. The breakfast rush is a bitch. By the way, I’m Tony."
 
   I grabbed my wallet out of my back pocket.
 
   “I don’t need any money from you, put that away.” He waved his hand at me.
 
   “I don’t need your charity.” The sting of my words was lost in his alcohol haze. He shook his head and walked into the back through a swinging door. The guilt rose in my stomach. I was an asshole. I threw one of the three twenty dollar bills to my name on the counter.
 
   The cold air washed the stale diner film from my lungs. The lights of the motel weren’t too far off, and I hoped it didn’t cost more than forty a night. Otherwise, I’d be sleeping in the woods, and as much as State prison sucked, that option wasn’t something I wanted to really experience.
 
   The ground sounded different here. It sounded more permeant as my feet hit the surface, and the wet pavement soaked up the sound of my boots. This was it. I could feel it. The diner sign darkened making the night sky more oppressive, and the low clouds watched as I moved down the long road.
 
    
 
   The clamor of the morning rush shook me from my memory. I’d been here for three months now. Tony had remembered me the next day when I showed up for a job I didn’t think I was really going to get. That night had proved to be one of the worst nights of my life. I’d slept on the sopping wet forest floor, and I’d prayed to just die so I could be with Belle again. I’d shot my best friend with the intent to kill him, did ten years hard time for assault with a deadly weapon. A crime of passion they called it, but that wasn’t my worst. The worst was shivering, thinking my life was done, nothing to my name, under the pine needles. Seven in the morning couldn’t have come sooner.
 
   Tony took me in like I was his own damn son. It helped that he’d once been a priest before his “heart was stolen”. His words not mine. He was a giving old man, ornery as hell, but willing to try and help anytime, anyway he could. The locals loved him and, though they still couldn’t get a read on me, they trusted me to some extent because of Tony.
 
   “Seriously, Ryan, Lou is gonna cut your balls off. Officer Reynolds is running late. He needs it to go, son.” Tony frowned at me as he started boxing up what I’d completed of the seven orders of bacon, egg, and cheese bagel sandwiches. “What’s up? I know you don’t drink, so why you slagging ass today?” The crinkle of the wax paper distracted me from the question. The noise jarred me. “You listening… Ryan?” My eyes met his worried gaze. The line between his brows furrowed deeply.
 
   “Sorry, Tony, just… didn’t sleep well.” I didn’t tell him today was the anniversary of Belle’s death. The anniversary of the night I’d gone home to tell my wife, Sarah, our baby girl was dead. The same night I’d found her fucking my best friend, Paul, in our bed. She’d been so distracted by my best friend’s dick; she hadn’t heard Belle sleep walking like she normally would have. She didn’t hear her open the front door and walk outside. Sarah was so busy being a whore, our three-year-old walked several city blocks in the middle of the night, in the rain, and was struck by a drunk driver. A sober driver wouldn’t have seen her in that shit weather.
 
   My throat contracted and my jaw ached as I grit my teeth together. “Ryan, look at me. What… what?” Tony’s eyes were wide as he raised his voice. Just that one look begged me to just open up. “Shit, spit it out. You’re like a land mine, son, just explode already.”
 
   “Today was the day my daughter died.” The tight cadence of the words fell flat against the countertop. The wax paper he held crunched as he rolled his hand into a fist.
 
   “I didn’t know. You shouldn’t be here.”
 
   He was the only one who knew my whole story. Tony might not have known specific dates, but he knew how Belle had died. How I’d caught Sarah, how I’d nearly beat the shit out of Paul, and then shot him. I was aiming for Sarah. She was the reason Belle was dead, but Paul took a bullet to the shoulder trying to protect her. The courts went lenient on me and decreased the charges from attempted murder to assault with a deadly weapon, but I did the max — ten years. I was twenty-two the day I threw my life away.
 
   “It’s all right. I mean, where the hell else would I go?” The truth of my statement hit him and he shut his eyes.
 
   “Ryan.” He opened his eyes and placed his hand on mine.
 
   I quickly pulled away. “I’ll be okay. Let’s feed these pigs so they can go pull over a mom of three for speeding.”
 
   He clicked his tongue and pursed his lips. “Fine, but your ass is out of here at noon.”
 
   “We’ll see.” I grabbed the bagels and threw them face down on the grill.
 
   We got the rest of the order ready in silence. Tony and I didn’t really ever bother with small talk. He’d had his great adventure, his life with Red. Tony suffered through the death of his “one true love”. He was dead inside, just like me. He just died when he should have. I was still too young. Thirty-two was too young to be living in a shack behind a run-down diner wishing my days away, trying to figure my way out of the hole I’d dug for myself. My days were numbered, I felt it, just like I felt the grease burn my arm. I felt the slow burn of death on the fringes of my life.
 
   “Take off after the breakfast rush, Ryan. Go do something. Go into town, find a hot young thing, something to distract you.” Tony grabbed the last piece of wax paper and wrapped the bagel then placed it in the thick brown paper bag. “I don’t want to see your mug around here at all. We’re closing early anyway. The Zucchini Festival is today.”
 
   I nodded my head. When he seemed satisfied, he turned to leave. Just before he walked out, he said, “I’m sorry you had to suffer such a loss. God does stupid things sometimes, but there’s always a reason, Ryan, always. Hold onto that.”
 
   I didn’t believe in God. “Sure thing.”
 
   “You’ll see Belle again, I have no doubt, son, no doubt. You’re a good kid. You just need to realize it is all.” He smiled softly.
 
   “Save it for mass, Tony.” My familiar jab at his old sage advice made me chuckle.
 
   He scowled. “No later than noon. You hear me.”
 
   “Loud and fucking clear.” I smiled at his frown.
 
   “Why do I even try?” He turned, his arms filled with the brown sacks and walked through the door, out to the loud laughter and the happy lives.
 
   I tried not to focus on the dejected way he’d said his last statement. If Tony held hope, then maybe I could. The radio played its twangy guitars, and the bacon popped and sizzled. Time moved forward, always forward, and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do to stop it.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Two
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   Sometimes, when the dark, heavy air hovered above me, I’d remember. I’d remember her—her forgotten smile, her perfect giggle. Sometimes it hurt too much. All I could think about was that heavy dark air. And all I wanted to do was give in, reach out, let it engulf this fucking life, this goddamn hole in my chest. This pain was acutely chronic, and with each night that passed, I was afraid I would no longer be able to find the present as I fell deeper into her memory.
 
    
 
   “Come on, baby, we need the money.” Sarah’s plea echoed against the tile floor of the bathroom. Her blonde hair was pulled up into a high ponytail. She looked sexy as hell. 
 
   I wrapped my hands around her waist and pulled her body against mine. “I want to stay here. I can think of other things I need right now more than money.” I pressed my lips to hers and she frowned.
 
   “Ryan, we need the money.” Her small hands pushed against my chest. Sarah’s cheeks paled as she searched for something to look at – anything, anything but me.
 
   “You think I don’t know that? You think I like that Belle has to wear that Goodwill shit? You think I like my girl working at the fucking Five Points?” I took a breath and lowered my voice as I watched Sarah shift uncomfortably at my tone. I reached out to touch her cheek, and my chest filled with regret as she turned away from me. I hated that my wife had to work at a grocery store. I hated that I’d finally finished school, only to be able to find a part-time paramedic job. “I know we’re struggling, but I promise…” I lightly took her chin between my thumb and forefinger and met her gaze, “…I promise things will get better soon. As soon as—”
 
   “As soon as… that’s all it ever is with you.” She pulled away from me again and opened the bathroom door. “Just take the shift.”
 
   The slam of the bedroom door opened the gates of guilt.
 
   The quiet giggle of my daughter filtered through the house as I opened the door to leave. Her small arms wrapped around my leg.
 
   “Love you, Belle.”
 
   “Love you, Daddy.” Her big brown eyes smiled up at me.
 
   “See you soon, Birdie.” I took Belle’s hand in mine and pulled her from the death grip she had on my leg.
 
    
 
   The rain drizzled against the tin roof of the small cabin behind Red’s. The sound, once a trigger, had become a safety net as I lie awake each night. Belle’s death ate at me, and every day I wished I could go back. I wished I’d never picked up that extra shift.
 
   Birdie. I hadn’t thought about her nickname in so long, but there’d been a little girl in town today that looked so much like Belle, I wasn’t sure if I’d been hallucinating or if I’d seen a ghost.
 
   The sunlight and the way it reflected off of her blonde hair had been what caught my attention in the first place. That particular glint of gold had only belonged to one other person in my life, and she was dead. The girl, like an apparition, floated along the sidewalk, skipping and smiling so damn bright, that I felt the weight of it, and it pressed and encumbered each beat of my heart. I’d been shocked motionless as her laughter filtered through the air. The girl turned her head, and her eyes scanned the small gathering at the festival. When her eyes had landed on mine, the sharp pain of her stare was the knife that had the power to gut me. She’d been alone and, before I had a chance to stop myself, my feet moved. The need to see her up close, to see this carbon copy of my daughter; it was dominating over my usual self-preservation. Once I’d gotten closer, I realized she was older than my Belle had been by at least two years, but her giggle, her eyes, and that straight blonde hair, it was like Belle was right there. I’d wanted to call out her name, grab her hand, and run, run from the past, capture a different future, but I didn’t. Instead, an older woman took her hand, and as they passed by me, they’d given me a polite smile. I’d thought I’d heard the lady tell the girl her mother was waiting, and reality seeped in. That little girl, she was no ghost, and she sure as hell wasn’t Belle. She had a life, a mother that was “waiting” and a family.
 
   I turned onto my side; the thin sheet and quilt moved with me, and the bed whined under my large frame as I shifted. My eyes closed and, as always, the life I’d once had flickered like an old movie behind my lids. Sleep was a luxury I couldn’t afford. My dreams were too real, too hard, and I begged my body to keep me awake, keep me away from images that would one day pull me under.
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   The sky hadn’t yet been dusted with its normal bruised light. The damp early morning air was thick and chilly as I walked the short distance around Red’s to unlock the front door and grab a morning paper from the dispenser. The news was a nice diversion, a reality check that I, in fact, still existed. The rain was more like a mist this morning; my sweats did nothing to help keep the cold from my bones. My shift at the diner started in thirty minutes. I’d finally dozed off about an hour ago and overslept. It was safe to say I was wrecked. The paper dispenser was old and would open without the customary dollar and fifty cents. I left the coins on the top every morning. Someone somewhere needed the money more than I did. My lips spread into a small smile. It was the simple things I tried to focus on. Otherwise, the world felt too big, and without Birdie, the world was too empty.
 
   As I was making my way back to the cabin, the sound of tires squealing made me drop the paper to the wet ground. That heart-wrenching tone of steel ripping, bending in ways it shouldn’t filled the quiet country darkness. My legs pushed me fast over the gravel toward the accident. It was instinct. One I’d never lost; a skill I’d always have. Two vehicles, head on, mangled, and somewhere I could hear what I thought was a hubcap swiveling in the distance. The smell of fuel assaulted my nose. Shit.
 
   It was a mess, but it seemed the person in the red car was moving.
 
   “Help,” she called out to me.
 
   “Don’t move. Are you hurt?” My words were clipped as my eyes assessed her vehicle.
 
   “Yes, my skin, it’s burning.” Each syllable she spoke was strangled in pain.
 
   Once I got closer, I saw the airbags had deployed. I pulled hard on the door, but it wouldn’t open. She had a small gash on her head, and her pupils were dilated. Shit. “Stay still, okay? I’m going to check your pulse.” I reached through the broken glass of her side window. Her pulse was threaded, and her respirations were rapid. She was panicking. “Take deep breaths. What’s your name, miss?” She appeared older, but I couldn’t be sure.
 
   “Alex.” Her lips were trembling, and I dropped her wrist. “My head really hurts.”
 
   The bright headlights of an on-coming car flooded the scene as it pulled to the side of the road. Great. A Good Samaritan. I didn’t have time for this, I needed to assess the other vehicle, call 911. “Don’t move, I’m going to call for help.”
 
   “I-I… okay, be fast.” Her voice shook.
 
   I reached through the broken glass once more and rested my hand on her shoulder. “Deep breaths.” I gave her a small reassuring smile and turned to check the other car.
 
   There was a small woman helping a large man out of the driver side door. What the hell? He could have a broken neck or back. What was she thinking? I ran over to her just in time to help ease the man to the ground. He was moaning and there was blood everywhere.
 
   “He’s bleeding pretty bad. Looks like he took a piece of the frame to his right side. I’m worried about the bleeding. In my car… pop the trunk. I’ve got a small trauma kit. It’s on the left side,” she ordered me as she held pressure on the man’s wound.
 
   I didn’t let pride rule me on most days, but I didn’t like being ordered around by some stranger who thought she was some roadside nurse.
 
   “Go!” She raised her voice and met my eyes.
 
   I dropped her stare, something in her eyes cut me and it was unsettling. I did as she instructed as fast as I could. Once the trunk was opened, I could see she was well prepared. I grabbed the kit, not bothering to shut the trunk as I heard the far-off sirens. She must have called 911. My surroundings were still a blur as I kept on task and made my way back to them in a hurry.
 
   “Here, switch spots with me. I need to make a pressure dressing,” she continued to bark her orders.
 
   “I can make a pressure dressing, but at this point, I’d stay as you are. You don’t want to take your hands off that wound until EMS gets here. You shouldn’t have moved him. His neck—”
 
   “Excuse me? He was bleeding out. It was move him or let him die.” She was incredulous.
 
   The man coughed, and blood splattered onto her clothes. It was then I noticed she was wearing black scrubs with a yellow long sleeved shirt underneath. The tips of her sleeves to her elbows were covered in a rust that would never fade. “You a nurse or something?”
 
   “Yes,” she said curtly, flicking her eyes up to mine as I kneeled down to get a better look at the man.
 
   “I used to be a paramedic.” My eyes fell to the face of the man who was dying in the dirt.
 
   “The person in the other car?” she asked.
 
   “Head trauma.” The lights of the ambulance lit the pavement, and the sirens sent chills down my spine. My cue to leave. “You got this?” I stood ready to escape. The bile in my gut rising.
 
   “You need to stay, tell them your assessment of the other car.” The irritation in her voice drew my eyes to hers one more time. They watched me with a quiet arrogance.
 
   “Head injury, airbag burns. That’s my assessment. And this guy… he’s a goner.” My eyes scanned her face and she frowned.
 
   The voices of the first responders filled the air. I needed to get the hell out of here. When I turned to leave, the nurse’s back driver side door was open, and the small girl I’d seen at the festival was staring at the man on the ground. I hadn’t noticed a child in the car when I popped the trunk. My heart beat wildly within its cage. She really did look just like Belle… my Birdie. The rain, the blue and red lights, it was like I was seeing a ghost again. My throat started to constrict and I had to close my eyes.
 
   “Oh my gosh, Beth! Get back in the car, Honey Bee. Mom’s helping save lives.” The panic in her voice shook me from my breakdown.
 
   I scrubbed my palm down my face and across the rough hair of my beard before I opened my eyes. The little girl was still standing there, and I could see she was definitely older than Belle. She looked about five or six, but I couldn’t be sure.
 
   “Listen to your mom, you don’t need to see this.” The sound of my voice surprised me. I hadn’t even thought the words, yet I spoke them. The girl shook her head, the green scarf around her neck made her hair look like corn silk. “Go on, go wait in the car.” She finally listened and sat down inside the vehicle. I walked over and shut the door. She watched me with giant brown eyes. She grinned as I smiled at her, and my chest filled with a familiar heaviness.
 
   “Thank you,” the nurse called out to me. I nodded at her and headed back up the drive to Red’s — to my cabin, to my safety. This whole accident, this little girl, the paramedics, two of which were now helping the “Good Samaritan”, drained me minute by minute.
 
   I didn’t look back. I just kept one foot in front of the other long enough to make it back to my place. The door shut behind me, and I fell to my knees with the blood of the man still on my hands. The cold surface of the floor seeped through me as I yelled at the top of my lungs. My eyes were wide open, taking in each inch of the nothingness that I owned. My throat burned from the volume of it, and the hot tears stained my cheeks.
 
   When would I stop seeing ghosts that weren’t there?
 
   When would I stop missing every moment that never got to happen?
 
   When would I forgive Sarah… or better yet… myself?
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three
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   Rust-tinted water swirled down the drain as I washed away the blood from my shaking fingers. The responsibility of his death still lingered. Had I caused him more pain by trying to save him? Should I have left him to die in the car? Tears fell down my cheeks as the hot water started to finally lose its warmth. Gosh, how long had I been in here? I turned the shower off, pulled the comic book themed plastic shower curtain to the side, and stepped out of the tub. I grabbed my towel and roughly dried my hair, then my body, trying to remove every last bit of guilt that I could. The terry cloth was too soft; I wanted to feel the burn of the fabric against my skin. I hadn’t saved him. He wouldn’t be home tonight with his wife. Mr. Bartley wouldn’t get to see his daughter graduate from Oakville School. My head fell forward as the tears came in a rush.
 
   I let the pain in this time. I deserved it. That paramedic was right; I shouldn’t have moved him. My personal relationship with the patient, one of my neighbors, clouded my judgment. It was stupid to play the “what if” game, though. It wouldn’t bring him back, and no matter what, I did what I thought was best. Mr. Bartley died in my arms, he died with familiar eyes on his. I was just glad I wasn’t the one who’d had to tell his family. Officer Reynolds had, and I didn’t envy him that.
 
   I dressed quickly in jeans and a crème colored sweater. The dense fabric did little to warm me. My house was old and the floor board heaters, if I was being honest, were crap. The wood burning stove helped to some extent, but my bedroom faced north; it was always the coldest. I French braided my hair and sat on the edge of the bed. The pale blue and green quilt my mother had made me was threadbare, but I would never part with it. It could be in rags and I’d still sleep with it. I tried not to think of my parents. I tried not to think about Mr. Bartley to no avail. Technically, I should’ve been at work, it was where I’d been headed this morning. Instead, like any other day, I dropped Beth off at Cornelia’s place, but called in sick and came home. The charge nurse was understanding. I worked at All Saints Hospital just outside of town. It was the only trauma hospital for miles. Trauma was my specialty, in work and out. I exhaled an exasperated puff of air.
 
   “Simmer down with the dramatics, Maggie. Geez.” I watched myself in the mirror and pretended to smile, first with little teeth, then a small smirk, and finally, a giant cheesy grin. I laughed. This was mine and my little girl’s favorite game. “Goofy smiles in the mirror always helps a sad heart.” It’s what my mother used to say to me. These were the little things I’d kept with me. Even now after my parents’ death, I could still find the real smile in the mirror… sometimes.
 
   I stood abruptly and grabbed my keys off the dresser, nodding at my reflection. I’d pick Beth up early; maybe we could go get some lunch, try to make this crap day better. I grabbed my jacket and slipped my arms through the sleeves. The rain had stopped, but the air was icy. My breath created misty puffs as I walked to my car. The dented Volkswagen Passat sat in the driveway with a dusting of ice along its surface. I’d had this car since I graduated nursing school ten years ago. I climbed in, started the engine, and turned the heat on high blast. The music played effortlessly through the speakers. The slight warm twang of the guitars, the low tone of the piano, it was sad music, but it soaked through all my defenses and made me happy. Music was probably the only thing, besides Beth, that got me through the rough patches. Eventually, my window defrosted enough, three songs later to be exact. I was blissed out as I turned up the stereo and backed out of my driveway.
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   “Thanks again, Cornelia,” I said as I waved over my shoulder.
 
   “No problem, anytime. Let me know if you get Mr. Bartley’s funeral off from work. If not, I can find someone to watch Beth.” She smiled at me as I turned to look back at her. Her hair was salt and pepper and up in a bun today. She was so tall and elegant. I imagined she was quite the sight when she was younger.
 
   “That would be great.” My lips spread in a return smile.
 
   “Bye, Mrs. Samson.” Beth waved rapidly as she chattered her teeth.
 
   “Get in the car, Honey Bee.” I shook my head with a grin.
 
   Beth’s hair was too long. It hung just below her waist, all one length in straw colored waves. She had my blonde but looked just like Adam. I wished she could’ve looked more like me; looking at her was like staring at the past, and it hurt sometimes. Adam was that hot doctor every young nurse wanted to work with. He was smart, tall, dark, and had just enough sex appeal to make him cocky. His brown eyes drank you in, making you think you were his. I’d worked with him back when I lived in Utah. We had a drunken one-night stand, and I ended up pregnant.
 
   He didn’t want anything to do with me after that. It was too hard to work with him. He ignored me, made me feel ashamed of what we’d done like I was a burden. I never thought I’d come back to Oakville because when I’d left to go to nursing school, I’d hoped to make a go of it down south. After Adam, my first mark of shame, I had decided to move back home. I’d packed my bags and, ever since, I’d tried not to look back. On occasion, when I looked at Beth, I would see his beauty, and I began to want things that would never exist, at least not for me.
 
   I waved one last time at Cornelia as I sat in the driver seat. “You buckled in?”
 
   “Yes. Are we going to have lunch? How come you got me early? Can we get ice cream?” She fired each question with an excited burst.
 
   “Beth, it’s freezing. How can you even think of ice cream?” I pretended to shiver and made a burr noise with my lips.
 
   She giggled. “It was half-day today.”
 
   “I know.” I smiled at her in the rearview mirror.
 
   “I’m starving,” she whined, and I laughed. She could go from happy, to sad, to indignant in zero-point-five seconds.
 
   “Me, too. Do you want homemade mac and cheese?”
 
   “Mom, it’s not homemade if it comes from that blue box.” She gave me a disgusted look.
 
   “Hey now, I put the butter and milk in it.” I giggled as she shook her head, and brought my eyes back to the road. “How are you almost seven?” Time, it moved too fast.
 
   “Because, it’s almost my birthday.”
 
   “It is?” I asked with heavy sarcasm. She inherited my hair and my wit; I was proud.
 
   “Let’s eat there.” She pointed. “We never have, Mom.”
 
   My eyes landed on Red’s and my stomach turned. I hadn’t realized we were this close to the scene of the accident. On my way to get her, I’d taken the backroads in an attempt to avoid it, but Beth was so good at distraction, I hadn’t gone the way I wanted.
 
   “Please, Mom. I bet they have hot cocoa,” she bargained. I looked back at her in my rearview again, and she even had her bottom lip jutted out. I rolled my eyes.
 
   I slowed the car and made sure no one was headed in either direction before I did a U-turn. I kind of wanted to thank that paramedic. Well, the “used to be” paramedic. Even though he was kind of a jerk, he was just trying to help, and things can get heated during a crisis. The gravel was wet, and my car skidded a bit as I pulled in. The place appeared busy, and I noticed a couple police cars as well.
 
   “Come on, Honey Bee. Let’s get burgers and fries to go?” I didn’t want to stay. I didn’t want to eat while staring at the place my friend died this morning.
 
   “Awe, Mom, I want hot chocolate.” Her frown was almost comical.
 
   “Beth, I’m sure they have to-go cups.” I laced my fingers with hers as we headed inside.
 
   “Good.” She smiled and started to hum the theme to Spider-Man. My little girl was obsessed with superheroes.
 
   The smell of bacon hit me like a brick wall as the diner door swung open. Voices mumbled and buzzed as we walked in. The place was quaint and dingy, and I instantly loved it. I’d never once been in Red’s, not even as a child that I could remember. It looked like such a sad place, and I’d never really understood the appeal of small towns, greasy spoons, and country music… not until I moved back. The big city ate me up and spat me out, and I needed places like Red’s in my life to remind me what the world offered in its small dark corners.
 
   The woman behind the counter was shouting orders through a swinging door and an older man, whom I recognized for some weird reason, was chatting with the two police officers that were seated at the breakfast bar. His smile was genuine, with deep wrinkles, and I found myself smiling as I watched him talk with animation. The music on the jukebox played loudly, and I almost reconsidered getting take out for a corner booth instead. The man stopped mid-sentence and smiled at me, then at Beth.
 
   “Well, if it isn’t little Maggie Wright. I used to play cards with your dad.” His voice was almost as full as his grin.
 
   I smiled, and my eyebrows pulled together. “It is. You knew my father?”
 
   “I know everyone.” He laughed loudly, and the officers sitting at the bar followed suit. I recognized one of the officers. Tate Evans and I went to high school together, and in a town this small, you knew everyone, well, at least, I thought I did.
 
   “Hey there, Maggie.” Tate gave me a shy smile and nodded his head.
 
   “Hey, Tate.” Beth was incessantly pulling on my sweater. “What, little girl?” My eyes were wide as I looked down at the impatient child.
 
   “Can we get hot chocolate?”
 
   Oh my gosh. “Yes, I said—”
 
   “We have the best in town.” The man smirked down at Beth, and she giggled.
 
   “Who are you?” she asked with attitude.
 
   I was just about to admonish her, but he interrupted again. “My name is Tony Potts, and I own this place. What can I get for you, little miss?”
 
   “My mom calls me Honey Bee.”
 
   “Does she now?” He placed his elbows on the counter surface and leaned closer to where we were standing. “What can I get for you, Honey Bee?”
 
   “I’d like a cheeseburger, cheese only, fries…” She brought her pointer finger to her lips and started tapping it against her mouth making it next to impossible to suppress my bubbling laughter. “Mmm, and I’d like hot cocoa, to-go, with ten marshmallows.”
 
   Tony raised his eyebrows. “Ten? Are you sure?”
 
   She nodded and the entire breakfast bar of men started laughing heartily. “She’s a pistol, that one.” Tony smacked the countertop in jest with the palm of his hand.
 
   “Don’t I know it.” I giggled as Beth’s lips spread into a large cheesy grin. My mom was always right. The cheesiest grins made everything better. “I’ll have the same as her, please.”
 
   “Have a seat. Hey, Lou, get these ladies some hot cocoa,” Tony shouted to the older lady taking another customer’s order. She nodded and gave me a welcoming smile. It felt as if I belonged here. I hadn’t felt at “home” since my parents died five years ago. This place, with its run-down green vinyl booths, old wooden tables, and musty bacon scent, felt more like a home to me than my own house.
 
   Beth and I headed to one of the booths just as the kitchen door swung open. He walked through, head down with his eyes to the floor. I hadn’t noticed much about him in the black morning light. He was taller than I remembered, definitely over six foot, and his shoulders were broad under his red and black checked flannel shirt. His hair was on the darker side of blond, his beard was full, and his features were sharp. Although his beard covered it, you could tell he had an impressive jawline. He was very handsome in a rugged sort of way. His large hands held the door, and I wondered where they’d been. They looked capable, weathered, and strong.
 
   “Ryan, I need two cheeseburgers, cheese only, combos to-go, for these fine ladies.” Tony held out his hand and gestured to Beth and me.
 
   Ryan. Ryan. Ryan… I liked how the name sounded in my head. He lifted his gaze, gifting me his brown eyes, and my lips parted. They were the darkest brown I’d ever seen. A deep, painful brown. It was almost too much to behold. The morning moon had hidden this man from me in its shadows. He scanned my face, and then his stare landed on Beth. Immediately, the hard edge dropped from his eyes. He watched her for a moment, and then closed his eyes as if wounded. The crease in his brow became profound as if the sight of her caused him to wince.
 
   “Did you hear me, son?” Tony’s brows furrowed.
 
   “I did,” Ryan said as he opened his eyes.
 
   “All right then?” Tony asked, and Ryan nodded. “All right then.” Tony turned and continued his conversation with Tate.
 
   “Go pick a song, Honey Bee.” I handed Beth some coins from my purse and watched as she skipped to the jukebox. Her enthusiasm made me smile. Ryan was watching her too as I turned to speak to him. “I… I’m glad you’re here. I wanted to say thank you and tell you I’m sorry for how I acted. It was—”
 
   “It’s fine.” His jaw pulsed as he looked at me.
 
   “I mean, the man, he was my neighbor.”
 
   Ryan’s hand tensed on the door. “He was your neighbor?”
 
   “He didn’t make it.”
 
   “I’m sorry for your loss.” He stared over my shoulder as he spoke in a robotic tone. 
 
   “Are you?” I wasn’t sure why I asked it, or why I’d infused attitude into my tone, but part of me thought his reply was too scripted, and it made me curious.
 
   “I am.” His dark brown eyes swallowed me whole as he gave me his full attention.
 
   I nervously chewed on the side of my lower lip, having that much intensity pointed in my direction all at once wasn’t something I was used to. “I’ll have your order ready in a few minutes.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said softly, not sure if he’d catch that my thank you was for this morning and the food.
 
   He held my gaze, and the way he watched me – like I was something to memorize, like he hadn’t seen anything like it before – caused each breath, each beat of my pulse to rise.
 
   He nodded and swallowed before he dropped his eyes to the floor, retreating back into the kitchen. My cheeks felt hot and I was sure I was blushing. Tony was looking at me with a coy smirk, and a secret in his eyes. “I hope to see you around here more often.”
 
   I smiled. “I’m sad I’ve never come in before.”
 
   “Oh honey, you were here at least once a week when you were knee high to a grasshopper. I told you, me and your dad, we played cards. You and your mom would come and dance to that very same jukebox.” He laughed openly as we both turned to watch Beth wiggle her hips. The memory hit me like a freight train. After they died, I couldn’t think about the past too much. It was like cutting open an almost healed wound, the pain was sharp.
 
   “I remember,” I whispered as I closed my eyes. I felt my mom’s hand in mine as she twirled me. The bluegrass, the banjos, the smell of bacon. The memories flooded through me, and I felt the heat of my tears overflow onto my cheeks.
 
   “My wife was sick. I’m sorry I didn’t come to their funeral.” Tony’s smile faded as his eyes met mine. “They were good people.”
 
   “They really were.” The words were a strangled knot in my throat.
 
   “Mom, we must come here again.” Beth ran over to me, and I barked out a laugh. My life was an emotional rollercoaster.
 
   Tony looked back at the kitchen door and gave me that secret grin again. Lou, who had been in and out of the kitchen so many times I couldn’t keep up with her, came out again, but this time with our food and two cups of cocoa. “Here you go.” She handed Beth her cup and handed me mine, as well as the bag. “Tony instructed me, it’s on the house.”
 
   “No, you don’t have—”
 
   “Just don’t be a stranger.” Tony’s smile was small.
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   “Good, see you soon. And, Beth, watch out for her. She’s far too sappy looking for such a young pretty thing.”
 
   Beth giggled, and I shook my head. “Let’s go, Bee.”
 
   “See you.” It was then when I looked over my shoulder to wave goodbye, that I saw him again. Ryan. His keen eyes trapped mine, and the butterflies in my stomach surged. I wasn’t sure if it was him or the memories. Either way, this place… it held a piece of me I’d lost, and I wanted her back. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Four
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   There wasn’t any rain tonight. My eyes were heavy, but my mind wouldn’t shut down. She hadn’t told me her name, but her eyes – those damn, soft blue eyes told me all I needed to know. I’d made her anxious. That same unsettled look I’d gotten from her this morning at the crash site, it was there again this afternoon at the diner. It irritated me, having someone actually look at me. She watched me take in each breath, each movement, and I didn’t like it. It made me feel like a spectacle or a display. It wasn’t until she blushed and her lips parted that I realized she was appraising me in a way I hadn’t been privy to in a long-ass time.
 
   Prison hadn’t dulled my senses. Time hadn’t erased the fact that I was a man, but I didn’t have anything to offer a woman, so what would be the point.
 
   Maggie.
 
   Tony had told me her name after she’d left.
 
    
 
   “She’s a good girl, that one.” His smirk was obvious and I ignored him, keeping my eyes trained on the grill and the three burgers I was cooking. “Got a raw deal, poor girl. Her little one sure is cute. Lots of attitude.” He chuckled, and the mention of the little girl made my chest tight.
 
   “What’s her name?” I asked but kept my attention on the food.
 
   He laughed again. “Maggie Wright. Beth is her daughter. She’s six years old and, from what I know, the dad’s not in the picture. Don’t know much, but I do know she went down to Utah for nursing school, graduated, and after a minute, came home knocked up. Utah!” He snorted. “You’d never think your daughter would come home knocked up from that state.”
 
   My lips twitched at the corners. Tony loved to make himself laugh and, at times, it was hard not to smile when he was around. His laughter died down and he became silent. The sudden change in mood caused me to finally look up from the grill.
 
   “Her parents died five years ago. They were on vacation in Oregon, and they’d been out sailing. A storm came in, and the story is they lost direction somehow, ended up heading out to sea instead of back to the harbor. Her dad, Richard, he was experienced, I couldn’t believe it when I found out. I just couldn’t believe it.”
 
   “That’s horrible.” Death was an inevitability, but to die in tragedy, it wasn’t right, and we’re supposed to believe in a god… I’d never believe it.
 
   “It was a great loss. Richard and Peggy were good people. I was so wrapped up in Harlow, in Red, and her cancer treatments, I missed their funeral.”
 
   “So they were recovered then? I mean, at least she had that closure.”
 
   He shook his head. “No. Just the vessel was found. They were presumed dead a week later.” Tony grabbed the fryer and lifted the fries from the grease. The smell of burnt hamburger meat assaulted my nose.
 
   “Shit.” I flipped the burgers, but it was too late. They were overdone.
 
   “Nah, don’t worry about it, Ryan. Just serve ‘em. No one will notice.”
 
   “The girl… she looks a lot like—” I couldn’t say her name; I couldn’t say how much seeing her hurt. She was so full of life. A life Belle would never have. “Death is death, Tony. It’s never going to get easier, not for you, not for me, and not for Maggie Wright and her daughter.”
 
    
 
   Death took something I’d never get back… time. When I saw Beth this morning, time mocked me, and it showed me a future that would never be. Maggie could look at me like I was something special, something to want, and it wouldn’t matter because underneath the sinew and bones was a dead heart, a shell of who I could’ve been.
 
   I closed my eyes and rolled heavily to my right side. Maggie. I permitted myself to think her name one last time as my breaths fell to a measured and shallowed hum. I was almost asleep when Maggie’s smile flashed behind my lids. Her eyes on mine and the way her lips were shy around the corners, the image haunted me. But, it was the first time in over ten years I thought of something other than myself and the miserable hole I’d become. I thought of her and I slept. I fucking slept, and it was dreamless, silent — it was heaven.
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   The weather remained dry the next morning and, even though the humid air chilled me to the core and my breath hung in the air like fog, I used the break to get some work done on my truck. It was an old, beat up Ford F250, made back in 1978. It was mostly white with a red panel down the sides and enough rust to make it dangerous. The damp earth tried to swallow the wheels of the creeper as I rolled out from under the truck. The padded device kept me off the wet ground, and I was grateful for it. I sat up and wiped the grease onto my jeans. There was something to be said about changing your own oil, not having to rely on another person. When I was in prison, I learned lots of valuable skills: how to change my own oil, how to make a shank out of paper, and best of all, I learned how to be on my own — the art of being silent. I learned how to keep peace in my own solitude.
 
   Lunch was over and the diner was deserted. Only the occasional passerby on route twelve would stop in for some coffee. I had about an hour before I needed to start prepping for the dinner crowd. The Conner’s and their seven children drove down from Aberdeen to see Tony every Thursday, and like clockwork, it was shakes, fries, and burgers. Harlow had been related to them somehow, but that’s how it was more often than not. Our customers were townies for the most part, but Tony had touched everyone’s life in some way or another. A man of the cloth through and through.
 
   I stood and brought the used engine oil to the container required for proper disposal and sealed it tight. On my way back toward the truck, my head was down as usual, and my eyes were busy counting steps. It was a habit I’d acquired in prison — head down, be invisible, but always on alert. I sensed her before I saw her. My head shot up and my eyes flicked to hers. Her blonde hair was in braided pigtails, and she wore a yellow raincoat opened in the front. A green sweater with pink hearts on it peeked out from under the heavy jacket material. I scanned the area around my truck, but there was no sign of Maggie.
 
   “Beth?” I said her name quietly, just in case I was seeing shit. It wouldn’t be the first time apparitions came to wreak havoc on my heart.
 
   She smiled up at me. “Mom, here he is!” she yelled, and it surprised me. I was used to silence, easy chatter, and the sound of simmering oil, but her voice sailed, and it made the tension in my shoulders evaporate.
 
   Maggie came around the back of the diner. Her long hair hung loosely in mixed hues of honey and gold. The locks blew across her face as a frigid gust rustled the pines. She moved the strands from her eyes and laughed. Her smile was easy with pink lips and cheeks red from the cold. She was beautiful, and it wasn’t something I wanted to notice. I brought my gaze back to the ground where it belonged.
 
   “Hi, I-I wanted… well, Beth wanted some ice cream again and—”
 
   “No, Mom, you said you wanted to come see—”
 
   “Beth!”
 
   I chuckled, and my gaze flicked to the little girl and then to Maggie.
 
   “Last time I checked, ice cream could be found in the diner, not back here,” I joked, and Maggie blushed. Not what I was expecting.
 
   “So it seems.” She fidgeted with her fingers. “I was on my way home from work, and when we passed by, I had the urge to stop. I didn’t properly introduce myself yesterday, and I know I said thank you, but I wanted to—”
 
   “I don’t need a thank you.” I hadn’t meant it to sound as harsh as it had, and her smile waned as I walked to my truck. I bent down and grabbed the rag and a few tools from the ground. “And besides, Tony told me your name. It’s Maggie.”
 
   She nodded and her gaze fell to my hands. I was grateful I’d picked up the tools. The social norm of shaking hands wasn’t something I did.
 
   “I’m Ryan, Ryan Hartford.” The words felt weak, like maybe it was a question, maybe it was who I used to be.
 
   “Well, Ryan, I’m going to say thank you whether you like it or not. I don’t feel like you got the full gist of it yesterday. You can’t stop me from saying it, it’s a free country and all that, so…” Her smile pulled up at the corners, and she raised her eyebrows letting the word hang in the thick chilled air between us.
 
   “So, you said you wanted ice cream?” I asked.
 
   “Yes!” Beth dropped the two sticks she was playing with and pumped her fist in the air. She made me smile, but as Maggie laughed, my heart squeezed out two painful beats, and my smile faltered. I couldn’t afford to let myself feel anything for them. 
 
   “Head on in. I’ll be around in a minute. I’m going to finish cleaning up.” I dropped the rag and tools in the bed of my truck and pulled the bright blue tarp that covered the back of the vehicle into place.
 
   “I don’t want to be any trouble. I’m sure I can get Tony or someone—”
 
   “I’ll be right there.” I should have smiled when I spoke. She swallowed nervously, and I felt guilty. “It’s no trouble… really.” My tone was gentle this time, and Maggie’s shy smile returned. “Just going to wash up.”
 
   “Okay, come on Honey Bee.” Maggie took Beth’s hand in hers and walked back around the building.
 
   It didn’t take me long to wash my hands and arms; the grease came off easily with the special soap I’d bought a few weeks ago. It was meant for mechanics and it worked well. I couldn’t have dirty fingernails and cook food. I had a smudge of grease on my nose, and my clothes were filthy. I wished I could have showered, but I promised the little girl ice cream. I stripped off my dirt and grass stained T-shirt and splashed water on my face before lathering my hands again. The soap stung my eyes as I scrubbed the grime from my skin. I quickly pulled on a light gray hooded sweatshirt, locked up, and headed to the diner.
 
   Lou was filling the salt and pepper shakers on the tables, and Tony was laughing loudly at the counter. Maggie’s long legs hung over the side of her stool, her feet propped on the bar of her daughter’s stool. She’d removed her coat, and her Spider-Man scrub top made me internally smile. In a different life, I was sure it would’ve been something special to know Maggie Wright.
 
   “Strawberry, Rocky Road, or Vanilla… it’s all we got kiddo.” I gave Beth a small smile. I walked behind the counter, and Maggie’s laughter died down. She watched me again, her eyes on my hands, at first, as I leaned them against the countertop, and then to my face without abandon as she took in my features. My jaw constricted, and my body torqued tight under her careful inspection. 
 
   “What do you think, Beth?” Tony asked.
 
   “Can I have it with fudge, too?” Beth puffed out her cheeks, her eyes wide waiting for an answer. The unusual expression made it impossible for me to hold back my laughter.
 
   “You can have fudge and a cherry, B—” I had to take a breath… I’d almost called her Birdie. My smile disappeared and my lips set in a serious line.
 
   “Yes! I’ll have vanilla fudge and a cherry.” She wiggled excitedly in her seat, her mother’s eyes on her instead of me, thankfully. My breakdown was just under the surface.
 
   “One hot fudge sundae coming right up.” I turned to leave and Maggie spoke.
 
   “Make that to go.”
 
   “Aww Mom,” Beth whined.
 
   “Stay. Have dinner. We hardly get any customers these days, and sure as hell none as lovely as you two ladies.” Tony oozed charm.
 
   I paused with my hand on the kitchen door. Maggie’s eyes found mine, and she nodded as if she could tell her presence was unnerving me. “Maybe another time.”
 
   “One sundae to go,” I repeated and walked through the kitchen door. In the safety of the empty kitchen, I exhaled a sharp breath.
 
   I lived in my own little world. No one really talked to me except Lou and Tony. On occasion, Officer Evans would try to strike up a conversation. Or a few of the regulars would smile and say hi. But I was used to being invisible. Ryan Hartford was unseen, a low-lit flame in the back of Red’s. My days and nights were non-descript. It kept me sane. It kept my past hidden in the shadow of my eyes. People didn’t want to know my shit. They didn’t need to hear my horror stories. Maggie sure as hell didn’t need my loss added to hers. So why did I find myself eagerly scooping vanilla fucking ice cream into a to-go cup, just so I could see the ghost of Belle behind the counter and to feel the warmth of Maggie’s smile?
 
   I slammed the freezer door shut and ran my hands through my hair. I closed my eyes and let myself see the images of that night. I needed the reminder. I let myself remember how Sarah sounded as I opened the bedroom door and watched her screw my best friend. I remembered how love destroyed, how it became a tainted black force that stole lives and ruined my future. The click of the trigger sounded in my head, and the smell of metal and gunpowder filled my nostrils. I shivered with an angered burst.
 
   Maggie’s sweet smiles were misguided, and I was an idiot to indulge in them even for a second.
 
   I picked up the Styrofoam to-go cup and placed the lid on it. I grabbed a few napkins and a plastic spoon before heading back through the kitchen door. Tony was busy talking to one of the local regulars at the end of the bar, and Lou was taking an order from a new patron in one of the booths. Maggie was helping Beth put on her jacket. She looked up at me and her lips spread into that welcoming smile again. I diverted my gaze as I placed the cup on the counter and cleared my throat.
 
   “Thanks,” she said with an air of insecurity.
 
   Despite my better judgment, I stole a glance. She was grabbing her coat off the back of the stool where she’d been sitting. I watched as she pulled it on, the weight of it overwhelmed her. Maggie took out her wallet and began to open it.
 
   “No. It’s on the house.”
 
   “But—” she tried to protest.
 
   “Tony’s rules,” I said and shrugged my shoulders.
 
   She nodded and a hint of humor danced at the corners of her mouth. “All right, then. Thank you.” She handed the sundae to Beth and lingered for a few seconds. Her words were trapped behind hesitant lips.
 
   Maggie’s blue eyes searched my face and the pressure behind my temples grew. My head felt dizzy and my pulse was unsteady. Her appraisal was too much to take.
 
   She took Beth’s hand in hers, releasing me from her intense gaze. “See you around, Ryan.”
 
   She turned and walked away before I had a chance to answer. Not that I had planned on it. My name on her lips was wrong in more ways than I could count. The muscles in my shoulders tensed again as I balled my fists.
 
   “Don’t be a stranger.” Tony smiled and watched them as they disappeared through the diner door with a wave.
 
   I wanted her to be a stranger. Beth was a ghost, and Maggie was a privilege I didn’t deserve.
 
   I was a criminal. A man without a future. A body that just went through the motions. I hadn’t hoped for more, and I shouldn’t start to now.
 
   “I think she’s sweet on you, Ryan,” Tony teased, and it pissed me off.
 
   “I think you need to keep your opinions to yourself, old man.” I tried to infuse a nonchalance with my tone, but he narrowed his eyes.
 
   Lou handed me her order ticket, and I headed back into the kitchen. The door never shut behind me as Tony followed me into the room.
 
   “She could make things—”
 
   “Better? Easier? Is that before or after I tell her I went to jail for shooting someone? Before or after she finds out about my past, and can’t decide whether she stays with me out of pity or because she has no better choice of her own.” My furious grip on the cold steel prep table caused the veins in my hands to stand out from under the skin.
 
   “You gotta move on, son. Make a life for yourself again. Don’t lay roots in the past. It shouldn’t be your final stop.” Tony approached me warily, his hand cupped my shoulder. “You’re a good kid.”
 
   I felt the sting of salt water rim the lids of my eyes. His pity hurt more than he’d ever know. I had no words for him, and he dropped his hold on me with an exasperated huff. “The Conner’s will be here soon.”
 
   “I’ll get their order ready.”
 
   Tony was a smart man, but too caring. I never wanted him to treat me like a wounded puppy. At times, he treated me just like everyone else, but most of the time he made me feel like his own son. He didn’t care about the ten years of hard time I’d done, or the things I had endured. He just wanted me to be happy. He wanted me to be normal, to have a love like Red’s, a life with a legacy like his. He wanted things I wasn’t sure I was capable of anymore.
 
   “Thanks, Ryan.”
 
   I nodded. Once he was gone, my grip on the counter eased. I reached over and turned on the radio. The light music drifted through the room and brought me back down to reality.
 
   Even though the roots I had were rotted, the soil contaminated with loss and lies, the hold they had on me was strong and steadfast. Moving forward… it felt impossible, and I wasn’t ready or equipped, just yet, to find my way out of the thicket.


 
   
  
 

Chapter Five
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   On occasion, I drove past my childhood home, but each time I did the pain grew into something too big to harness. The large property laid fallow. The house was run down, the wood splintered, and the driveway was muddied and unpassable. My boot slipped in the muck as I stepped from my car. I took a few small steps to the weathered white fence. My hand rested on the wet panel; the rain was just a mist, a fog of moisture that penetrated through even the best of jackets, but it chilled and soaked everything in its path.
 
   Attending Mr. Bartley’s funeral today had brought all my old wounds front and center. I dropped off Cornelia, and instead of heading to my backup babysitter’s house to pick up Beth, I chose to come here instead. Being here, it helped me think, helped me work through most of the chaos in my head, and if I was being honest, it was Ryan that drove me here. When I was little, I used to bring home strays almost on a daily basis. The puppy dog eyes, the sickly underfed, the wild animal, the broken wing — I fixed things. It was in my nature; it was why I became a nurse, and this home housed all my past loves, my memories, and my heart.
 
   Ryan was a stray. You couldn’t look at him without feeling the overwhelming urge to help. Help how I wasn’t sure. His slight southern accent, his sad eyes, and the way he hardly said a word but spoke volumes with his expressions… it was enough to draw me in and make me crazy with wonder. Ryan was rough around the edges, and the storm in his dark eyes was overtly sexy but scary at the same time. He wasn’t like the men I knew. The small town boys or the upper crust educated doctors. Ryan was real, and I’d never had real. I’d learned my lesson with Adam after he left me lost, pregnant, and alone — you couldn’t judge a book by its shiny cover. The breeze picked up, and it was no longer the thoughts of Adam that were leaving me cold.
 
   The house that was once full of hope, love, and family was now dulled with isolation. When I moved to Utah, it was to make a new life. But instead, I was handed a different path, the path that brought me back here, brought me back home. I shouldn’t linger here. It made no sense to stay in the past. I closed my eyes and smiled as I thought of Beth, and my ridiculous little house with its crappy heaters and worn down appliances. My parents died. They died unexpectedly and too young. I missed them, and every day I’d have to remind myself I couldn’t call my mom for that recipe or ask my dad to help with the damn water heater, but I had Beth. I had a future, and it was a gift to live it. I couldn’t dwell in futures that didn’t happen or tragedies past. It would only make the air I was blessed to breathe murky, and I wanted more than a dishwater gray life.
 
   Ryan. 
 
   I still had a heart, and I’d be lying if I tried to ignore how it beat faster when he was near. His hands had stories to tell. Those strong, worn, skillful looking hands, and the mystery behind where they’d been, what they’d feel like laced with mine — it was too hard to tell myself to stay away. Beth and I hadn’t been back to Red’s in a little over a week, but I drove by it often and, every time, I had to push my foot down on the gas. I’d tried to run away from that man, that stray, that fixer-upper with a rare smile that made my head spin, and a story I was dying to unearth. I stepped away from the fence with a new purpose and ran to my car, almost eating dirt as I slipped in a puddle. I squealed and grabbed the side of my car. Once my footing was steadied, I opened the door and slid in. The car heater made me breathless as I sat behind the wheel. The bitter cold melted from my fingertips as I held them against the vents. Ryan Hartford was an enigma, and if I was taking a plunge into the unknown of the future I was handed, I might as well see if he’d like to join me… or at least agree to a date.
 
   I sent a text message to the babysitter telling her I’d be late and then shifted into gear. The tires fought against the waterlogged terrain as I pulled back onto the street.
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   Red’s was empty. The jukebox sang with acoustic notes, and once my feet planted on the worn linoleum, I began to regret my decision to come here. My nervousness was winning out over my earlier excitement. The brass bell chimed as the heavy door shut behind me. I winced. I opened my eyes expecting someone to come from the kitchen to greet me, but they didn’t. After another long minute, I was still standing alone like a scared mouse. I took two tentative steps when a loud sound emanated from behind the kitchen door. I paused when I heard a deep voice utter several swears, followed by another loud bang. I was about to turn and leave when the kitchen door swung open in a rush.
 
   Ryan’s footing stumbled, and his breath hitched as his eyes found mine. “Shit.” He was holding two large metal trays with pastries, and they teetered precariously as he recovered his balance.
 
   I tried, hopelessly, not to laugh, and brought my hand to my lips trying to stifle my smile. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.”
 
   He placed the trays down on the counter and wiped his hands on the white apron that covered him from waist to knee. His black short sleeved shirt pulled snug across his broad chest as he moved. The soft looking fabric of his shirt was covered in what appeared to be flour or some sort of white powder. “Can I help you?” he asked.
 
   The tone caught me off guard; he sounded tense, and I wasn’t sure what to say next. “Are you all by yourself tonight?” It was well into dinner time and the place was a ghost town.
 
   “I am.” He shifted on his feet and placed his hand on the counter. His long fingers curled into a fist the longer I stared at him like an idiot. He cleared his throat before he spoke again. “Not too many people come in on a Saturday. Better things to do.” The corner of his mouth twitched as he eyed me with curiosity.
 
   “Ahh, yes, the lure of civilization… date nights and expensive swanky city-folk food.” I smiled, and he laughed. The sound of it warmed my cheeks. “All overrated in my humble opinion.”
 
   His palm relaxed, and he placed his other hand on the counter leaning his tall body forward as I walked over to the bar. The smell of apples filled my nostrils as I neared the freshly made pastries. My mouth watered and I swallowed.
 
   “I wouldn’t know.” His smile wavered. “Did you want to place an order to go?” He scanned the room behind me not making eye contact.
 
   “Yeah, I have to go pick up my daughter, but I figured I’d stop in first… she has a thing for your ice cream.” I inwardly cringed at my poor attempt at flirting.
 
   “So it seems.” His full lips pulled into a small smile. “Just the ice cream then?”
 
   I wanted to say no. I wanted to order everything I possibly could just to keep him standing in front of me that much longer. I needed a bit more time to build up my confidence, so I could do what I came here for. “Yes. Two cups of Rocky Road if you have it.”
 
   “Just give me a few minutes. Have a seat.” He nodded and pushed back from the counter.
 
   Once he was through the kitchen door, I exhaled a harsh breath and sat down on the stool, laying my bag on the bar top. Maybe asking him on a date was a bad idea. He seemed pretty closed off and he hadn’t flirted back. Maybe my boldness wouldn’t be appreciated. I worried at my lower lip, but before panic could overtake me, the kitchen door swung open again. Ryan’s rich brown eyes were soft as they fell to mine. He placed the containers of ice cream in front of me. He wasn’t flirting, but for that brief moment, his guard had slipped and it settled my overactive nerves. “I’ll wrap up two of these apple fritters for you to take, too. I make them every Saturday.”
 
   “Thanks. They smell delicious,” I said, and watched in silence as he placed two pastries in a Styrofoam container.
 
   He handed me the box with another smile, but this time it reached his eyes. “It’s on the—”
 
   “House. Yeah, Tony’s rule. I remember.” I stood from the stool and grabbed the containers. My heart was beating, fluttering, and pounding behind my sternum as I tried to gather words.
 
   Just as I was about to speak, he did as well. The awkward moment of us both trying to speak at the same time made me giggle, and he smiled apologetically. “Sorry, I was just going to ask if you needed help out?” His gaze fell to my bag on the counter and then back to my full hands.
 
   “Sure.” I handed him the containers and grabbed my purse. I didn’t get to say what I’d planned. In fact, we didn’t speak at all as we walked the short distance out of the diner and to my car.
 
   I opened my car door and flung my purse into the back seat. My previous self-confidence was bordering on non-existent. Ryan handed me the to-go boxes, and I brought my eyes up to his. Up close, in the quiet light of dusk, you could see the weariness heavy in his brow and a faint sparkle of fear in the dark pools of his irises. He was more than a stray… more than lost. His loneliness was almost palpable.
 
   “Drive safely.” He lifted his chin in a goodbye and my plans changed.
 
   I sat in my car and shut the door, watching as he walked back toward the diner. My heart started that sprint again. My mind spun. If I let him walk through that door, it felt as if he’d disappear. It was dramatic, but the truth of it rushed through my veins. Without thinking, I rolled down my window and called out his name. “Ryan.”
 
   He stopped and turned to look at me, his brow furrowed with concern.
 
   “What are your plans tomorrow?” I asked without a flirty smile, just a matter of fact question. Something told me the fear I’d seen in his eyes earlier was reserved for me. “I mean, the diner is closed, right?”
 
   He nodded. “I normally prep for the week.” He moved closer to my car. “Why?”
 
   “Did you want some help?” It wasn’t a date-like thing to do, but it gave me the opportunity to get to know him, feel him out, and to see if his wall was worth the climb.
 
   “Help?” He rubbed the back of his neck and narrowed his eyes.
 
   “Yeah, Beth and I get bored on Sundays. We’d love to help. I feel like I should repay Tony for all the freebies.” My lips turned up at the corners, and the crease between his brows deepened.
 
   “Tony doesn’t want—”
 
   “What time do you start?” I interrupted, fighting a smile.
 
   “Early.” He ran his hand through his hair and exhaled in defeat. “You guys can come by around eleven if you want, though. That’s when I start doing most of the baking.”
 
   “Beth loves baking… well, licking the spoon, really. But she’s an excellent mixer.” I gave him my best lopsided grin, and he cracked. His chuckle was low as he shook his head.
 
   “Eleven.” He let his eyes linger on my face, the intensity of it almost perceptible against my skin. “See you then, Maggie.”
 
   I nodded and rolled up my window without saying goodbye. Ryan watched me as I eased out of the parking spot. My hand shot up in a shy wave as he turned to walk back into the diner.
 
   I didn’t hear the whirring of my tires on the wet pavement, and I didn’t even hear the music that was playing on the radio. All I could hear was my name, in his deep, slightly southern tone, and it was glorious. Success was measured in many different ways, and even if tomorrow wasn’t a date — I’d most likely be covered in flour and grease by day’s end — I’d been given time with him, and I had a feeling his time was priceless.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Six
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   The two ovens stifled the small kitchen with heat. I cracked the window open, but the relief was limited. The window wouldn’t budge more than about three inches. Most likely jammed with grease and decades of paint stuck in the tracks. The mid-morning air spilled in, offering a bit of chilled humidity from the rain. I’d been cooking all morning and had about thirty minutes before Maggie had said she’d be here. I shook my head and exhaled an anxious breath.
 
   She scared me.
 
   I should’ve been stronger. I should’ve told her no. But, she made me think about things I hadn’t thought about in a long time. Her lips were full, pink, and for a split second yesterday, I’d thought about how those lips would taste. How they’d feel against mine, and it made me feel guilty. It was just a physical reaction, but it seemed like forever since I’d had one, and I wasn’t sure what to do with it. Maggie’s nervous laughter and her attempts at flirting… I bet most men would’ve eaten that up. I bet they would’ve loved every second they got in her light. But me? All I thought about last night, every time I’d dozed off, was her eyes. Those clear blue eyes. They wanted… they wanted more than I could give, and her coming here today could give her false hope.
 
   Sunday was the only day I had truly to myself. Tony was at church, and then he’d have dinner with one of the local families or drive to the Conner’s in Aberdeen. Lou would sometimes stop by to check on me, bring me something she made for her family, but on most Sunday’s it was just me and the radio. I’d made a friend of my solitude. This kitchen was my church. The smell of sweet apples, butter, and the savory scents of sage and thyme were my comfort. It was one of the only times I could break down and really think about Belle. Think about my Birdie and Sarah and how it all used to be. It was easy to pretend that at any minute Belle would walk through the door and giggle. I imagined Sarah would wrap her arms around my waist and kiss my neck like she always had, the familiar feel of her breath on my ear telling me things only I should hear.
 
   It was better this way. Remembering my life in short reels, remembering the manufactured happiness instead of what had become the truth. Dwelling in my reality only served to cut me open, and I was tired of bleeding. Maggie and Beth coming into my sanctuary threatened what little peace I had, and I was terrified of the outcome.
 
   The timer rang loudly, pulling me from my thoughts. I turned the chicken and broth to a low simmer and added the vegetables I’d cut up earlier to the soup. Tony’s special recipe for chicken noodle soup was a town favorite. He reminded me, almost on a daily basis, how important it was for me to follow the recipe “word for word”. The thought made me chuckle.
 
   “What are you making?”
 
   The small girl’s voice squeezed at my chest. When I turned around, Beth was just behind Maggie and was holding the kitchen door. I still couldn’t believe how much Beth looked like my own little girl. Her voice haunted me, yet made me feel at home. She wasn’t a ghost, but a living breathing suggestion of what could have been. It hurt to look at her, but I welcomed the pain.
 
   “I don’t remember Bat Man wearing pink?” My lips pulled into a small smile. Beth was wearing a pink shirt with a Batman symbol on it, and her hair was twisted into a bun on the top of her head.
 
   “No?” She creased her brow in confusion.
 
   Maggie laughed. “They have girl superheroes, you know.” She ran her hand through her light blonde hair moving it off her face. She smiled at me and placed a few strands behind her ear. Maggie’s cheeks were full of color, and the rose hue deepened as the silence became thick. I swallowed and brought my eyes back to Beth.
 
   “Bat Girl,” Beth spoke with pride and pulled at the ends of her cotton T-shirt.
 
   “That explains the pink.” I smirked, and Beth giggled.
 
   “I have a pink Spider-Man shirt and a green Hulk shirt. He’s my favorite. Oh, and a purple shirt with Thor. You’re big like Thor.” Her brown eyes widened as if she just had a revelation. Her lips spread from ear to ear in a bright smile. “You have to come see my mom’s shower curtain.”
 
   I chuckled at the odd request.
 
   “We have superhero everything at our place, including my shower curtain.” Maggie rolled her eyes with a grin.
 
   “You like comics?” I asked.
 
   “No. I mean, sure, but my house only has one bathroom, so we share. I promise, my own space is very adult.” Maggie smiled, and my eyes fell to her mouth. I liked that she didn’t wear lipstick. “So… what are we making?” she asked.
 
   She bit her bottom lip and my pulse quickened. I averted my eyes to the stainless steel counter that I’d prepared for our work space. “Um…” I took a deep breath; she’d rattled me, and I couldn’t let myself feel that way about her. “Cookies.”
 
   Beth squealed, “I love cookies!”
 
   Maggie’s laugh filled the kitchen, and I couldn’t help but smile. “I have to make four dozen.”
 
   “How many is that, Mom?”
 
   “A lot.” Maggie reached into the pocket of her jeans and pulled something out that looked like a rubber band. She raised her arms and pulled her long hair into a high ponytail. The motion lifted the hem of her red sweater just above the waistband of her jeans, exposing a sliver of her stomach. My eyes lingered on the soft, pale skin, and I imagined how fucking perfect it would feel to touch her. She was igniting fires that should stay extinguished. “Ready.” The smile in her voice drew my eyes back to hers. 
 
   “Grab an apron. There are a few over by the fridge,” I said calmly, even though I was shaking on the inside.
 
   I watched as she pulled on her apron and then folded the other apron in half and placed it around Beth’s waist. They both giggled at how the fabric drowned Beth’s small body.
 
   “Four dozen… chocolate chip, I hope,” Maggie inquired as she took Beth’s hand in hers and moved toward the workstation.
 
   “Yes.” I grabbed a five-gallon bucket of rice and moved it just in front of the counter. “If you stand on this, Beth, you should be able to reach.”
 
   I took the little girl’s hand in mine and helped her onto the bucket. The feel of her tiny fingers as they wrapped around my palm just about split me in two. My throat constricted, and my breathing increased as I fought the wave of emotion. I felt dizzy as my heart beat heavy within its confines. Once she was steady, I released my grip and held on to the counter to catch my own balance. The room was spinning, and I had to close my eyes to find my bearings.
 
   “Are you okay?” The heat of Maggie’s palm on the middle of my back grounded me.
 
   I opened my eyes and raised my gaze to hers and nodded. “I’m just tired.” It wasn’t a lie. Whether it was the burden of my loss or the weight of my self-imposed isolation, I couldn’t be sure, but each day the fatigue of it grew.
 
   “Then I’m glad we’re here to help.” She dropped her hand from my back and moved in between Beth and me. “So put us to work.”
 
   We worked in silence for a while. Beth hummed the theme to Spider-Man, and Maggie and I mixed and spooned the dough onto the cookie sheets in a comfortable silence. Occasionally, well after about fifteen minutes, Beth started asking questions.
 
   “How many chocolate chips are in the dough?”
 
   “A thousand,” I answered, and her eyes bulged.
 
   “What’s your favorite cookie?”
 
   “Peanut butter chocolate chip.”
 
   “That’s my mom’s favorite.” She giggled, and Maggie confirmed with a nod.
 
   “Who’s your favorite superhero?”
 
   “I don’t know, I’ve never really thought about it.”
 
   She rolled her eyes, unimpressed with my answer, and I laughed.
 
   “Bat Girl.” I smirked.
 
   “Hey,” she said the word in a slow drawn out syllable. Beth giggled and brought her flour covered hands to her mouth.
 
   “If you could have any superpower what would it be?” Maggie asked.
 
   “I’d fly like Superman!” Beth’s enthusiasm made me smile more than I was used to.
 
   Maggie laughed. “I already know your answer, Honey Bee. I was asking Ryan.”
 
   I knew my answer. It was something I wished for every day. If I had the power, I would change the past. “Time travel.”
 
   “Imagine all the wrongs we could right.” A flash of pain shadowed across Maggie’s eyes.
 
   The silence returned, and we distracted ourselves until we’d filled about four large trays with evenly dispersed balls of cookie dough. Beth was mixing some sort of concoction of her own on the surface of the counter while Maggie and I covered the finished trays with plastic wrap.
 
   “So these three trays just go into the deep freezer and then I’ll bake this tray today for Monday and Tuesday.” I placed the one tray not covered in plastic into the ready oven. “If you want lunch I can make you something before you head out?”
 
   “You’ve been cooking all day. Let me make something for you.” Maggie began to clear the counter, moving the bowls to the sink.
 
   “Can we have grilled cheese?” Beth asked with animation and jumped from the bucket with a twist in the air. She had more energy than humanly possible.
 
   “Do you like grilled cheese? It’s my specialty,” Maggie asked and raised her right brow.
 
   The expression made me laugh and I nodded my head. “I can make it, it’s no trouble—”
 
   Maggie waved her hands in the air. “Nope, no way. Let me do this for you.”
 
   The way she said “for you” made my stomach flip. I didn’t like charity. It made me feel weak. All I had was myself to rely on. I’d put my faith in others in the past and it backfired. I was just about to argue when Maggie’s smile fell. It shouldn’t have bothered me, but it did. I didn’t want to hurt her feelings, but it was important to keep her at a distance. She didn’t know me and she shouldn’t want to.
 
   “It’s just grilled cheese, Ryan. I can handle it.” Her lips turned up again at the corners and I conceded.
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   “Are you from Washington?” Maggie asked around the last bite of her grilled cheese.
 
   I shook my head. “Florida.”
 
   Beth had had about two bites of her sandwich and was busy dancing to her recent choice on the jukebox.
 
   “Why did you come all the way up here?” Maggie wiped her hands with her napkin and gave me her full attention.
 
   I hated questions. There wasn’t a right way to explain my history. There was no easy answer to who I was, and I wasn’t a liar.
 
   “I needed a change.” My tone was flat, and I shifted my eyes from hers to my plate.
 
   A few seconds ticked by before she spoke again, “How long have you been here?”
 
   “Just over three months.” I let my gaze linger on her hands as she played with the straw wrapper. Her delicate fingers picked at the paper until it was a pile of tiny pieces.
 
   “You like it here?”
 
   “I do. Tony has been really good to me.” I lifted my eyes to hers and they were filled with sorrow.
 
   “I wish I remembered Tony better. It’s like flashes. I see some of the memories but not all of them. I like knowing about my parents. About their life and their friends. It’s hard. They’ve been gone for five years, and Beth was only one when they—” She stopped mid-sentence.
 
   “Tony told me. I’m sorry about your parents.” I wanted to put my hand on hers. But I didn’t.
 
   She wiped at her eyes. “Thanks. It’s been difficult, but I have Beth and I have to be strong for her. She was just a baby when they died, so I try to honor their memory not wallow in it. I don’t think they’d want that. I think the dead want us to live… live for them, you know?” Her lips turned up on one side in a small, nostalgic smile.
 
   I didn’t know. I’d spent too long dying for my own ghosts. But I nodded anyway.
 
   “Does your family still live in Florida?”
 
   The question made the acid in my stomach churn. “I don’t really speak to my family.” I’d cut my ties with the past after my conviction. I was nothing more than a disappointment. My parents had only one child… and he was a felon. The only family I had left was a whore of an ex-wife. 
 
   “Oh. I’m sorry… I-I’m nosy,” she stuttered and shook her head. “I think it’s a nurse thing. We have to know all the details.” Her smile was warm.
 
   “It’s okay. It’s just dysfunctional shit anyway.”
 
   “You said a bad word.” Beth’s eyes were wide, and her mouth was in a stern line.
 
   Maggie laughed, and it lit her eyes. She tilted her head back slightly and her hair fell off her shoulders, exposing the curve of her neck. As much as I tried to ignore it, Maggie was more than beautiful. She was kind… she cared. It was her nature, and I could feel it. She was picking away at my surfaces, like she had with the straw wrapper. Each laugh, each smile, each minute of her gaze, a new piece was added to the pile.
 
   “I guess I did.” I ruffled the hair on the top of Beth’s head.
 
   “You shouldn’t say bad words.” Beth looked at me with her hands on her hips, and I had to press my lips together in order not to laugh.
 
   “You’re right.”
 
   “That’s enough scolding, Honey Bee.” Maggie stood from the stool. “I better get this one home. Thanks for letting us invade your space. It was fun.”
 
   “I’m grateful for the help.” I stood as well and looked down at Beth. “Thanks for all your help, too.”
 
   “Can we come next Sunday?”
 
   “Beth,” Maggie admonished.
 
   “I’d like that.” The statement fell from my mouth before I could stop myself.
 
   “Yeah?” Maggie’s full, pink lips parted into a smile.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Maggie scared the fuck out of me, but after all was said and done, today was the first good day I’d had in ten years.
 
   “Thanks for lunch.” Maggie took a step closer leaving little space between us.
 
   She was too close and my pulse thundered. She smelled like the chocolate chip cookies we’d baked, and I had to fight back the urge to lean in and inhale.
 
   “Anytime.”
 
   She blushed, but it was short lived.
 
   “Mom, I’m so bored,” Beth whined.
 
   “We better go.” She puffed out a laugh. “Thanks again.”
 
   I nodded, and she grabbed her bag as she took Beth’s hand in hers. Just before she walked out of the diner she turned to say goodbye, giving me a short wave. Beth did the same, but she sang her goodbye instead.
 
   The jukebox was silent, and all I could hear was the ticking of the clock that hung above the soda machine. The emptiness of their absence surrounded me. The dizziness I’d felt earlier returned, and I grabbed the bar in order to steady myself. “Today was a good day,” I whispered in reassurance, staving off the guilt that was starting to twist around my heart. I tried to remember what Maggie had said earlier about the dead and the living. But the rain, it fell heavily onto the roof of the diner, and the sound of it brought me back to that night. I closed my eyes and took deep breaths trying, unsuccessfully, to push back the memory.
 
    
 
   The rain soaked through every fiber of my clothing as I kneeled on the ground. My knees aching against the asphalt. The pain was the only thing that made everything real. I could smell her blood; the water hadn’t washed it away.
 
   “Come on, man. You don’t need to see this!” Ganz begged me. His grip tight on my shoulder.
 
   I couldn’t leave her, and I never would.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seven
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   The warmth of the diner encapsulated me as I opened the door for Beth, and the smell of cinnamon hung thick in the air. The jukebox was on as usual, but today it was playing a slow, sad song. Beth dropped my hand and ran to the open kitchen door. The past two Sundays Ryan had propped it open with a bar stool. It was a small gesture, but I liked the silent invitation. After the third non-date, it sort of became our thing. He stopped formally inviting us, and we just showed up every Sunday. It had been about a month and a half since we started this routine, and I was still no closer to knowing who Ryan Hartford really was.
 
   Each week we’d cook side by side, and each week the space between us became smaller. There were little touches, brushes of elbows, shy smiles, and eyes that devoured me whole even if they only dusted along my features every now and then. I might have a lot to learn about Ryan, but what I’d figured out was that he was very good at avoidance. There was something inside of him that triggered if he let himself get too close. He was that wounded animal pulling on my inner heartstrings. Every time Ryan took a step backward it would reel me in further. The fact that he made my heart race and caused my skin to prickle with anticipation made me want to fight for him that much harder. 
 
   I heard Ryan laugh, and the warm tone sent my pulse into overdrive as I moved closer to the sound. I leaned against the frame of the kitchen door and watched as Ryan took Beth’s hand in his and brought her over to her rice bucket. He lifted her at the waist and she squealed. His smile was the fullest I’d seen it. He hadn’t caught me staring yet, and seeing him in this unguarded moment with her, it took my breath away. He was good with her. She beamed as he handed her what looked like a ball of dough and spread out a few utensils for her to use. Beth turned suddenly and hugged him a bit too aggressively. The gesture made his smile expand as he lifted her into an embrace, and the lump in my throat became almost unbearable.
 
   He set her down lightly and turned his head just enough that he finally noticed me in the doorway. His lips now pulled into an easy, quiet smile. “Hey, Maggie.” He nodded his chin at me, and the sound of my name on his lips stirred the butterflies in my stomach.
 
   “Hey.” I pushed off the door jam and moved further into the kitchen.
 
   He stood at his full height, which I’d surmised at this point to be at least six-foot-two. Ryan’s smile hadn’t fallen, and he rubbed his hand on his jaw. I was jealous of his fingers. I wanted to touch the coarse hair of his beard and run my fingers through his thick, dark blond hair. The top two buttons of the flannel he wore were unbuttoned, and as he neared, I could see just a small bit of hair on his chest. His large frame hovered over me, and his lips pulled to the side in a grin as his big hand rested on my shoulder. It was the first time he purposefully touched me, and if I was in an old southern movie I might’ve actually swooned. The clean scent of soap and cotton, it was one hundred percent Ryan, and it surrounded me, making it hard to think.
 
   “Hope it’s okay I got her started on a side project.” He dropped his hand from my shoulder.
 
   I tried not to seem disappointed. “I’m intrigued.”
 
   “I use to make…” He paused and his smile wavered. He swallowed deeply and pinched the bridge of his nose.
 
   “You all right?”
 
   He shook his head. “Yeah.” He gave me a reassuring smile. “Just a headache. It’ll pass.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Mom! This stuff is so cool!” Beth’s high pitched voice probably wasn’t helping Ryan’s pain.
 
   He chuckled. “I made her some salt dough last night. Figured she could play with it, make something out of it.”
 
   I glanced over at Beth and laughed openly at the lopsided sculpture she was working on. “It’s perfect… thank you. It was sweet of you.”
 
   He rubbed the back of his neck and brought his gaze to mine. “I’ve got to make eight dozen cinnamon rolls for Tony’s church. They’re picking them up early in the morning. Guess they’re driving into Seattle. Some sort of homeless breakfast thing they helped sponsor. You ready to work?”
 
   “Eight dozen?” My eyes widened on their own accord. “Um… I—”
 
   “Don’t worry. I already got four dozen done and wrapped up,” he said with a proud smile.
 
   “You’ve been busy.”
 
   “Couldn’t sleep.” His eyes drifted to the ground.
 
   He looked sad again, and I hated it. Without thinking, I bumped him on the side with my hip. “You were that excited to see me?” I laughed and smiled without opening my lips more than just a coy smirk.
 
   He ran his hand through his hair and gave me a small grin. “Maybe.” He observed me with a weary brow and laughed as he shook his head. “Come on, I’ll show you the recipe.”
 
   The music from the jukebox floated in from the front of the diner as we worked. The kitchen had two working surfaces, but Ryan chose to stand next to me. He was so close that I could feel the heat radiating from his body. I tried not to hope that his close proximity meant something more than just two friends cooking in a kitchen together, but it was in vain. Instead, I decided to ignore how his arm kept touching mine, and how his muscles pulled tight as he kneaded the dough with his hands. I tried to distract myself from the slow burn he was building in my stomach and hummed along to one of my favorite songs as I rolled out what felt like miles and miles of dough. At one point, I actually thought about breaking the freaking rolling pin.
 
   “I don’t know how you did this on your own for so long,” I groaned, as I sprinkled flour onto the wood to prevent the dough from sticking.
 
   “I think Tony’s giving me more work now that he knows you come here on Sundays.”
 
   “You think.” I giggled. “I might need a break. My arms are killing me.”
 
   “I’m dying of starvation,” Beth moaned, and I rolled my eyes.
 
   “I’ll make you something.” Ryan wiped his hands on his apron.
 
   “You really don’t have to. We can—”
 
   “Are we going to do this every Sunday?” he asked and raised his left eyebrow.
 
   “Go wash your hands.” I shoved him playfully on the arm, and we both walked over to the sink.
 
   “I’ve got chicken noodle soup I can heat up, or I can make sandwiches.” He rinsed his hands under the water, and I waited next to him.
 
   “Soup!” Beth jumped down from her bucket and ran over to the sink.
 
   Ryan lifted her and set her on his raised knee, helping her wash her hands. He was a natural with her, and she ate up all the attention. I worried about Beth and if growing up without a father would have a negative impact. I’d hoped my dad would’ve been around longer to give her a proper male role model, but that wasn’t something I liked to think about too much. I exhaled, and Ryan’s eyes met mine. He gave me a quick smile and placed Beth back on her feet.
 
   “Go pick a song, Honey Bee.” I shook my head as Beth skipped out of the kitchen, and I turned to the sink. Ryan hadn’t shut off the water, and the warmth soothed my tired fingers.
 
   “Thank you for being so sweet to her. She doesn’t get very much male attention.” Ryan handed me a towel to dry my hands. “Her father… I mean Adam… he’s not around. I mean, he’s not involved… he’s an asshole.”
 
   “You know, that’s the first time I’ve heard you really swear.” 
 
   “Well, get me talking about Adam and you’ll hear a slew of swear words.” I draped the towel over the sink.
 
   “I’m sorry.” Ryan closed the spaced between us and my heart skipped a beat.
 
   “It’s the hand I was dealt, and we do fine on our own. I’m lucky to have her.” My throat constricted with a sudden wave of emotion. Ryan’s body heat, the feelings he conjured, and the subject of Adam, it was all so overwhelming.
 
   Ryan lifted his hand as if to touch my cheek, but paused, and instead placed his hand on my shoulder. “You’re a good mom.” He squeezed my shoulder gently and then released me from his grip. My pulse rushed as my heartbeat sounded loudly in my chest, and I was grateful he had turned away. I was grateful for the distance he afforded me because I was too close… and I was afraid he’d hear or sense what his touch was doing to me.
 
   “Thank you,” I spoke quietly, the two words were shaky.
 
   He opened the fridge and pulled out a large white plastic container and set it on the counter. “It can’t be easy raising her on your own. This guy, Adam…” His jaw clenched and his brown eyes darkened. “I’d never abandon my daughter.”
 
   It was a declaration, and the intensity of the truth resounded in each syllable with an undercurrent of some unspoken pain. I wanted desperately to know this man. This man who stood before me now with conviction and pride. He swallowed deeply, and the firm line of his broad shoulders fell, his eyes cast down as if the burden of the one statement had been too much.
 
   “Will you let me help you this time?” I took a few steps forward and he raised his head. I’d asked him the question in regards to lunch, but when he finally met my gaze, the pain in his eyes pleaded for me to throw him a lifeline.
 
   He nodded and turned away from me again. We didn’t need to speak as we prepared lunch. It was enough he was actually allowing me to help. After that first Sunday, he never let me make lunch again. I wanted to ask him questions. I wanted to know about his life before he came here, but I knew if I asked, he’d pull away, and I was finally making some headway.
 
   Beth had chosen for us to sit at one of the booths near the window so she could watch the raindrops race along the surface of the glass. I tried to sit as close to the wall as possible, but Ryan’s large form took up a lot of space. He sat comfortably and seemed at ease with his thigh resting against mine. Beth was chattering about boys at school, and how they wouldn’t let her play with them at recess. Ryan offered her some sound, yet shady advice and she giggled. Kicking boys where it hurts wasn’t a practice I preached, but what did I know. I’d joke and he’d laugh. It all felt so familiar, and the perfection of the moment made me wish the invisible boundary line between he and I would burst into tiny fragments.
 
   Beth yawned and leaned her head back onto the green vinyl of the booth. “Are you tired, Little Bee?” I asked, and Beth nodded. Her head rolled forward and then backward dramatically.
 
   “Would you hate me if I left you with the last two dozen?” I scrunched my nose and furrowed my brow.
 
   His chuckle made me grin. “Don’t look so worried. I’ve done this on my own before, once or twice.” He placed his hand just above my knee with a gentle grip and my lips parted with a soundless intake of breath. The heat of his touch saturated my senses, making it impossible to speak. His mouth pulled to the side into that flawless crooked smile of his. “I think I can handle it.”
 
   He removed his hand so he could hold the table as he shifted his body in order to stand. I exhaled a whispered breath and tried to tamp down the question that was niggling its way into my brain. Did he do that on purpose or was he on autopilot?
 
   “When we get home will I have to take a nap?” Beth’s brows narrowed seriously, and I pursed my lips.
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Aw, Mom, can we watch a movie? That’s just like resting.”
 
   “I’ll think about it. Get your jacket on while I help Ryan clean.” I stacked the bowls and then picked them up.
 
   “You don’t have to clean up. I got this.” He took the bowls from my hand.
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Just say, thank you, Maggie.” His glare was almost comical.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Ryan placed the bowls on the counter as I pushed my arms through my raincoat and then pulled my bag over my shoulder. “One of these days you should come to our place, let me wait on you for once.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   I pulled my ponytail tighter and looked up at him from under my lashes. “That’s not a no… I’ll hold you to it,” I said, and he shook his head with a grin. “Let’s go, Honey.”
 
   “See you next Sunday?” Ryan tugged at the collar of Beth’s jacket.
 
   “Will you have more of that dough stuff?” she asked and grabbed my hand.
 
   “Sure.” He gave her a nod before he brought his eyes to mine.
 
   The air between us was heavy with the weight of his gaze. I didn’t want to break it; I wanted him to look at me like this, with need, with something other than the sadness that seemed to reside under the surface all the time. His jaw pulsed, and he lifted his hand taking a loose piece of my hair between his thumb and forefinger. He placed the strand behind my ear, letting his thumb briefly graze the skin on my neck. My eyes closed automatically, and I stood still breathing in his scent.
 
   My eyes reluctantly opened and when I looked into his, I saw the conflict, the panic as it fought against the desire.
 
   He took a step back, and his lips pressed together in a firm line.
 
   “Ryan?”
 
   “I’ll see you next week, Maggie.” He backed up further, and it was then I noticed his hands were balled into fists.
 
   He was closing up. He was shutting down.
 
   He was letting the fear win.


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eight
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   The multi-colored lights reflected off the ceiling creating a warmth in my chest and a pattern of shadows on the wall. The Florida humidity made it too hot to feel like Christmas, but as soon as I walked through my front door, my lips spread into a huge grin. The tree was perfect. The house smelled like apple pie, my favorite, and Birdie was laying under the tree playing with the glass bulb ornaments. Her tiny feet wriggled from underneath the branches, and her light laughter made me chuckle. I snuck closer to her; she should be getting ready for bed, but I was grateful I could say goodnight.
 
   I’d picked up a second job working at the delivery dock of one of the local department stores to earn extra money for the holidays. It was past nine p.m. on Christmas Eve, and I had hoped Sarah kept Belle awake for me. I was pleased she had. I knelt down in my dirty jeans and slowly moved closer to my little girl. I pinched her toe gently, and she squealed.
 
   “Daddy.” She rolled to her side and crawled over to me at record speed. Her small arms wrapped around my neck, and I kissed her on the cheek.
 
   “Hey, Birdie.” I laughed, and she squeezed me tighter.
 
   Sarah came around the corner from the kitchen, her smile small and her hand wringing in a dish towel. “You’re late.” She shook her head and my smile fell. “I made pie for tomorrow, apple.” The right corner of her mouth lifted again as I stood.
 
   Belle sat on my hip as I leaned in and kissed Sarah. “Thanks, baby.” I brought my forehead to hers. “Merry Christmas.”
 
    
 
   The memory hit me as I pulled the apple pies from the oven. Four pies. The smell of sweet spice and baked fruit saturated the kitchen bringing me back in time. The tight grip of pain in my chest almost made me drop the hot metal tray to the ground. I set the pies on the counter and rested my hands on the cool surface of the worktop. My head hung down as I caught my breath. I closed my eyes and tried to think of Maggie. I tried to picture her and how sometimes her top lip would tremble when she looked at me with a bright smile. The thought of her cheeks and how they would turn that perfect shade of pink whenever I allowed the tempting space between us to dwindle; it calmed me. Her face, her laugh… just having her here — it eased the burden, cooled the sting, and stopped the shit storm in my head even if only for a few hours. 
 
   The problem was, the more I thought of Maggie, the more all the memories I tried to repress were dredged up. The chasm of space I’d had around me for all these years was getting smaller with every visit. Every time Maggie came to the diner, the lines blurred. And the other day while we sat and ate lunch, my hand rested on her thigh. It felt good, it was real, and I hated that I wanted more of her, more time with Beth. I liked the idea of belonging to someone again, belonging to her — belonging to a family.
 
   I swallowed and opened my eyes; my breath hitched as a sharp twinge in my chest radiated down my arm. I inhaled deeply staving off my panic attack. I couldn’t leave Belle behind like some sad rundown reel of film, as a faint flicker of what I once had. The truth was, my daughter was dead, and I was playing with ghosts. Once Maggie found out I’d attempted to kill a man, once she saw the truth, the violence in my heart — she’d realize what I was. She’d realize I couldn’t give her what she needed, she’d see through the shell, and I didn’t want to witness the fear, witness the disappointment she would inevitably feel.
 
   I shook my head and tried to focus. My headaches had been getting worse, and the Ibuprofen I’d taken earlier hadn’t helped. I moved the pies carefully to a wire rack to cool. The radio started to play a song that Maggie had mentioned was one of her favorites. It had been on one of our Sundays, she’d turned up the volume on the radio and sang along. She didn’t care that her voice was flat, or that Beth had rolled her eyes, or that I was in the room. She took the moment and made it hers. I placed the last pie down and turned the volume up so I could listen to the lyrics this time.
 
   The song was about suffering a loss of love. The guitars were sad, and the female’s voice was fragile. I leaned against the counter and let the rhythm of the drums run down my spine. I closed my eyes and remembered how I’d once had a fire in my heart. I let the numbness fade, and I let myself really feel what I’d been trying to push down. Need. Longing. I was still a man, and the man in me wanted Maggie, wanted the small touches to turn into more. My subconscious fed the blood pumping through my veins. It was confusing. I wanted my peace. I wanted to keep my solitude, but with every tease of her skin, every glance, every shared word, it became harder to keep myself in check. I pushed off the counter and turned the music down. The memories, Maggie… it was too much for one day, and I was ready to clean up and go to bed.
 
   The counters were still covered in flour, and I sighed as I grabbed the rag from the sink. The diner was about to close, and I could hear Tony chatting with a straggling customer. His voice carried through the kitchen door, and his laughter made me smile. He balanced his loss so well with his future. I envied him.
 
   The kitchen door swung open. “There’s someone here to see you.” He smirked and raised his left eyebrow conspiratorially.
 
   “Tony, we’re supposed to be closed.” I exhaled. “What do you need?” I wasn’t in the mood for his games. He always tried to sweet talk me into making something for some “starving” customer after hours. Normally, I would shrug it off, but today, I was just too exhausted.
 
   “No.” He laughed. “I’m serious this time. Maggie. She’s out in the diner. She was hoping you were still around. I told her of course you were. I think she likes you.”
 
   I smiled, and Tony’s eyes lit up. “I’ll leave you two alone then. I’m playing pinochle at Bernard’s tonight. I think his wife is sweet on me.”
 
   “Cheryl?” Cheryl Bernard was a local regular. She came in every morning for coffee and a donut… and apparently Tony.
 
   “Her husband is older than dirt.” Tony grinned, and I laughed openly.
 
   “So are you, old man.” I laughed harder as his eyes narrowed. “Not to mention, I’m sure your God frowns upon infidelity.”
 
   “My God?” He huffed. “I’m dragging you to church one of these Sundays.” He pursed his lips and gave the kitchen a quick glance. “Want me to send her back or have her wait out there?”
 
   “Send her back.” My stomach felt light. I hadn’t seen her since Sunday, and she really hadn’t stopped by on the weekdays as much anymore.
 
   “See you in the morning, kid.” He moved as if he was going to leave, but thought better of it. He paused mid-step and turned his head to face me, his brow creased. “Let Maggie in.”
 
   “I said to send her back.” I cocked my head in question.
 
   “That’s not what I meant.” He exhaled a rough breath and moved toward the kitchen door; his meaning hit me straight in the sternum. “It’s okay to be happy.”
 
   He held open the kitchen door and motioned for Maggie to come back. She stepped passed him with an easy smile, and her light eyes met mine. I couldn’t help the broad grin that stretched across my face. All the doubt I had, once she was near, it was easier to bear.
 
   “Hey, Maggie.” I exhaled a long breath as she moved closer. The tension in my shoulders relaxed, and the steady thrum of my heart increased with each step.
 
   “See you kids later.” Tony left, and the kitchen door swung shut.
 
   “Hope it’s okay I stopped by. I got called off work early, and Beth is staying the night with the babysitter and… I figured… I’d come say hi.” She pulled at a loose string on her scrub top nervously. Her hair was down, and the straight golden strands hung over her shoulders as she peered down at her feet.
 
   “I was just cleaning up. Calling it a night.” I smiled as she met my eyes. “It’s good to see you.”
 
   She smiled too and stood taller. My words gave her confidence and, even if I shouldn’t, I liked that what I’d said affected her.
 
   “I can help if you want.”
 
   “Nah. I got it. Are you hungry? I just made apple pie.” I grabbed a small plate from the drying rack before she answered and walked over to where the pies were cooling.
 
   “That sounds really good actually. Thank you.”
 
   I plated up the pie as she perched on the countertop.
 
   I chuckled. “You’re going to get flour all over you.”
 
   She looked down and grimaced. “Oh well.” She dusted off her hands and took the plate from mine. She took a small bite, and her eyes closed. She quietly moaned, and my jaw clenched. The sound stirring something inside of me that had been hidden for years. She licked her lips, and I had to look away.
 
   “How was your day?” I grabbed the rag off the other counter and began to wipe it down.
 
   “Not too bad. I never get called off, so it was a nice surprise. But I hate going home to an empty house. I’m so used to having Beth around, so when she’s not there it feels… off.”
 
   My hand stilled, and I had to swallow down the lump in my throat. “I can only imagine.” The lie hung in the air; my voice wavered, and my hand balled into a fist.
 
   “What about you? How was your day?” Maggie’s tone was cheerful, oblivious to the way her statement hit too close to home. As I turned to look at her, the creases around her eyes deepened and a smile split across her face.
 
   “Same ole. Just another day at Red’s.” I hadn’t meant to sound so negative, and her smile waned. I had to fix it. “I’ve missed you.”
 
   She locked her eyes on mine, and I felt the charge of my honesty flow through me. It was a relief to say something I felt, out loud, for once. She placed the plate down next to her on the counter and brought her fingers to her lips.
 
   “You have?” Her question held hope, and I wanted her to have it even though it scared me.
 
   I nodded and her mouth pulled up at the corners. It was then I noticed she had a smudge of flour on her lower lip. “You have…” I motioned to my mouth. “A little—”
 
   Her eyes widened, and she quickly rubbed at her lips. “Did I get it?”
 
   I suppressed a laugh. She’d made it worse. Without thinking about it, I moved to where she was sitting on the counter. “Here.” I lifted my hand and brought my thumb to her chin, attempting to wipe away the flour. Her lips parted with a whispered gasp, and my eyes fell to her mouth. Her skin felt too good, and the silence between us was weighted as I took that last, final step. The momentum of the moment couldn’t be stopped. She was pulling me in. The effect I had on her was noticeable in the rise and fall of her chest and, as my gaze followed along the slope of her neck, my heart began to hammer. 
 
   I brought my thumb to her lower lip and pulled it slowly across the soft curve, removing the remaining flour. Her head tilted back naturally and her eyes closed. My thumb continued a path along the line of her jaw until her head was cradled in my hand. I inched closer hesitating just a breath away. I shouldn’t want this.
 
   Maggie’s eyes opened. “Ryan?” Her breath smelled sweet, and it was that one final thing that sent me over the edge.
 
   I brushed my lips against hers, and the contact caused me to close my eyes. In this second, I let myself remember who I’d once been, and I found my flashpoint. Our lips met slowly, and the cinnamon and apple flavor of her mouth made me groan. I tasted her lips one at a time and held her heated cheeks with my hands. She opened up for me, and her lips moved smoothly against mine as her arms enclosed around my waist, drawing me closer. I hadn’t forgotten the touch of a woman, but in all of my memories… nothing felt like this… like Maggie. I wanted to take my time — it was all I had — and I wanted to fill it with her. I wanted to fill every hour with her mouth, her hands, and her body pressed against mine.
 
   She pulled away and brought her hands to my chest. Our eyes remained on each other’s mouths. She bit her bottom lip and lifted her gaze. We silently watched each other as we caught our breath. The absence of words only fueled the need building in my stomach. The shy smile that eased across her lips made me grin.
 
   “I can feel your heart…” the heat of her palms permeated through my shirt, “…it’s beating too fast.” 
 
   I dusted my thumbs along her cheeks, her face still between my hands. I brought my lips to hers again and kissed her deeply. When I pulled away I asked, “What about now?” I dropped my hands to hers and increased the pressure of her touch against my chest.
 
   She nodded.
 
   I lifted her hands to my face and her eyes closed. Her breathing amplified, and when she finally opened them again, the blue sparkled with wonder or fear, I couldn’t be sure which. But if she was feeling anything like me, I’d imagine it was a little of both. I released her hands, and she lowered them to my waist again. I brought my forehead to hers for a brief instant, unsure of what I needed to say, and then pulled away.
 
   “Maggie, I…” She stared at me, her upper lip trembled, and I gave in. “I haven’t done this in a long time.”
 
   “You haven’t?” She anxiously played at the frayed thread on her top again.
 
   I took her hand with mine stilling the motion. “I haven’t.” I used my free hand and pushed a piece of her hair behind her ear.
 
   “Me either.” She puffed out a short laugh, and I smiled. “I’ve got Beth, and the last time I… I mean… I can’t even remember the last time I kissed…” She groaned and shook her head. “It’s been too long. Let’s just leave it at that.” A slight nervous giggle parted her lips as I lifted my hand to her cheek. 
 
   I wanted her to know the last kiss I’d had before her had been a lie. I wanted to tell her she’s the first person in a very long time that I wanted to open up to. I wanted her to know that this kiss… her touch… was the first thing in ten goddamn years that meant something to me. I wanted to speak the words, but instead the words closed my throat, the fear churned in my stomach, and I dropped my hand from her face.
 
   Maggie laced her fingers through mine and hopped off the counter. I wasn’t ready for her to leave, but I had no clue how to get her to stay, so I figured I’d just ask. “Will you stay for a little while longer?”
 
   She nodded and her lips pulled into a dimpled smile. “I’d like that.”
 
   Maggie was like the needle of a compass. No matter how hard I tried to get lost inside myself, she pulled me north, up, toward the light… toward her.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nine
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   Should a man be allowed to taste that sweet? Ryan’s warm hand was in mine; my heart still fluttered in my chest, and the taste of vanilla still lingered on my lips. He’d kissed me with a slow resolve, a simmered confection of sugary bliss. My jaw ached with need. He kissed me like I was fragile, precious, like he was honored. I’d never felt so special in my whole life. I would’ve spent all night kissing Ryan Hartford, but as his hand dropped from mine, the fantasy of being lost in time with his mouth on mine faded. My cheeks were still heated as his gaze feathered along my skin.
 
   “I should clean up. It won’t take me long. If you want… you can wait in the diner or—”
 
   “I’d be more than happy to help.” I smiled, and he shook his head with a quiet laugh.
 
   He rubbed the back of his neck, something I noticed he would only do when he was nervous. “I was going to say, I should only be about fifteen minutes…” He swallowed and dropped his eyes. “I don’t have much to do, but you can wash up at my place.”
 
   I looked down at my flour covered hands and scrubs, and a smile spread across my face. “I think that might be a good idea.” I wiped the flour off the front of my pants, but I was sure my butt was covered too. Great.
 
   “The door should be open. I’ll walk you, though. I don’t want you to head back by yourself in the dark.”
 
   “Thanks.” My shy smile made me feel like a teenager again. It was nice to feel light, admired, and as he took my hand in his again my heart kick-started.
 
   We walked through the front of the diner and around back in a mutual silence. His thumb trailed along mine, and I wondered what he was thinking. I wondered if he’d kiss me again, if he even wanted to. The lines he traced up and down my thumb with his sent a pleasant shiver up my arm.
 
   “Are you cold?” he asked, just as we stepped up onto his porch. Fresh cut firewood filled the space around his front door on either side. I nodded, and he opened the door. “I’ll start a fire before I head back.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   I hadn’t felt uneasy. If anything, I was excited, but as I stepped over the threshold and into his private world, the excitement turned to a swell of anxious butterflies in my stomach. The space was small — a galley kitchen opened to the left and a wood burning stove sat off to the right. A large bookshelf, filled with old books and quite a few new ones as well, ran along the right wall. There was a worn looking leather sofa that rested against the center wall. The floors were a light pine, and the walls were in need of fresh coat of paint. I assumed the pale tan color, at one point, had once been a warm mocha.
 
   “It’s not much, but it’s mine for now.” Ryan squeezed my hand gently, and I smiled. He motioned to the short hallway that was just off the kitchen. “That’s the bathroom, and my room is to the left. Feel free to wash up. I’ll start a fire in the stove. I have one in my room, too. It’s my only means of heat.” There were only two doors that I could see in the hall. The bathroom was open, and I could see his khaki colored shower curtain that had an outdoors theme. The bottom was covered with blue spruce, moose, and deer.
 
   I suppressed my giggle. “It’s charming.”
 
   He laughed openly. “It’s a dump, but it’s a home, so it’s fine with me.”
 
   “I’m serious. I like it. It’s a man’s man kind of place, you know?” I let go of his hand and moved to the bookshelf. There was a large oversized brown chair that sat in the corner next to the bookcase. The fabric looked soft, and I tried to imagine Ryan sitting peacefully, reading, his long legs at ease as his eyes poured over the words. I inspected his collection and noticed there were at least two rows of old Louis L'amour books, a few classics, some poetry, but most of the newer books were contemporary fiction. I pulled out a favorite of mine and flipped through the pages.
 
   “I love this book.” My smile was wide as I looked over my shoulder. Ryan was kneeling in front of the wood stove placing kindling inside through the open metal door.
 
   His gaze fell to the cover and his smile pulled across his face, the creases around his eyes deepened. “The Secret History. It’s one of my favorites as well.” He grabbed the matches off the top of the stove and struck it across the box. The smell of sulfur filled the air as he dropped the match into the stove. He stood and closed the small door as the fire grew inside.
 
   “Are these all yours?” I asked in awe as I placed the book back on the shelf. I loved books, all things bookish, and men who liked to read got a few extra points as far as I was concerned.
 
   He moved just behind me and placed his hand on my right shoulder. His fingers massaged the muscle, and I almost groaned. “No. All the new ones are mine and a few of these.” He pointed to a small section of paper-backed classics: The Catcher in the Rye; To Kill A Mocking Bird; Paradise Lost; The Count of Monte Cristo; Wuthering Heights… the basics. He chuckled. “It’s all I really spend my money on, that and stuff for my truck.”
 
   His hand moved slowly down my arm, and I turned to face him. He was so close, our bodies almost touched, and as he brought his other hand to my left arm, I held my breath. I lifted my chin and my eyes eagerly found his. I brought the palms of my hands to his chest again, and the feel of his heart was profound. The longer we watched each other, the faster it beat. He lowered his forehead to mine, and I finally allowed myself to exhale.
 
   “I want to kiss you again,” he spoke softly and placed his lips just above the crease between my brows. “But, I’m afraid.” His breath tickled my skin.
 
   “Of what?” I whispered.
 
   “You can’t save me, Maggie.” His words were a prayer as his lips grazed the corner of my mouth.
 
   Ryan’s hands rested on either side of my neck, his fingers at the nape and his thumbs pressed lightly against my jaw as he leaned my head back further. We were nose to nose, and his stare sent heat down my limbs. He was begging me to save him. “I don’t want to. I just want you… as you are.”
 
   He closed his eyes briefly, his jaw tight, and when he opened them again, they were filled with resolve. Ryan’s mouth met mine in a tender collision. A slow pulse. His teeth pulled across my bottom lip, and a shock shot down my spine. Our mouths were seeking, tasting, needing. The pads of his thumbs pressed firmly against my jaw. The touch commanded, it melted the sweetness and created a fire in my chest. His heart was pumping a furious pattern under my palms, and my fingers curled at the fabric of his shirt, desperate to have him closer. His hands slid from around my neck, down my arms, causing me to shudder. He kissed me once and then again as he took my hands in his, breaking our connection. The resolve in his eyes flickered as the space grew between us.
 
   “I thought you had a diner to clean.” I smirked in an attempt to lighten his changing mood.
 
   Ryan’s eyes lit with humor, and his laugh softened his features. His smile was broad as he shook his head and his hand ran through his hair. “Give me fifteen minutes?”
 
   He rubbed the back of his neck again, and it almost made me laugh. I was grateful I wasn’t the only one treading water hopelessly. Ryan was awkward, and I liked it.
 
   “I’ll get cleaned up.”
 
   “I have some T-shirts and sweats if you want to get out of those scrubs.” His eyes widened. “I mean… I figured—”
 
   “It’s okay. I think I got most of the flour off.” The corners of my lips lifted into a small grin.
 
   “If you change your mind, they’re in the second drawer on the left in my dresser.” He leaned down and kissed me on the cheek before he turned to leave.
 
   Ryan was awkward. He was distant sometimes, and I had no clue why or what had happened to him to make him that way. His front door shut, and I stood quietly in his apartment. He had just kissed me like he wanted me to know his soul, his secrets, and his pain. He twisted me up with a delicious tension, and I hoped tonight he’d relieve me. Give me a small piece of him, his past, and let me in, even if it was just a brief glimmer.
 
   I headed into the bathroom and laughed at my appearance. My cheeks were flushed and covered with small smudges of flour. I reached into my pocket for my hair tie and pulled my long hair up into a messy bun. I used the white bar of soap on the side of the sink and washed my hands first and then splashed my face. The warm water felt good against my skin, and I lathered the soap in my hands as I hovered over the sink. I scrubbed my face next, and Ryan’s smell of soap and cotton enveloped me. As I rinsed my face, the water trickled down my arms and dripped onto my pants.
 
   I stood and patted my face dry with the towel hanging next to the sink. “Damn it,” I muttered to myself once I realized I’d gotten water all over the front of my scrub top. I turned and stared at the closed door on the other side of the hallway. Ryan’s room. I chewed at my bottom lip. I wasn’t sure how late I was going to stay, but I knew I wasn’t leaving anytime soon. I tiptoed to his door like I was about to get caught doing something wrong. I shook my head at my immaturity and opened the door.
 
   The room was small. The dresser sat to my right, and his full sized bed sat to my left. In the far right corner was the wood burning stove he’d mentioned. The black metal pipe snaked up and out through the ceiling. There weren’t any windows, and the walls had wood paneling creating a dark space. The same pine flooring flowed into the room, and the green and blue quilt that laid across his bed reminded me of my own. His bedside table had an antique looking stained glass lamp and, just underneath it, a pile of books. 
 
   The only electronic in his entire place was a clock on his dresser. The red digital numbers read fifteen past ten. He wasn’t here, but I felt his presence. Ryan’s smell, his warmth, it embraced me as I moved toward the dresser. I grabbed a pair of light gray sweats and a navy blue Seattle Seahawks T-shirt from the drawer. I hurriedly replaced my clothes with his. Being naked in his room made my heart race, and it made me wish for things I shouldn’t… not yet at least. I rolled the top of his sweats and, after the third roll, they finally fit. My small frame drowned in his shirt, but I liked it. I liked being surrounded by him, even if it was only metaphorically. I folded my scrubs and, just as I walked out of his bedroom, the front door shut.
 
   Ryan’s eyes drank me in, and his lips broke into a giant smile. “You look good.”
 
   I laughed and waved my hand down my body. “I clean up nice.”
 
   He placed the brown paper bag he had in his hand on the small table near the kitchen and removed his apron. His jeans were covered in grease stains, and his dark shirt was dusted with flour. He reached into his pocket and removed a set of keys, dropping those on the table, then proceeded to kick off his boots. “I brought you a sandwich in case you were hungry. You can’t just have apple pie for dinner.”
 
   “Thanks.” I wasn’t really hungry — my stomach was too full of nerves — but I figured I’d eat anyway since he’d gone to the trouble of making something for me.
 
   His brows narrowed. “Do you mind if I get cleaned up.”
 
   “Not all.” I smiled.
 
   “Make yourself at home.” He moved toward me, and my pulse quickened as he moved a strand of hair off my cheek. “Thanks for staying. It’s nice having someone over beside Tony.” He chuckled.
 
   “I bet.” I bit the corner of my lip. “Besides, I think I kind of like you… well… I could just be using you for the free food, but—”
 
   He leaned down and kissed me; the interruption made me smile against his mouth. “I like feeding you,” he said as he pulled away. He stood to his full height. “I’ll be quick. There’s soda in the fridge, chips in the pantry… like I said… make yourself at home.”
 
   He’d retreated to his room for a moment and then moved to the bathroom with a change of clothes in his hand. I’d taken his advice and grabbed two sodas from the fridge and, as I searched for plates I heard the loud, familiar creak of water pipes. I stood in his kitchen thoroughly smitten and kissed, and I tried not to think about him being naked just a wall away. It was hard to believe that two months ago I hadn’t even known Ryan Hartford existed. He was a small, private treasure, hidden from the rest of the world, but I’d found him. I wanted to snuggle with him on the couch and read aloud, make him dinner and help him every Sunday at the diner. The girl inside me squealed and shouted and pumped her fist. I’d found a man, and he was sweet. Ryan was masculine and strong, and his hands, those hands, they felt just like I thought they would — rough and perfect against my skin. I was spiraling, but I didn’t care. It felt good to have a crush, to just feel happy.
 
   The sound of the water cut off and broke me from my daydream. I grabbed two plates from the cabinet and set them on the table. As I divided up the sandwich and placed a half on Ryan’s plate, I noticed there was a small stack of mail scattered just by his set of keys. My eyes moved across the white envelopes, and my breath caught as the bathroom door opened. Florida Department of Corrections stood out in green letters on the top left corner of one of the envelopes.
 
   “Did you find everything okay?” His voice was deep, and I could hear the smile on his lips.
 
   “I did.” I pushed down my panic and turned around.
 
   He stood just outside the bathroom in sweats, and his T-shirt stretched across his broad chest. His hair was still damp, and I couldn’t help but stare. He looked so handsome, sexy… I wasn’t used to seeing him like this. “You clean up pretty good, yourself.” My smile was genuine, and I swallowed the lump in my throat as he walked toward me.
 
   “Thanks.” He ran his hand through his wet hair and eyed the food on the table. “And thanks for sharing.” He gave me a lopsided smirk.
 
   I didn’t know this man, and I didn’t know what was in that letter. He’d said I couldn’t save him, and maybe he was right. I’d been burned before, but I decided to trust my gut. I chose to listen to the small voice in my head and the feeling in my heart. I’d found my treasure, and no matter the dirt it laid under, he shined. I saw that light, I saw it, and I knew what it was worth.


 
   
  
 

Chapter Ten
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   Maggie’s cheeks were a light shade of pink as she laughed. Her head rested on the arm of my sofa and her legs draped over my lap. My hand felt at home just above her knee as she continued to tell me about the time Beth was four, and how she had decided to make pancakes all by herself. We’d finished dinner about thirty minutes ago, and I enjoyed listening to her as she spoke with bright eyes and vivid hands. Her small form in my clothes spurred something archaic in my gut and made it hard for me not to think about wanting to kiss her, to taste her, and to feel what her skin would be like against mine.
 
   “Oh my gosh, the eggs, Ryan, they were everywhere. In her hair, on her clothes. The whole box, all eighteen eggs, cracked open on the counter, on the floor…” She was laughing so hard her shoulders shook, and it made me laugh too. I liked the way Maggie laughed. Her laugh was full and wholehearted, and I felt it in my chest. “…it’s funny now, but when I slipped and fell on my ass in a giant batter pool, I wanted to strangle her. Raw eggs, not fun.” She sighed and brought her eyes to me. “Being a parent… sometimes it’s overrated.”
 
   My laughter softened and my smile dimmed. My thoughts moved to Belle, and her giggle filtered through my head. Her small fingers… I almost felt them in my hand.
 
   “Hey, you okay?” Maggie sat up and gave me her nervous smile.
 
   I pushed back the memory and brought my hand to her face. I wanted to stop falling apart all the fucking time, to stop feeling guilty every time I felt a flicker of happiness. “I think I’m just worn out.” My thumb drew circles on her cheek, and she closed her eyes.
 
   “I should go. It’s getting late.” Her eyes opened and they filled with unspoken questions. My hand fell from her face as she stood.
 
   “It’s okay if you want to stay.” I wanted her to stay. Maggie had filled my silence, my cold quiet, and I’d begun to fear the dark of her departure.
 
   My hands moved to her waist, and I pulled her closer. “Come here.” The tone in my voice was low, and she bit her lip as she kneeled on either side of my legs. Maggie held my face between her palms and brought her lips to mine. At first, she kissed me with caution. I hadn’t been with anyone since Sarah, and as my hands drifted just under the hem of her shirt, I let the heat consume us as my fingers grazed the flawless silk of her skin. Our lips began to move together urgently, and I had to slide my hand down to her hips, gripping her tightly in an attempt to still her movement. We were too close, her lips too persuasive, and if I didn’t stop, I’d be lost to my ten years of pent up need. She deserved more than that, more than me, more than just an aggressive fuck on my couch.
 
   I lifted her at the waist and moved our bodies so that she was now lying beneath me. Her eyes were wide with the sudden change of position. Her cheeks were a deep red, and her top lip trembled. I stilled it with a soft kiss. Our lips parted and she smiled. The heaviness in my chest released, and the fear — the hold it had on my heart — untied just enough that I could breathe again. I eased myself next to her and she rolled onto her side, facing me. I draped my arm across the curve of her hip and painted letters onto her back through the thin cotton of her shirt.
 
   “I got carried away.” She searched my face for a reaction, and I grinned. Her gaze fell, and she blushed.
 
   “So did I.”
 
   Her eyes flicked back to mine; the clear blue color drew me in. She licked her lips and took a deep breath, gathering herself. “When I’m with you, I talk. I talk, Ryan, and you listen.” She brought her hands to my chest, and I noticed she always placed them in the same spot every time… in line with my heart. “I like this… us. I like you, but I hardly know anything about you.”
 
   “What do you want to know?” The question was dangerous, and the panic ripped at my temples.
 
   “Anything.” She laughed. “I know that your thirty-two, you used to be a paramedic, and you’re from Florida. But those are just facts, Ryan. I want to know you.” She leaned in and kissed me once. “I know you taste like vanilla,” she whispered against my mouth.
 
   Her lips distracted me, and her words caused the muscles in my stomach to tighten with need. “I like that you taste like apples.” I kissed her top lip and then her bottom.
 
   “Focus.” She giggled, and I pulled back from her mouth with a smirk. “I want… something more than simple facts. For example… how come you quit being a paramedic?”
 
   It was a normal question anyone would’ve asked, but I couldn’t give her a real answer… the full truth. Maggie chewed at her bottom lip, her perceptive gaze noting my shift of mood. She wanted to know me, and I almost thought, for a brief second, that I could let her. Almost. “It was over ten years ago, a bad time in my life, it just… it didn’t work out. I made a mistake, and… it all fell apart.” I sighed as I closed my eyes. I couldn’t look at her and lie. It was impossible, but the truth… it would send her running.
 
   Maggie kissed the furrow between my brow, and my eyes opened. “We all make mistakes,” she spoke in a calm tone, and her blue eyes blazed with sincerity. “I can tell… I can see it sometimes… in your eyes. We all have a history, a piece of ourselves we think we need to hide. It’s the nature of being human. And, even if you think I won’t understand, I want to have at least been given the chance.”
 
   I wanted her to know me, to know Belle, but my life… it existed on two planes — before and after. Before, I thought I had everything. I graduated top of my class, I loved my job, I was outgoing, and I had a beautiful wife. After… there was nothing to tell. My daughter’s death ruined me, turned me into a walking corpse. I was a divorced felon with a dead daughter; there was nothing else to know. I was a broken record in my own head. My life had become insignificant, until Maggie. She didn’t know it, but she’d given me a pulse.
 
   I kissed her forehead and decided I wanted her to have something of me. I couldn’t take a chance on the time I had with her. Beth and Maggie had become something to look forward to, and I wasn’t ready to go back. I wasn’t ready for them to become part of another after.
 
   “So… tell me… what else you got up there?” she teased, lightening the mood. “Tell me a story or a memory.” 
 
   “A story?”
 
   She nodded, and her smile stretched across her face. 
 
   “My mother used to always make me apple pie on my birthday. When I was eight, I’d eaten too much cake and ice cream…” I chuckled, “…I think I ate a pint all by myself and at least half the cake.” I shook my head as the memory washed through me. “I got sick. I’d stuffed myself so much, I ended up puking my guts out all night and ever since then I can’t stand birthday cake.”
 
   “When’s your birthday?”
 
   “December twenty-seventh. My mom would make all kinds of pies for Christmas and save an apple pie just for me.” I’d never let myself admit it, but I missed my parents. My dad was in the military for most of my childhood. He was strict but taught me how to be a man. He was that old-fashioned, fixer-upper, do-it-yourself kind of guy. He got his hands dirty, and I’d always wanted to emulate what he’d taught me. I admired him so much that I’d made the choice to pull away. Even though I missed their presence, after everything that had happened I had to shelter them from the shame I’d created with my impulsive decision. After a few years, I stopped accepting their letters, and about a year later, they stopped sending them. I didn’t want to know about my old life, about Sarah or Paul, or what it was like on the outside. I’d been trapped, caged, and I’d let myself forget everything… everything except Belle.
 
   “Speaking of birthdays. Beth’s is on Tuesday if you’d like to come over. I’ll make pie.” She gave me a crooked smile, and I laughed.
 
   “Sure. I’d love to.” It was stupid to weave myself deeper into her life, but as she lifted her hands to my face and brought her mouth to mine, it made me want to chance it all. Maggie made me want to forget my faults, and she gave me faith in the idea that one day I actually might.
 
   The heat of her mouth, the light touch of her fingertips, it was all surreal. She broke the kiss, and I pulled her closer as she snuggled into my chest. “Tell me more.” She yawned, and I continued to draw patterns along the surface of her back. I told her little things, gave her little pieces of my past. She listened as I skated around all of my real issues, as I told her mostly about my youth and my parents. She was quiet as I spoke, letting me purge the words that had been trapped away for so long.
 
   “Why don’t you talk to your parents anymore?” Her words were mumbled. The sound of sleep heavy in her tone.
 
   “It’s a long story.” I sighed. “It’s late and you’re tired, and I don’t want you driving tired.” Even though I was avoiding the question… it was the truth. She was too tired to go anywhere now. It didn’t matter that I wanted her to stay over or how I wanted to wake up with her face next to mine. I wanted Maggie to be the first thing I saw when I woke up. I wanted to start my day with her eyes on mine instead of the vacant space of my bedroom and the faded remnants of Belle.
 
   Maggie’s breath had become rhythmic against my chest, and I realized she’d fallen asleep. I smiled at my luck and eased slowly over her body as I extricated myself from her hold. Once I was standing, I stretched out my limbs and the ache in my muscles subsided. She was curled up on her side, her hair tie was loose and the curve of her hip was exposed. She was beautiful like this, flawless in her peaceful vulnerability. I almost didn’t want to disturb the beauty of the moment, but I didn’t want her to get cold. She scooped easily into my arms, and as she burrowed into my chest, she sighed.
 
   “Where are we going?” she asked, half asleep.
 
   “I’m taking you to bed.”
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   The back seat of the cruiser was claustrophobic. The damp fabric of my uniform stuck to the backs of my thighs, the humidity clung to the windows blocking out the outside world. The voice of the dispatcher rang crisply in the stale, copper air. The cop in the front spoke about me, about my family like I wasn’t there.
 
   “Ryan Hartford, twenty-two-year-old male. Suspect in custody. Ambulance and first responders on scene. Male victim is Paul Whiteside, twenty-two years old. Shoulder wound, not critical. Alleged domestic dispute. The suspect’s wife, Sarah Hartford, twenty-year-old female, unharmed. Suspect compliant, no backup needed. Over.”
 
   “Copy that, Sheriff.”
 
   The sheriff shifted the car into gear, and as the vehicle started to move, my nausea swam in my head. I’d thrown up enough tonight, and my stomach was empty. The pain in my throat burned as I dry heaved over my lap.
 
   “You gonna be sick, son? Don’t fucking puke in my cruiser, boy.” His thick, deep southern accent aggravated the non-stop, pounding in my head. “Why don’t you tell me what happened. Make it easy on yourself.”
 
   The image of Sarah on top of Paul caused spots to flood the corners of my vision. “My wife’s a whore.”
 
   “So you wanted to kill her? Teach her a lesson?”
 
   “Our baby is dead.” Belle’s fragile body soaked with rain water, her blonde hair tangled, matted with… I dry heaved again, and this time, the acid caused me to cough. The pain in my chest was blazing with anger, sadness, and rage.
 
   “Do I need to pull over so your sorry ass can be sick on the pavement and not on my clean seats?” His eyes met mine through the rearview mirror, and even through the metal grate that separated us, I could see his judgment.
 
   I shook my head. “No.”
 
   “So your wife, she’s banging the best friend, you catch them, crime of passion. It’s a slam dunk, so I would advise you—”
 
   “You don’t know a fucking thing.” I let my anger seep past my lips. He didn’t deserve it, but he was choosing to goad me with his self-righteous assumptions.
 
   “I know that’s your gun we found, your bullet, your best friend naked and bleeding, and your wife covered in his blood. I wager you got a good amount of gunshot residue on your hand, boy. You got blood all over your clothes…” The sound of the windshield wipers scraping across the glass brought me back to Belle, to the scene. I closed my eyes, the cop’s voice faded, and all I could hear were my own sobs as I held my little girl’s broken body in my arms.
 
   I didn’t care about Sarah, or how she had pleaded for her life, or how she’d pleaded for Paul’s. All I saw was red. Blood… selfish need streaming from her face. Disgust roiled in my gut as all the images kept streaming back and forth between Sarah’s moans, Belle’s dead body, and Paul’s groan as he fucked my wife. The woman who had birthed our daughter, the person who was supposed to love me, care about our family, care about our child enough to realize she’d gone missing, had ruined our lives… I’d pull that trigger over and over again if I could.
 
   “…your daughter?”
 
   I hadn’t heard what he said; I was too lost in the past few hours. “What?”
 
   “Where’s your daughter, Mr. Hartford?” He eyed me suspiciously.
 
   “She was the three-year-old that died tonight. She was the DOA my unit was called to, the hit and run off of 7th Ave. She was my only daug—” My throat closed off, and I had no more words. The misery swallowed me down… my life was over, and I’d never be the same again.
 
    
 
   “Belle! Baby—” The sound of my own voice shook me from my nightmare. Sweat covered my forehead, and my breathing was uneven. I wiped at my face and when I opened my eyes, the dim morning light crawled across the bedspread from my open bedroom door.
 
   I hadn’t gotten a hold of all my bearings before I felt Maggie stir next to me.
 
   “Who’s Belle?” she asked as she examined my face with worry at first. But the longer I remained silent, the longer I watched the trust — the trust I never deserved — fade.
 
   I sat up in the bed and our eyes met. I wasn’t sure what to say.
 
   “You said her name. You called out for her… while you were sleeping.” Her lips began to shiver, and I hated myself. I should’ve never started this with her. She deserved more than my fucked up life. She and Beth both. She threw the covers back and stood abruptly. “Don’t, don’t just sit there and stare at me, Ryan. Talk! Talk to me… Tell me something… anything. Who is she? Who is Belle?” She shook her head. My mouth wanted so much to move, but it wouldn’t. I couldn’t go back there with her. She’d never understand what I’d done.
 
   “Please, Maggie, I can’t… I don’t want to hurt you. It’s not—”
 
   She grabbed her things from the dresser top. She was so angry, but I still couldn’t find the words. I couldn’t find the will to stop her — to make her understand that I shouldn’t want this, that it was too soon, too much, and I wasn’t sure I was ready. I’d never be the man I’d once been. I’d never be the man that could make her truly happy.
 
   “It’s not what, Ryan?” She paused and pulled her hair quickly into a messy knot on the top of her head. “It’s not what I think? Is that what you were going to say?” She laughed bitterly as her eyes turned glassy with unshed tears, and the pang of regret squeezed my heart. “Why can’t you talk to me? Why can’t you trust me? I trusted you. I’ve started to let you in, I trusted you with Beth…” she exhaled harshly, “…you don’t understand what it’s like for me. How hard it is… you’re not a parent.”
 
   The words hit me square in the chest, knocking the air from my lungs, and my anger flared. She didn’t know one thing about what I’d been through — not one. “Get, out.” The calm tenor of my voice belied the true fury boiling below the surface.
 
   She gasped, and her blue eyes met mine. “Ryan, I—”
 
   “Just go, Maggie.” My head fell in defeat, and my shoulders shook with restraint. I needed her to leave. The grip I held was slipping, and I needed her to be gone when I let go of the ledge.
 
   “I can’t do this again,” she mumbled, and my attention fell to her wet lashes and distant gaze. “I can’t let myself get hurt again. I can’t trust you if you won’t tell me what’s happening inside your head.” Her jaw clenched when I didn’t respond. “Stay away from me.” 
 
   Her demand was concrete, and it etched its way inside my ribcage. Detachment… it was all I knew. She slammed my bedroom door and, on her way out, a wounded cry escaped her lips. It took everything in my power not to run after her, and my jaw ached with the amount of pressure I’d used to keep my mouth shut. I stood from the mattress in a moment of weakness. My feet pulled me toward the front door. But that’s as far as I got, that’s as far as I could manage before my panic took over and my lungs filled with dread.
 
   I turned and leaned back, my head rested against the wood of the door. My eyes closed as I counted each rapid beat of my pulse. The calm I’d hoped for never came. Maggie’s hopeful noise was already starting to fade, and the comfort I’d once found in silence was gone. The quiet morning clouded around my periphery. She left. I’d let her leave, and I had no one to blame but myself.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eleven
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   The ambulance bay was a revolving door today, and each hour that passed made it more difficult to see this shift through until the end. I sighed as I let myself relax into the worn down cushions of the breakroom couch. The lime green fabric itched my arms; the scratchy wool reminding me I only had fifteen minutes before I needed to get back to work. The tar taste of stale coffee burned my tongue and I cringed.
 
   “Oh my gosh, how old is this?” I frowned down at the offending cup, bringing it to my nose once more.
 
   The smell alone should have told me to beware. But, my inability to see things for what they were… well, that seemed to be the problem of the day, the problem of this damn week. I placed the cup of coffee between my legs, rested my head back, and closed my eyes, allowing myself these few precious seconds to miss him. I missed his mouth and the way his beard felt under my fingers. I’d woken up that morning snuggled to his side, afraid to open my eyes because I hadn’t wanted the morning to end.
 
   We’d slept next to each other all night, and it was the first night I’d slept that soundly in a very long time. When he’d shifted and my eyes had opened, I noticed his whole body was no longer at peace, but instead, coiled tight. My anger boiled again as I remembered how he’d called out her name, Belle, baby, and I sat up from the sofa. The breakroom clock ticked loudly, and my short reprieve was almost done.
 
   Who was she? An ex? Someone he obviously still cared about. The space in my chest felt limited just thinking about it, and it only served to upset me further. I shouldn’t care, he obviously wasn’t ever going to let me in, so why torture myself? Why allow another man to trick me into wanting him just so I could get discarded again? My teeth pulled across my bottom lip, and my anxiety climbed. Ryan wasn’t like that, he wasn’t Adam, so maybe I’d been too quick to leave. Ryan had looked at me as if he was desperate to speak, as if his own words were holding him captive. His hesitation had hung in the air as he’d watched me leave. He was the tortured one. He was the one locked inside himself. His dark brown eyes tried so hard to hide from me, but that was the problem — I saw them. I saw him. He gave me just enough to keep me well fed on curiosity, and just enough space that I inevitably still felt alone. I wanted more for myself… for Beth.
 
   I stood and threw my coffee in the trash. I pulled my hair into a messy bun and stared at the wall. I’d wanted to ask him what was in that letter from Florida, but I’d been afraid to push him too much. It was apparent he had even more buried deep inside him. I hadn’t even had the chance to scratch the surface of who Ryan Hartford was, and at this point, all I wanted… was to not care.
 
   The breakroom door flew open, and Laurie’s laugh filled the room. “It’s only funny when you say it like that, Tate. Jesus.”
 
   Officer Tate Evans and Laurie, one of my work friends, locked eyes on me as they walked into the small room. “Maggie, you heading back to the floor?” Laurie gave me a worried look. She was the only one at work that knew about me… me as a whole person, not just the nurse, the single mom, or the girl who’d lost her parents. Besides Cornelia, she was the only other person I really had in my life, and they both knew all about my feelings for Ryan.
 
   “Yeah. I’ve only got an hour left of this hellish day, might as well go out with a bang.” I gave Laurie a half-hearted smile, and her frown deepened.
 
   “It’s good to see you, Maggie.” Tate’s always shy smile had a bit more confidence tonight as he appraised me.
 
   “Officer.” I nodded, and he grinned.
 
   “I’ve known you since we were kids, Maggie. You don’t need to call me officer.” He laughed.
 
   “True… but you’ve earned it. It has a nice ring to it, I think.”
 
   His smile pulled across his face as he gave me his full regard. Tate was one of those guys that was attractive, but didn’t know it. He was sort of a nerd in high school but grew into adulthood well. His dark brown hair was thick and always cut neat on the sides and left longer on the top. He wore it messy on purpose, and his chin was always dusted with a five o’clock shadow. He was well-built, and as his hazel eyes lingered an anxious ache developed in my stomach.
 
   “I’m going to grab a coffee. You want one, Tate?” Laurie gave me a knowing look and a smirk, and I wanted to punch her. But I’d settle for the look I was about to see on her face once she drank that nasty coffee. I internally smiled. 
 
   “No, I’m good, thanks. I haven’t seen you around the diner this week? You and Beth doing all right out there on your own?”
 
   His question caught me off guard. “Um, yeah, thanks.” I gave him a small smile. “We’ve been busy planning Beth’s birthday party. It’s tomorrow.”
 
   “Oh shit! I almost forgot.” Laurie’s loud tone made me jump.
 
   “It’s fine. It’s at four. Can you still make it?”
 
   “I wouldn’t miss it. Tate, you should come, too.” Laurie smirked again, and I narrowed my eyes at her.
 
   “That would be great, but I work the late shift tomorrow.” The disappointment furrowed his brow.
 
   Laurie was really starting to irritate me. Tate was a nice guy, a good guy, but I’d never really spent much time with him since I’d moved back to Washington years ago. He was into me in high school, but I’d wanted out of this town and I’d made it a point not to have attachments back then on purpose. However, it was worse now, because… I was attached, attached to a man I shouldn’t want. I’d told Ryan to stay away, but deep down, in every fiber, in every fault line of my heart, I had wanted him to chase me that morning.
 
   “Bummer.” Laurie snickered and took a sip of her coffee.
 
   Her face was priceless as the sludge hit her lips. Laurie’s nose crinkled, and she grimaced as she swallowed down the black liquid. My lips formed a firm line as I tried not to laugh.
 
   “That bad, huh? Glad I passed.” Tate’s eyes slid back to mine.
 
   “Yes, it’s toxic,” she groaned and moved to the sink to dump out her cup.
 
   “Well, I’ll see you ladies around. Better get that DUI over to booking.” Tate’s lips curled up into a handsome smile as he nodded his chin at me. “See you later, Maggie.”
 
   Laurie waved over her shoulder as Tate left, and as soon as the door shut behind him, I took a deep breath. “What the hell, Laurie?”
 
   She turned, her eyes were wide with mock innocence. “Nothing. He’s hot as hell, Mags. I’m just trying to help.”
 
   “Don’t.” I attempted to leave, and she lightly grabbed my arm.
 
   “I just want to see you happy… for once, you… you and Beth deserve a little happy.” She watched me as I tried to hold back my tears. The salt water brimmed over my lashes with one traitorous drop, and as it trailed down my heated cheek, I forgave her.
 
   “We’re happy. I’m just—”
 
   “Lonely. Maggie, you’re lonely. Has he come by? Tried to call?” Laurie’s light green eyes flicked to mine, and she dropped her hand from my arm.
 
   I shook my head and it fell forward. I stared at the three spots of dried up mud on the white and green checkered linoleum floor.
 
   “That’s what I thought.”
 
   My head snapped up. “It’s only been a few days.”
 
   “You don’t know him, Mags.” I hated how she looked at me like she felt sorry for me.
 
   “You’re right. I don’t. But I know, in the short amount of time I’ve had with him, he made me feel more special than any guy I’ve ever been with.”
 
   “How special did you feel when you woke up to him shouting some other girl’s name?”
 
   “Fuck you.”
 
   She gasped. “Maggie?” Her brows creased, and I immediately regretted my severity. She pulled a piece of her red hair behind her ear, exposing her pale cheeks.
 
   “I’m sorry, Laurie. This day… it’s been way too long. I want to go home, soak in a tub, and forget about men, and how no matter what I do, I pick all the winners.” I puffed out a laugh, and she smiled.
 
   “I deserved that verbal slap. I promise…” she held up three fingers, “…I will not meddle in your love life.”
 
   I giggled. “What’s with the finger pledge?”
 
   “It makes it more real… like a pinky promise.” She smirked.
 
   “Are we five?” I rolled my eyes.
 
   “I’m mentally immature. It’s cute.” She twirled a strand of her dark auburn hair and grinned.
 
   I laughed and shook my head. “We better head back out there, or Dr. Williams may blow a gasket.”
 
   She frowned. “You’re right.”
 
   “I usually am.”
 
   It wasn’t entirely the truth, though. My life was a series of miscalculations and fumbled attempts at love. Beth was my only sure thing. I smiled as I thought about tomorrow. She’d been so animated when I dropped her off at Cornelia’s today. Beth had rambled on about her decorations – Captain America. She was happy, blissfully innocent. I cinched the bun in my hair and decided to focus on her for the rest of my shift, instead of the damn apple pie I'd made for tomorrow that was sitting hopeful in my fridge.
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   The red, white, and blue streamers were a nice touch. I was grateful to Cornelia for driving thirty minutes out of her way to stop at the party supply store in the next town over. Small, shiny, plastic Captain America shields hung from the paper ribbons, and the navy blue table cloth was covered in Marvel stickers and foil stars to match the color scheme.
 
   The party had wound down. Tony and a few of my friends from work, including Laurie, had left already. I chose to ignore the pie that was sitting on my stove, baked, undisturbed, and alone, in tribute to what could have been. I exhaled a sad breath and took in the mess I’d have to clean up once Cornelia left. The girls Beth invited had gone home about twenty minutes ago, and their plates covered with little pools of vanilla ice cream and half eaten chocolate cake were still strewn across my kitchen table. Beth’s lips were tinted blue from the icing of her cake, her cheeks were red, and her eyes were tired as she opened up her last present.
 
   Cornelia and I had made her a quilt out of all her baby blankets. Beth’s smile grew, and the corners of her lips spread impossibly wide. “Happy Birthday, Honey Bee.”
 
   “Those were all your blankets when you were just a peanut, Bee.” Cornelia’s voice was thick with sentiment, and it made my eyes prick with tears as well. Seven. Seven years with her. I really was blessed.
 
   “I wasn’t a peanut.” Beth snickered and I laughed. She was such a concrete thinker, just like… I didn’t want to think it, but the older she got, it was hard not to see Adam in her every now and then.
 
   “You were. Six pounds and four ounces and just seventeen inches long.” I pushed off the wall and walked over to where she was sitting. “You were perfect.” I leaned down and kissed the top of her head.
 
   I was just beginning to gather up all the torn pieces of wrapping paper that had been shredded and thrown across the carpet when a light knock sounded on the door. Cornelia looked at me, and I shrugged. “Someone probably forgot something.” I gave a quick glance around the room as I headed to see who it was.
 
   Soft brown eyes met mine as I opened the front door, and the scent, his scent, of cotton and soap spilled across the threshold.
 
   “Am I too late?”
 
   He wasn’t just asking about the party. Ryan ran his hand through his hair and rubbed the back of his neck. His anxious eyes locked on mine, and they were open… he was ready.
 
   “Maybe.” Each breath came faster than the next as he stepped closer.
 
   “Tony gave me directions and… I’m…” He lifted his hand, and I wanted him to touch my face. I’d missed the rough sensation of his fingertips, but he paused and my heart dropped into my stomach. His hand fell to his side, and I noticed he was holding a gift bag with The Hulk on it in his other hand. “I wanted to give her this.” Ryan smiled as he held up the bag.
 
   “Thank you. She’ll love it, especially the bag.”
 
   “The Hulk. I think she said he was her favorite.” He chuckled.
 
   I nodded with a half grin. “Yeah, she’s sort of a fangirl for the Captain at the moment, but Hulk is her all-time favorite.”
 
   He watched me quietly, waiting for me to make a choice, waiting for me to say it was okay for him to come in. “Ryan, I—”
 
   “I’m sorry, Maggie. I shouldn’t have—”
 
   “Who is it, Mom?” Beth’s voice broke through our private bubble, and I sighed.
 
   I stepped to the side and pushed the door open fully. “Come on in.” I swallowed as he stepped into my home. He’d never been here before, and letting him in — it felt right.
 
   He was a mighty wave, and I was the fragile sandy shore being pulled into his depths.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twelve
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   Maggie’s house smelled like cinnamon and sugar, and as I stepped into her living room a flood of nostalgia settled over me. The birthday decorations, that particular scent… all of it almost had me stepping back into time, but I held tight to the present. And as I moved past Maggie, I deliberately let my hand graze hers. I’d missed her skin, and I’d spent the better part of the past few days trying to remember how it had felt. The light touch sent a shock up my arm and was enough to prove my memory did her no justice. I’d fought with myself time and time again. I was stuck between guilt and need. What I wanted had never been important to me, not anymore… not after Belle. I’d vacillated so many times tonight, keys in hand, coming here. It was the first battle I’d won in a very long time, and as I walked into her home, I was glad I decided to fight. 
 
   There was a woman sitting on the couch next to Beth, and for a minute, I thought I recognized her. 
 
   “Ryan, this is Cornelia. She’s the one who is so gracious and helps me practically raise this little rug rat.”
 
   My smile pulled easily across my face at Beth’s scowl.
 
   “I’m not a peanut or a rug rat.” Beth folded her arms and had a pout on her lips.
 
   Cornelia laughed openly. “It’s nice to meet you, Ryan. I come into Red’s from time to time, but I don’t think I’ve ever officially met you.” She stood and offered me her hand. She gave me her firmest grip, and I imagined she was protective of Maggie. It was a good quality to have. “I’ll give you guys a minute while I pack a bag for Beth.”
 
   “Thanks again for taking her tonight. It makes my morning so much easier.” Maggie exhaled as she sat next to Beth. “My shifts are all over the place lately. I worked twelve to twelve yesterday, and now seven to seven tomorrow. I’m burning my candle at both ends.”
 
   “I say call in sick tomorrow. Do something for you, Maggie. You deserve a break.” Cornelia walked past me and gave me a secret smile. “I’ll be right back. Beth, I’ll grab your book bag, too, Honey.”
 
   As she left the room, my nerves spiked. I was beginning to reconsider this whole just showing up idea I’d had. She’d asked me to stay away, but the longer I tried, the more it became clear I wasn’t capable of staying away from Maggie. Her eyes were distant as they trained on the fireplace behind me. She was withdrawn, and I deserved the chilly reception. Beth, on the other hand, she was practically bouncing on the couch, her eyes on the bag in my hand. I had to give it to her. For a small child, she was very polite and patient. My lips spread involuntarily, and the warmth I felt just being here, for now, had to be enough.
 
   I knelt down in front of Beth and handed her the bag. Maggie finally brought her gaze to mine when Beth squealed. The blue pools of Maggie’s eyes shimmered, and her full, pink lips pulled into a dimpled smile. The pressure in my chest lifted, and it took all my restraint not to touch her cheek like I would’ve if I hadn’t fucked up. I wanted her to feel me, to feel how much I missed her.
 
   Beth’s gasp broke our stare.
 
   “Mom! Look!”
 
   The shiny necklace dangled carefully in the air as Beth held it up for display. The tiny honey bee charm swayed from the center of the silver rope.
 
   “Ryan.” Maggie’s tone was breathless. “It’s perfect.” Her eyes spilled over with tears, and her lips trembled as she tried to reign in her reaction.
 
   “May I?” I lifted my chin to the piece of jewelry in Beth’s hand, and she nodded appreciatively.
 
   The silver felt fragile in my large hands as I struggled with the tiny clasp, but once it was secured around her neck, Beth jumped from the couch and hugged me. Her small arms wrapped around my neck and her face burrowed into my shoulder. I inhaled, and her scent of strawberries pulled into my lungs. Maggie watched with a smile, her cheeks were wet and she mouthed the words thank you. All the reservation I had… finally… finally disappeared. This was where I wanted to be. They were the ones I wanted in my life. This woman… this little girl… they were just as much mine as Belle had been, and as Beth pulled away and kissed my cheek, my heart nearly stopped. It wasn’t perfect, it sure as hell wasn’t what I ever expected, but it felt good. Beth crinkled her nose and wiped at her mouth with a giggle, and I laughed.
 
   “What?” I asked, the humor in my tone magnified Maggie’s smile.
 
   “Your beard is kind of gross.” Beth’s nose was wrinkled, and the corners of her lips danced as she fought a smile.
 
   I laughed again and asked, “But you like the necklace, though? Right?” 
 
   “I’ll never take it off.” Beth brought her hand to the charm that sat a few inches from her neck. “Thank you.”
 
   “I say a man who buys you jewelry is a keeper in my book,” Cornelia said, and I stood from my kneeling position.
 
   “It looks like you got everything,” Maggie said as she stood as well.
 
   “I packed it all. Beth, just grab your new blanket if you want to bring it.” Cornelia’s hands were full. She had a backpack and a knapsack balanced with a pillow and a large stuffed Hulk.
 
   “You need a hand with that?” I offered.
 
   “No, I’m a professional,” she said with a grin.
 
   “Aww, Mom, I want to stay with you guys,” Beth whined, and Maggie laughed.
 
   “It’s easier this way. Unless you want to stay and get up at the crack of dawn, I suggest you go have a sleepover with Mrs. Samson.”
 
   Beth rolled her eyes and grabbed the blanket that was laying on the couch. She hugged her mom and seemed reluctant to let go. “Don’t worry, Bee, I have the next four days off after tomorrow.” 
 
   Beth gave me another thank you, and her smile was huge as she moved to leave.
 
   “I’ll see you around eight tomorrow night?”
 
   Maggie groaned. “Yup, hopefully no later. Thanks again. I really need the rest.”
 
   “Anytime, I enjoy having her over. We have lots of fun and girl talk.” Cornelia ruffled the top of Beth’s head, and Beth giggled. “See you tomorrow, Maggie.”
 
   “Bye, Mom. Love you.”
 
   “Love you, too, Honey Bee.”
 
   Cornelia opened the front door, and I wondered if maybe I should be leaving too. “I should let you get some sleep.”
 
   Maggie shook her head. “No, it’s okay. I want to talk to you.” She smiled at Beth and blew her a kiss just as the door shut behind them.
 
   She wanted to talk, and I had so much to say. I just hoped I actually had the fucking strength to get through it.
 
   Maggie’s eyes found mine, and she wiped at the stray moisture from her cheeks. “I want full disclosure, Ryan, or you can just leave.” She exhaled sharply. “Sorry, that was—”
 
   “Deserved.” I took a step toward her, and her posture stiffened. She was bracing herself already. My stomach churned. I’d give her full disclosure and then I’d leave with the small memories I had, knowing that at least I had tried, that I had given her the real me. I couldn’t expect more than that. “Maggie, I’m sorry.” I placed my hand on her shoulder and she relaxed.
 
   Her eyes searched my face. “Who’s Belle?”
 
   The name fell from her lips and the grip of each letter squeezed my throat. The tight pain took my breath away, and my breathing became erratic. Panic… it always consumed me. I swayed, and she grabbed my arm.
 
   “Ryan?” The fear in her voice shook me.
 
   I closed my eyes and shoved the anxiety down. My chest moved heavy with each breath. “She’s my daughter.”
 
   The silence was profuse and substantial as I opened my eyes. Maggie’s cheeks were wet again with fresh tears. “Your daughter? You… you have—”
 
   “She’s dead.” The two words tore me open again like they had the first time I ever uttered them. A sob escaped my chest, and my legs almost gave out. Those two fucking words had destroyed me for so long, but to see them hanging between Maggie and me, out in the open, it was a relief. I never wanted her to have to save me, but without knowing it, I’d let her throw me a line.
 
   Maggie closed the distance between us, resting her head on my chest. The heat of her cheek and the dampness of her tears seeped through the white cotton.
 
   “H-how?” she stuttered the word as she tried to catch her breath.
 
   I brought my cheek to the top of her head and closed my eyes. The surroundings were too much of a reminder of my reality. If I shut my eyes and let the words be free, maybe I could live again. Maybe I could open my eyes, and this room wouldn’t feel so suffocating. “Belle was three years old when she died. She used to sleep walk, open doors. It was crazy. I never worried, though. She’d never left the house before.” I sucked in a ragged drag of air and continued as Maggie’s arms held me firmly in place. “The night she died, it had been raining, and it was the only time she’d ever gone outside while sleep walking. She was struck by a vehicle, killed instantly…” my voice was barely a whisper as I staved off the tension brewing in my gut, “…it was a hit and run.”
 
   Maggie pulled back, and I opened my eyes as I lifted my head. She placed her hands, in her spot, just above my heart, and when her eyes found mine, they were filled with more than tears, more than sorrow, they were filled with the knowledge of loss. “Did they ever find—”
 
   I nodded my head, and a small cry sounded from Maggie’s lips. “It was a drunk driver. But, that’s the messed up thing, Maggie. I don’t blame him.”
 
   The crease between Maggie’s eyes deepened. “What do you mean?”
 
   My hands moved to her waist. I needed to be close to her, to feel the security of her touch. Otherwise, my temper, my anger… it was combustible, and Maggie shouldn’t have to witness that. “I blame my ex-wife. She was having an affair with my best friend from the firehouse. She was fucking him that night, left the front door unlocked for him after I left for my shift.” I wanted to break something, and I realized my grasp on Maggie’s waist was too tight. I dropped my hands and turned away.
 
   “Don’t shut down, please… please look at me.” Maggie pleaded and wound her arms around my body. 
 
   The side of her face rested on my back and her palms laid flat on my chest. My jaw ticked as I stared straight forward. The hold I had over my emotions began to slip and all the pain, the deep searing reality of what I’d done nearly choked me silent. Angry tears spilled down my cheeks as I tried to summon the strength to continue.
 
    “I came home to tell her, to tell her what had happened to our baby girl. It was pouring, and I was soaked from the rain and Belle’s blood.” I choked down a sob. “The front door was left open, Maggie, wide fucking open, so when I pulled into the driveway, I grabbed my gun from the lock box in my car. I thought maybe an intruder could have been in the house, but instead, I found them… in our bed. I was already gone the minute I held Belle in my arms, but when I caught them, I’d lost any sense of right and wrong, and in the heat of the moment I pulled the trigger. I shot him.”
 
    Maggie released me from her embrace, and as I turned to look at her, I was met with a fearful gaze. “You shot him?” I nodded, and she brought her shaking hands to her lips while the tears streamed down her cheeks. “Did… I mean… is he—”
 
   “Dead? No.”
 
   She exhaled.
 
   “But I wish he was. I wish they both were, Maggie. I’d do life this time instead of ten years in prison. If I had a chance to go back and repeat that moment, I would’ve aimed lower. They killed my daughter.”
 
   The fury I’d felt that night hadn’t diminished with time, but finally speaking the words, and letting her see the rotted wound of what I’d become—it was cathartic. 
 
   Maggie didn’t look at me with disgust like I thought she would’ve. She watched me carefully for a moment, her expression blank before she wiped the tears from under her eyes. “Ryan, I—”
 
   “Wait. That’s not the worst part.” I scrubbed my palm down my face and locked my eyes on hers. I took a step toward her, and when she didn’t back away, I used the opportunity to place my hands on her cheeks.
 
   “It’s not?” her top lip shivered as she spoke.
 
   “I was working, Maggie. I was called to the scene. I saw her, I saw my Belle… covered in a sheet. I held her body in my arms. I saw the damage they caused with their selfish fucking affair. My reason for living died in that gutter, alone. And the worst part is, I know in my heart, at some point, she woke up… she was awake. It was pouring, Maggie…” Tears fell down my face in a torrent, and my words seeped from my lips in angry sobs. “She would’ve been cold, and confused… frightened. My baby girl…” my nostrils flared as I tried to speak through my own personal hell, “… she died scared and alone. I fucking live with this regret… What if I stayed home that night? What if I’d been a better husband? What if—” I couldn’t breathe; my heart was in my throat and my hold on Maggie’s face slipped.
 
   She brought her palms to the back of my hands, supporting my hold. “Stop,” she cried out. Maggie tilted her head back, and her tear filled eyes pierced through mine. The fear — it was gone. “Just stop.” She moved her hands to frame my face, and I let my head fall slowly forward, resting my forehead against hers. “What-ifs… Ryan, they’ll ruin you.”
 
   “I’m already ruined, Maggie, I’m already gone.” I closed my eyes and breathed her in. I breathed in the acceptance, and I felt light-headed. My pulse hammered behind my temples, but as she trailed her thumb back and forth along my jaw, I began to feel at ease. All my secrets were out. I showed her what was left of me and she was still here.
 
   “You may be ruined, Ryan, but you’re not gone. You’ve just changed… adapted, and I see … the man you’ve become… and he’s beautiful. You’re shattered, but I can still see your light. Even through all the tiny cracks, you still shine.” She pulled away, and a tear trickled down her cheek and lingered at the corner of her mouth.
 
   “I tried to stay away like you asked, but I’ve allowed myself to care about you. I let you in, Maggie, and I just couldn’t… Beth, she looks so much like my Belle, and seeing her… it slices me up. She’s my ghost, but I want the blade because having you both in my life, having this…” I kissed her slowly, and her sweet taste opened my veins and fed my rapid pulse. I pulled away, and the dizzy feeling returned as I caught my bearings. “…it takes away the pain, it cuts past my ugly history and releases the vice from my chest. You and Beth… you give me something to look forward to. I didn’t tell you because I was scared you’d be afraid, that you wouldn’t want a man like me around your daughter.”
 
   She shook her head. “I don’t know too many people who wouldn’t have pulled that trigger.”
 
   “Do you mean that?”
 
   “I’d never judge you, Ryan. You…” She swallowed. “What you went through… no one should ever have to suffer that. I want to be here for you.”
 
   “I meant it when I said I’m beyond rescue. Some things, Maggie, they just never heal.”
 
   “And they shouldn’t.” She placed her cheek on my chest again, and I cradled her head in my hand.
 
   “You deserve better.” The statement was a slight whisper, not meant to be heard, but when she answered, the sprig of hope I’d allowed in took root.
 
   “I’ll be the judge of that.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirteen
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   His heart thundered loudly in my ear with its usual irregular beat. It was a hard felt truth. I’d never be enough for this real man… this broken soul. I’d never fix him. The loss of a child… he would never be whole again, and the pain in my sternum split me open. I wished, God, I wished I could pour half of my soul into his chest, give him that happiness he deserved, the love he’d once had, but I couldn’t. He was wrong; I didn’t deserve him. He’d chosen me. I was the special one who got to hold a piece of his broken heart, and I’d never felt so lucky. I didn’t fear the choices he’d made, I bowed to them. Call me crazy, but I’d have done the same thing. 
 
   Ryan pulled me closer, and I wasn’t sure where he ended and I began anymore. My tears hadn’t stopped since I watched this stoic man fall apart, and the cotton of Ryan’s shirt was wet against my cheek. If I ever lost Beth — the thought made my knees weak — I’d never survive the loss.
 
   Ryan kissed the top of my head and spoke into my hair. “I should be more than a dark cloud on your life, Maggie, but I—”
 
   I leaned back and looked into his eyes. “You’re not a dark cloud…” I had to find my breath and the lump in my throat was threatening to silence me again, “…you’re so good with Beth, even though it hurts you to be around her… you still tried… you’re still trying, and that’s all I need. Flaws and all — I’m here, Ryan.”
 
   A small smile twitched the corner of his lips as he wiped my tears away with the pad of his thumb. His own eyes were rimmed with red and his lashes were wet. “You didn’t let me finish my thought. I don’t want you to waste your time trying to mend my wounds… you can’t. I don’t want my past to hover over you and Beth, but… you make me want to try again…” His eyes fell to my mouth, and my breath hitched. “I can’t figure a way out of it anymore.”
 
   He leaned down gradually, and my heart fluttered wildly in my ribcage. “A way out of what?”
 
   The sweet heat of his kiss enveloped me, the salt from his tears still evident on his lips, and when he stopped to speak, I almost wished I hadn’t asked the question. “You. I can’t see any way around it. You and Beth… I care about you, and it just feels… right.” He released me from his hold, and my eyes closed as his rough palms held my face. 
 
   “I care about you, too.” My eyes opened and my gaze fell into his. “I know I can’t make things magically better for you. I’m not going to try and change you because I know I can’t. But, what you said is the truth. It feels right, and I just want time, Ryan… time with you.”
 
   He held my stare. “Time.” The word slipped past his lips and lingered in the coveted space between us. He leaned down and kissed my cheek. As he spoke, his breath tickled the skin. “I can give you that.”
 
   Goose bumps ran down my neck and arms, and all the butterflies in my stomach soared. “I made you a pie.” My nose crinkled, and I shut my eyes tight with embarrassment as he chuckled at my nervous and random outburst. Having him this close, his lips at my ear… it twisted up my sensibilities.
 
   “You did?” He stood at his full height, lacing his hand with mine, and his mouth was spread into a giant grin.
 
   My awkwardness melted away as Ryan’s brown eyes lit with humor. “I did. Wishful thinking?” I shrugged. “Come on, I’ll get you a slice.”
 
   “Make it to-go.” He dropped his hand from mine and ruffled it through his hair. “You have an early day tomorrow.”
 
   As much as I hated to admit it, he was right. “I really do.” I frowned.
 
   He laughed, and the tone of it filled my sad little house with something I’d once dared to hope for, something I didn’t expect to ever have again — another piece of the puzzle — a second half. “You have off the next few days, though?” I nodded as he followed me to the kitchen. “You and Beth spend some time together, and then I’ll see you on Sunday?” 
 
   He leaned against the breakfast bar as I wrapped the pie in plastic wrap. “I’d like to see you before then. Maybe go see a movie with Beth.”
 
   “A movie?”
 
   “Yes. You know… at the theater in town?” I handed him the whole pie and the crease between his brows deepened.
 
   He glanced down at the pastry in his hand. “I don’t need a whole pie, Maggie.”
 
   I ignored the statement and smirked. “Movie night with the girls… sound good?”
 
   He shook his head with a short laugh. “It sounds great.”
 
   We headed to the front door in a comfortable silence, and with each step closer, my chest filled with anxiety. I didn’t want him to leave. “I’ll see you Thursday. Let’s catch whatever’s playing at six?”
 
   “I’ll see if Frank can cover for me.” He held up the pie. “Thanks for this.”
 
   I opened the door a crack and reached up on my tiptoes kissing him softly on his mouth. The hair of his beard bristled against my lips and sent a pleasant jolt down my spine. “Thank you for showing up.”
 
   He watched me for a moment and placed a flyaway hair behind my ear. “Thanks for letting me in.”
 
   He brought his lips to my forehead one more time before he turned, opened the door, and left me standing in the entryway dazed. I watched as his truck pulled away, and the further it moved down the street, the more anxious I became. The adrenaline spiked through my body, and I felt the urge to run. Run… as fast as my legs would carry me. Run… the word whispered in my subconscious. I slammed my door, and moved through my house like a giant gust of wind.
 
   I couldn’t let him go home alone. Not after tonight. Not after everything he’d shared. I was such an idiot, and I internally scolded myself as I grabbed my purse and keys off the counter.
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   The light from Ryan’s window cast funny shadows on the ground as I approached his porch. My stomach was in my throat as I knocked on the door. I hadn’t really thought this through. I would’ve called him, but he didn’t have a cell phone, and I assumed he’d have gone straight home. The heavy sound of his foot fall became more distinct as he neared the other side of the door.
 
   The lock made a quiet click as it slid open, and my heart took flight as the heavy wooden door opened. Ryan greeted me with a confused smile. “Maggie?”
 
   “I… I wasn’t ready to say goodbye,” I stuttered as the truth escaped my lips.
 
   He stepped closer, his broad shoulders filling the doorway, and framed my face with his palms. The heat of his hands felt good against my chilled skin. “I didn’t want to leave.”
 
   Our lips met with a hungry crash and my hands ran through his hair, gripping tightly as I held on for dear life, because there was no way I was going to survive this kiss. His groan vibrated in his chest and set every pore in my skin ablaze as he nipped my bottom lip. His hands fell to my waist, and the force of his fingertips set off a chain reaction of heat starting in my chest. The flames burned all the way down to my belly, and a surge of need pooled between my legs. He savored me; his tongue dipped and danced with mine. Each hurried breath and each delicious taste I received was a gift.
 
   His powerful arms lifted me, and my legs wrapped around his waist. He kicked the door shut, and our lips never parted as he walked to the bedroom. It was like his switch had flipped, and the easy control, that balance he mastered every day, it began to crumble. My fingers ran down the back of his neck and he shuddered. A low sound rumbled in his throat as my back hit the wall, and his name whispered from my parted lips.
 
   Ryan’s hands had found their way under the hem of my T-shirt, and his fingers held my hips with a hot grip as he caught his breath. He rested his forehead against mine, and it was then I realized he was shaking.
 
   “You’re trembling.” I brought my hands to his shoulders.
 
   His chest moved rapidly with each breath he took, and his pupils were fully dilated as he searched my expression. “I don’t want to mess this up.” He swallowed nervously, and I brought my hands to his face.
 
   He let his gaze fall to my mouth, and I leaned in teasing his lips with mine. “You won’t,” I whispered against his mouth.
 
   He kissed me one more time with a slow, languid pull of his lips. He ran his hands down my thighs and clenched his jaw. “What about work? You have to—”
 
   “I called in sick on my way over. I’m all yours.” My teeth raked across my bottom lip, and he swallowed again.
 
   “All mine.”
 
   I nodded. My skin was sensitive, my face was flush, and my body was desperate for his. “Yes.”
 
   He held me securely, and my arms wrapped around his neck as he moved us to his bed. His stare pinned me in place as he sat me down on the mattress. He stood in front of me, and I pulled myself into a kneeling position. My hands rested on his chest. The beat of his heart was the one constant in this whirlwind, and it soothed me. He was wearing his jeans and the white undershirt he had on earlier. The red and black checked flannel he wore was still unbuttoned, and I slid my hands under the material, easing it off his shoulders. It fell to the floor, and the muscle in Ryan’s arms flexed as I drew a line along his skin down to his hands.
 
   “Maggie.” My name pleaded from his lips as I brought his hands to the hem of my shirt giving him permission. He lifted the fabric over my head, and my hair cascaded down my back and covered my bra. Ryan moved my hair over my shoulder with the back of his hand, and I shivered as his fingertips trailed down each arm. I could feel his feather light touch along the curve of my hip, and the pulse of desire became almost too much to bear.
 
   He lifted his hand and brushed his thumb along my lips. “I’ve been in the dark for so long I almost forgot, Maggie.”
 
   He held my chin between his thumb and forefinger. “Forgot?” I whispered.
 
   “How to see it. I almost lost its meaning.” He pressed his lips between my confused brows. “Beauty… Maggie. You. You’re better than perfect… you’re the fucking definition.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fourteen
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   She was all forms of flawless; her gasp slipped easily across my lips as I captured it, and our mouths moved together too fast. I was breathless. It was like I’d never done this before. My hands shook as I removed her bra, and as I pulled away to look at her, I was speechless. Maggie’s eyes locked with mine and I took my time. I let myself slowly see her. I didn’t want to miss an inch. I’d been starving, I was desiccated, and she was the precious drop of water, that life changing oasis I’d been lost without.
 
   “Ryan?” Her lips parted as she lifted the hem of my undershirt. I helped her remove it, and when her small hot hands found their favorite spot on my chest, I almost groaned. Her fingers moved in a direct line down my stomach to my belt, and the muscles tightened.
 
   “Wait.” I grabbed her hands.
 
   The rise and fall of my chest was heavy as she pulled her bottom lip through her teeth. She dropped my gaze, and I worried I’d made her insecure. I raised her chin with my finger. “I’m nervous… nervous as hell. I’m so out of my league, and I feel like I’m starting from scratch. You have to let me pace this…” She leaned her face into my hand as I inhaled a deep breath, and her scent filled my lungs. A calm settled over me, and I brought my lips to her cheek. They brushed against her as I spoke, “I could have only dreamed of you, Maggie… and been a happy man.”
 
   Her eyes glittered as she searched mine. “That’s all I want, Ryan. I just want you to be happy.”
 
   “I’m happy with you.” 
 
   The corners of her mouth lifted, and a dimple formed in her cheek. “Then that’s all that matters.” She kissed a line along my jaw, down my neck, and then back to my lips. Her fingers tangled in my hair as I intensified our kiss.
 
   My hands trailed down along her rib cage, and I felt her shiver as I pulled away from her mouth. The wood cracked and popped inside the fireplace, and the pale orange light of the flame created a silhouette along the line of her curves. The tiny hairs on her arms stood as I passed my fingertips over her flesh with gentle pressure. She laid herself back onto the mattress, and her hair fell in golden waves behind her. Stray pieces covered her breasts, and the soft plane of her stomach was covered in goose bumps.
 
   She watched me, and the longer I waited, the deeper she would blush. The expectation made something inside of me burn, my cage — it was rattled, and I wanted her to feel that pulse she’d finally given back to me. I flipped the button of her jeans, and she bit her lip as my fingers curled around the waistband. She lifted her hips enough that I was able to easily tug them down along with her underwear.
 
   I swallowed down all my apprehension as I took in the sight before me. Maggie was the first woman I’d seen naked in over a decade, but I never recalled anything this stunning in my whole life. She was gentle curves and the light freckles that covered the tops of her breasts made me ache to touch her — to taste her. I fumbled with my belt like a teenager and removed my own clothes.
 
   Maggie’s cheeks turned a vivid red as I grasped her hips, and lightly lifted her to the center of the bed. I kissed her lips once, and then her chin. I made a path down to her navel and noticed several thin scars scattered over her stomach. I began to trace them with my finger, and Maggie stopped me with her left hand.
 
   “Babies ruin bodies,” she whispered tightly, and when I glanced up, I noticed she had her other arm over her eyes.
 
   I moved her arm and made her look at me. “Ruin?” I leaned down and kissed her stomach. She shuddered as I let my lips move lower. “Maggie, we all have scars. It doesn’t make you any less beautiful. Your scars… they made a life.”
 
   I dusted the tip of my nose along her inner thigh, and I kissed the marks there as well. She let herself relax, and as my mouth moved against her, tasting her, she gasped my name. My control wavered on a precarious ledge as her feminine scent flooded my senses. Her fingers gripped my hair, and her body coiled tight as I brought her higher. She shuddered, and her breaths became uneven. I watched her as she fell. I watched as that painful need evaporated from her features, and her mouth opened as her full pink lips begged me to kiss them. I moved over her body again and captured her sigh with my lips.
 
   Her eyes found mine, and her fingertips ran down my spine as I guided our bodies together. I froze, each muscle contracted, and my jaw pulsed as I slid inside her. My forehead rested against hers as I held my weight with my forearms. It was an honor to have her like this, and I didn’t want to move. I didn’t want to forget what this felt like. This. Maggie.
 
   She brought her hands to my face. “You’re shaking again.” Her lips pressed against mine.
 
   “I’m overwhelmed.”
 
   She smiled against my mouth and dropped her hands from my face. She ran her fingers down the sides of my body and rested them on my hips. “That’s a good thing?”
 
   I pushed fully inside of her, filling her completely, and a soft gasp fell from her lips. “It’s a good thing.” I smiled and brought my mouth to hers.
 
   The movement came in time. We didn’t want to rush it. We wanted to feel each sound, discover what it was like to just be with each other. Maggie’s soft cries filled the empty air, filled each lonely moment with something bright. I rolled our bodies so that she was on top. I wanted to see the heat in her cheeks, the mess of her hair, watch her eyes as she took me in. She leaned over me, and I caught the peak of her breast in my mouth. Her hair surrounded me; the floral scent was like a curtain as she said my name with a whispered moan. She pulled away, resting her hands on my cheeks as she rocked against me. My heart beat furiously as she stole my pace, bringing me closer and closer. Her eyes shut, and her head fell back as she, too, found the boundary and crossed it.
 
   Everything went black for a split second; my body felt light and my heart skipped as a low growl ripped from my throat. The only thing keeping me above the surface was the feel of her skin, and the grip I held on her hips. She curled her fingers in the light patch of hair on my chest, and her legs shook on either side of me.
 
   “Maggie.” Her name sounded coarse as I sat up and grasped her face with my hands.
 
   I kissed her with rough, urgent, and insistent lips as she wrapped her arms around me, closing the space between us. Our lips tugged, bit, and tasted. She kissed me back, kissed me hard, and I felt the beat of her heart against mine. Each fought to find a rhythm, and as our breathing calmed, they found the same groove. I kissed her cheek, her jaw, and the crook of her neck. Time was just an afterthought, but the flames had fallen into embers inside the fireplace and the room was lit with a sleepy hue.
 
   She was still seated around me as we watched each other with shy smiles. I pushed Maggie’s hair behind her ears. “Are you okay?” she asked.
 
   I chuckled. “I think I’m supposed to ask you that.”
 
   The tip of her nose grazed mine as she leaned in and kissed me with sated lips. “Oh…” She laughed quietly and crinkled her nose. “I’m perfect,” she said as she pulled away.
 
   She traced shapes along my chest, and I kissed her skin. I sampled her… first her shoulder, then her collar bone. She kissed my jaw, my nose, and then my forehead. I wrapped her up inside of my arms, and her arms folded around me seamlessly as well. 
 
   “I’ve been thinking.”
 
   She laughed and kissed the pulse point below my ear. “Uh-oh”
 
   “I need you to hear me out.” I brought my lips to her ear and told her what I’d been afraid to admit to myself. The words were low as I spoke, “I came here by chance, Maggie. It was the last stop of the bus line. I got out of prison, got on a Greyhound, and found my way here. That bus… it brought me here for a reason. It brought me here for you.”
 
   She hugged me so tightly; being this close to someone again… it felt good. She leaned back and her watery eyes found mine. “I think it did, too.”
 
   “You push me, Maggie. You make sure I remember I have a future.” I laid her down on the bed and rested my body next to her. I kissed her forehead, and she closed her eyes. I trailed my fingers along the curve of her breast, down past the slope of her hip, and back up again.
 
   “I just see you… you can’t see yourself like I do, but I’m hoping you will. I’m hoping you’ll see your reflection in my eyes and finally recognize how amazing you are.” She opened her eyes and ran her hand through my hair.
 
   I saw myself in the pale blue, but I didn’t see anything more than what I saw in the mirror every day. She needed to understand. “I can’t see what you do… and even though I said I would try, being with me, and maybe one day loving me, it will be a day to day battle because I’m missing a part of myself.”
 
   “I know.” She dropped her hand to my hip and aligned our bodies. The satin feel of her skin against mine put me at ease.
 
   I wanted her to fully comprehend all the dark shit I’d had in my head. “I slept in the dirt my first night in Oakville, and I thought I was going to die. I almost welcomed it, because maybe then… then I could be with Belle again. There’ve been times where taking my own life was a real option, but even though I don’t believe in God… I thought what if—”
 
   “What if there is a God, and he kept you from her?” She draped her arm over my waist sealing off that last bit of distance.
 
   I nodded. “If I had the chance to be with Belle again, I’d take it.”
 
   She placed the palm of her hand on my cheek, and her thumb grazed against my beard. “I think any parent would.”
 
   “I’d lost faith in everything… the idea a fate, all of it, it was ridiculous, it was a cruel joke… but I have no doubt… you’re lying here with me because someone willed it so. Maybe it’s a god, or maybe it’s Belle, or maybe… it’s just coincidence. It doesn’t matter.”
 
   “It doesn’t?”
 
   I shook my head. “All I know, Maggie… is this is the best I’ve felt in over ten fucking years, and I don’t want to let you go.”
 
   Her eyes filled with unshed tears. “Then don’t.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifteen
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   The heat from Ryan’s body was gone, and I rolled over to an empty bed. The sheets were still warm where he’d been sleeping, and the water pipes creaked as I heard the shower turn on in the bathroom. I stretched my arms above my head and curled my toes in an attempt to loosen my sore muscles. A timid smile spread across my lips as I thought about how good it felt to let someone in again. No, not just someone… Ryan. We’d fallen asleep sometime in the middle of the night after he’d made love to me for a second time. We’d been wrapped up and tangled with one another. Normally, I needed my own space when I slept, but there was something about having him that close. His lips at my ear, his breath on my neck, and his fingers against my flesh; it was a precious thing, a tender feeling, and something deep inside my soul told me I needed to hold on tight.
 
   I sat up and let my eyes adjust to the lack of light. My feet hit the cold floor and I shuddered. I grabbed the sheet and wrapped it around my body as I moved to the door. The hallway was lit with a pale light, and I figured it must still be early morning. My yawn confirmed my suspicions, and I wondered if Ryan had coffee in his kitchen. I stood outside his bathroom, and the steam seeped from under the door. The heat of it felt glorious against my frozen toes. I was having a very big dilemma. Coffee or warm shower… coffee or warm shower with Ryan… I was a smart girl.
 
   I knocked lightly and cracked the door, peeking my head inside. “Hey, handsome, save me some hot water.”
 
   He chuckled from behind the curtain. The distinct smell of his soap permeated the thick humid fog. “I can’t promise you anything.”
 
   “Then I’m coming in. Be prepared, my hands are popsicles.” I smirked as I shut the door behind me and draped the sheet over the small sink.
 
   I pulled the curtain back and stepped in behind him, placing my cold hand on his shoulder. “Shit. Get in here.” He pulled me against him and closed the curtain. “You’re freezing, Maggie.” His skin was scalding, and it felt divine. He turned me toward the warm spray, and the water soaked my hair as hot rivers ran down my back. He leaned down and greeted me with a gentle kiss before he asked, “I didn’t wake you, did I?” His gaze was repentant.
 
   “No… well… I got cold… and I wanted to make coffee.” I enclosed my arms around his waist, and it was then I noticed a small scar on his right shoulder I hadn’t seen before. I lifted my hand to the raised skin.
 
   His eyes followed the movement, and when my fingers traced the line he said, “I try not to think about being in prison. Doing hard time… it’s hell on earth, and the devils aren’t always the criminals.”
 
   The lump in my throat threatened to choke me. “You’re so much stronger than you give yourself credit for, Ryan. You’ve had so much taken from you.” I leaned my forehead against his chest, and the water trickled down my cheeks, mixing with my tears.
 
   “It was ten years. Ten years of constantly watching my back. Time spent avoiding eye contact, avoiding human interactions, avoiding the fact that the actual number of humans in the joint were limited.” His hand cradled the back of my head, and I felt his lips against my hair as he added, “They may have broken me a few times, but I won. I’m free of all that shit now, and as far I’m concerned, the day I entered and the day I left were the same day. My clock stopped as the iron bars closed and restarted when my feet hit the soil beyond the gates.”
 
   He lifted my chin with his fingers, and my teary eyes met his. “They didn’t hurt you?” My voice was wobbly as I tried to make a coherent sentence. What happened to him there? How did he survive? How could this man… this loving creature, bear so much? The questions swirled in my head, but I knew I’d never get the answers. He had shut the door on that chapter, and I didn’t want to be the one to make him open it. Like the saying goes, some things were better left unsaid.
 
   He took my hand in his and placed it over his scar. “We all have scars, remember?” He smiled, and a sob broke from my lips. “This is just the surface, Maggie. No… they didn’t hurt me… they couldn’t…” his smile fell, “…I’d already sustained the deepest wound possible.”
 
   I wrapped my arms around his waist and pulled him closer. I listened to that unsteady heart, memorizing each wavering beat, and the truth slipped from my lips. “Do you think it’s possible that I might have fallen for you already?”
 
   “We haven’t even had coffee yet.”
 
   I laughed into his chest before I leaned back to look at his expression. “You make jokes, too… I’m a lucky woman.”
 
   He chuckled and pushed the wet strands of my hair off my face. His smile softened, and his eyes searched mine. “I think it’s possible, Maggie…” Ryan’s brown eyes fell to my mouth, and my arms lifted and anchored around his neck, “…because I think I might’ve, too.”
 
   The butterflies’ wings took flight in my stomach, and the way we kissed each other, the sensation of it… I felt it throughout each nerve ending in my body. His hands found my hips, and he pressed himself against me. Thoughts of coffee and early mornings disappeared. It was just us, two people grasping a hold of a collapsing ledge. Just us… falling into one another.
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   It was about two cups of coffee and three homemade pancakes later before my smile finally fell to an acceptable level of ridiculous. Ryan had to work, but he’d made me breakfast first. I’d decided I wanted to help him prep for the morning rush since I’d kept him up late, and I’d texted Cornelia asking her to bring Beth to the diner instead of school. Ryan, of course, wouldn’t let me help and sat me unceremoniously on one of the stools behind the bar. He was busy in the back, and Lou was chatting up the first customer of the day at one of the booths. The diner’s jukebox played one of my favorite old Fleetwood Mac songs as I took the last bite of my food.
 
   My phone vibrated in my purse, and I pulled it out from the inside pocket. Cornelia had texted to say she was just leaving, and as I put my phone away, I grabbed my small packet of birth control pills. I removed one from the pack, put it in my mouth, and swallowed it down with some coffee.
 
   “I hear tea is better for headaches than coffee.” Tony’s familiar voice almost made me jump as he spoke from behind me.
 
   My right eyebrow raised in question. “A headache?”
 
   He stepped behind the bar and grabbed a mug from the shelf above the counter. He picked up a box of Earl Grey tea and turned to face me. He handed me the box and placed the cup in front of me. “The pill?”
 
   I felt the color fill my cheeks. “Excuse me?”
 
   He picked up my empty plate. “You just took a pill. I assumed it was for your headache. I’m a nosy old fart. I just figured—”
 
   “Oh.” My laugh was nervous. “Vitamins.”
 
   He hadn’t noticed the blush of my cheeks and seemed oblivious to the fact that I was flustered as he placed my plate into a gray plastic bus tub. I sighed with relief. It was way too early to deal with that embarrassment. Tony turned and grabbed a kettle full of hot water from one of the coffee makers, and poured the steaming liquid into the ceramic mug in front of me.
 
   “You look tired, Mags. Did you stay up late cleaning up the birthday party?” He looked at me with concern. The wrinkles around his eyes deepened with his smile.
 
   “No, just an early morning.” I pulled a tea bag from the box and dropped it into the cup. I fiddled with the small tag of paper that dangled from the string. “Actually… I was going to ask you a favor.”
 
   He snickered. “Anything for the lady… you don’t even have to ask.”
 
   “Can I borrow Ryan for the day? I mean after the breakfast rush, do you think—”
 
   “It’s done.” His smile reached his eyes. “You guys… working things out?” He raised his eyebrows, and I laughed openly.
 
   “I guess you could say that.” I brought the cup of tea to my mouth and blew away the steam with my lips.
 
   He nodded his head, and his smile dimmed. He leaned over the counter and whispered as I sipped the tea. It was still too hot, and it burned my taste buds. “Listen, Maggie, Ryan… well… he’s had a rough go at life and—”
 
   “I know.” I placed the cup back onto the surface of the counter and flicked my gaze to his. “He told me, Tony, and I want to be there for him… I really care about him.”
 
   Tony’s smile broke across his face, and he covered my hand with his. “That a girl.”
 
   I shook my head, and my lips spread into a shy smile. “He’s a great guy.”
 
   “Who’s a great guy?” A deep male voice spoke from behind me.
 
   Tony stood up straight and chuckled as he removed his hand from mine. 
 
   “Morning, Officer,” he said with a respectful nod.
 
   I turned in my stool, and Tate gave me a bright smile. “Maggie.” He bowed his head in greeting, and his tired eyes appraised me as his broad frame, suited in uniform, leaned against the counter.
 
   “Good morning… you just finishing your shift?” I asked as I sipped my tea.
 
   “I am,” he groaned. “Long. Boring. Night.”
 
   “We live in Oakville, Tate.” I smirked, and he scrubbed his hand down his face.
 
   “I’ll have Ryan grab your usual,” Tony said as he pushed off the counter. He picked up two paper sacks before heading into the kitchen.
 
   It was quiet for a few minutes, and I wasn’t sure what to say. The silence wasn’t uncomfortable, but I could tell he had something on his mind.
 
   “What—”
 
   “Maggie, I—”
 
   We both laughed.
 
   “You go ahead. I didn’t mean to interrupt.” Tate’s grin was kind as he held out his hand, motioning me to continue.
 
   “Oh, it was nothing. I was just about to say it looked like you wanted to ask me something.” 
 
   He dropped his eyes from mine for a moment and swallowed. “Well, I was wondering, if you’d like to maybe… go catch a movie or something sometime.” He raised his eyes, and his anxious grin made me smile. I was flattered.
 
   “Thanks, Tate, but I’m seeing someone.” I turned to set down my cup.
 
   “Oh… who?”
 
   “Me.” Ryan’s voice held no humor as I lifted my eyes from the counter.
 
   I hadn’t seen him come from the kitchen, but I liked how tall he stood. When he placed his hand on mine, the protective gesture filled my stomach with warmth. Ryan was quiet, meek. He wasn’t bold or demanding, and even now, his tone was level and his eyes were forgiving, but his body language spoke volumes.
 
   “This is the good guy I was just talking about.” My smile was just for Ryan and, as he watched me, his lips lifted at the corners.
 
   “Two bacon, egg, and cheese bagels. Tony’s getting your hash browns now.” Ryan handed Tate a brown paper sack and grinned.
 
   “Thanks.” Tate looked at Ryan and then at me. The disappointment was evident in the set of his shoulders, but he was a good guy too, and if he knew I was taken, he’d back off.
 
   Tony emerged from the kitchen with the rest of Tate’s order. “Here you go. I’ll add it to the tab.” Tony’s laugh was infectious as he placed the bag on the counter, and I giggled under my breath.
 
   “If you don’t charge people, Tony, how do you ever make any money?” I asked a little unconvinced.
 
   “Oh, I charge. The state of Washington pays that tab every month, thank you very much.” Tony winked at me, and Tate chuckled.
 
   Another customer came in the front door, and Tony hollered a hello as he moved from behind the counter.
 
   “Thanks again.” Tate gave Ryan a friendly smile. “I’ll see you same time on Friday.” Ryan nodded, and Tate brought his attention to me. “Good to see you smiling again, Maggie. I’ll see you around.”
 
   I exhaled as he left, and the tension eased from my lungs. Ryan leaned over the counter and kissed my cheek. “You okay?” he asked, and his brown eyes scanned my face in an attempt to read my mood.
 
   “I am.” I gave him a quick peck on his lips. “You better get back to work. I’m stealing you after breakfast rush.”
 
   His grin was lopsided. “Oh yeah?”
 
   “Yup. Got permission from the boss and everything.” I bit my lip to suppress my own smile as Ryan’s grin grew.
 
   “What’s the plan?”
 
   “I figured we could go see a movie with Beth, and then, if you wanted, I’d love to make you dinner.” I ran my finger along the edge of the cup as I awaited his answer.
 
   “I think I could handle that.” He brought his hand to my cheek, and I leaned into the touch.
 
   “Cornelia should be here soon with Beth. We’ll head home, I’ll get ready, and meet you back here. Let’s say, around… eleven-thirty?” 
 
   He dropped his hand from my cheek and looked down at the countertop. “I have to warn you, Maggie, I don’t go out much, and big crowds they make me feel… a little anxious. The last time was the Zucchini Festival, and I only went to appease Tony.”
 
   “We could rent a movie?” It didn’t matter what we did as long as it was with him.
 
   Ryan’s eyes slid to the front door, and his lips broke into a huge smile.
 
   “Mom!” Beth ran across the restaurant, dragging her large stuffed Hulk, while Cornelia followed behind her.
 
   I hopped down from my stool and caught her in an embrace. I squeezed her tight, and she squeaked as I said, “Hi, Honey Bee.”
 
   She wriggled from my arms, climbed up onto a stool, and waved at Ryan. She pointed at her necklace with a toothy grin, and I laughed. Her dimples were out full-force, and Ryan’s proud smile made everything in my universe click into place.
 
   “Thanks for keeping her overnight,” I said to Cornelia as I took Beth’s bags off her hands and placed them on the ground.
 
   “Anytime.” She looked at me with questions in her eyes and a smirk that said I'd have some explaining to do. “I've gotta run. Call me later?”
 
   “I will. Thank you again.”
 
   She waved over her shoulder. “Like I said… anytime.”
 
   When I turned back to the bar, Beth was bouncing in her seat.
 
   “I can’t believe you let me miss school.” She was full of energy and couldn’t keep still.
 
   “I’m playing hooky, so I figured you could, too.”
 
   “What’s hooky?” Her brows furrowed and she frowned.
 
   Ryan chuckled. “It means we get to go see a movie.”
 
   “Really!” she practically squealed.
 
   “Are you sure?” I asked him.
 
   “I am. I want to try at least… I want to do this… for us.” His eyes lightened as he watched me.
 
   I inhaled, putting my emotions in check as I leaned across the counter. “Thank you,” I said before I kissed him softly, and as I backed away, Beth’s eyes were wide with surprise.
 
   “Mom, you just kissed Ryan… on the mouth.” Her serious statement seemed to echo through the diner.
 
   I heard Tony bark out a laugh behind us, and Ryan struggled to hide his smile as well. “I did.”
 
   You wouldn’t think a seven-year-old would be so precocious, but she was… she always had been. “Are you her boyfriend?” she asked in a teasing sing-song voice.
 
   He nodded. “Is that okay with you?”
 
   Beth gave him a big dopey grin, and he mussed her hair with his large hand. I wasn’t sure if it was the fact that he said he was my boyfriend, or that I was sleep deprived, or that he fit into our twosome like he should have been there from the beginning, but as he playfully pinched Beth’s nose and his eyes met mine… I knew. There were no words exchanged, it was just a glance, a shift in the air, a simmered pot about to boil over, a simple moment that weighed a thousand times more than any I love you.
 
   It was in this very moment… at eight twenty-two in the morning that I, Maggie Wright, fell… fell harder than I ever thought possible, in love, with a beautifully broken, unfixable, mess of a man named Ryan Hartford.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Sixteen
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   After Birdie had died there weren’t too many things I wanted in life anymore, but moments like this as I leaned down to taste Maggie’s sugar coated lips with mine, I realized there were still parts of life worth living. The anxiety of going into town dissolved the minute I’d sat in her car, and her fingers found mine. I never thought I’d be the man that needed another person to breathe, but the more Maggie wove herself, wove Beth, into my life, the more it became clear I wanted the oxygen she provided.
 
   Beth giggled to herself as she rolled her honey covered donut in the sugar. “These are so yummy.” Beth’s eyes widened as she put the whole thing in her mouth.
 
   I laughed against Maggie’s lips just as I pulled away. “Thank you.”
 
   Her gaze searched mine, her mouth spreading into a slow smile. “For what?”
 
   “For today, for every day.” I dusted off my hands on my jeans and pushed a piece of her hair behind her ear.
 
   It was impossible not to touch Maggie. Her hair was always so soft, her skin warm, and her lips sweet. She was gorgeous in her simple clothes without even trying. She never wore a lot of makeup, and her natural beauty — it was almost too much to believe. Sometimes I’d catch myself staring, like right now, but she would do the same. We watched each other in silent worship, each grateful to the other for our unspoken hope.
 
   Beth jumped down from the counter, breaking our private bubble. I chuckled as Maggie’s cheeks filled with a pale pink. She bit her lip and turned toward Beth. “Shower and jammies, kiddo.”
 
   “Already?” Beth’s eyebrows furrowed, and she frowned.
 
   “Yes. School night, Honey Bee.” Maggie grabbed a paper towel and wiped Beth’s face. “You had a big day.”
 
   Beth’s shoulders sank. “It’s not even eight yet.”
 
   “It will be by the time you’re finished. Don’t argue, baby.” Maggie playfully spanked her on her butt, and Beth squeaked.
 
   “Fine,” she groaned. “Don’t leave yet!” She pointed at me, and her serious tone made me smile.
 
   “Promise,” I said, and I was rewarded with a grin just before she ran to her bedroom. “If you need to help her, I can clean up. You cooked, so I should clean.”
 
   “I made chicken noodle soup in a crock pot while we saw a movie and ran around town… that’s hardly cooking.” She snaked her arms around my waist, and I pulled her close.
 
   “You made homemade donuts, and that was the best damn soup I’ve ever eaten.”
 
   She smacked my back and laughed. “Now you’re lying…” she shook her head and cocked her eyebrow, “… and we made homemade donuts. That was really fun. Beth really likes cooking. Who knew?” She shrugged her shoulders, and I laughed.
 
   “She’s good at it.” I leaned down and kissed Maggie’s forehead. Beth called from the back of the house, and Maggie sighed. “Go. I can do this. I know my way around a dishwasher.”
 
   “Thanks.” The corner of her mouth turned up in a small smile as she dropped her hold on my waist.
 
   She left the kitchen, and the weight of the day settled on my chest as I took in the mess on the counter. A nostalgic wave of familiarity washed over me. This day, with its snapshots, hand holding, and shoulder rides… we were like a family, and the thought took my breath away as a sharp pain shot down my sternum. I grabbed the washcloth off the counter and squeezed it in my hand, trying to transfer the panic. This was real. Maggie and Beth had become a part of me, and I was terrified I’d fuck it up with my one step forward and two steps back routine I’d perfected over the years. I’d surface and sink, surface and drown; it was all I knew. The difference was, now I wanted to keep my head above water… for them.
 
   I rubbed the center of my chest, drew in several deep breaths, and closed my eyes. Instead of remembering my past, I tried to see a future — Maggie’s lips on mine, my hand on her hip, her hot breath against my mouth as she said my name in a whispered sigh. I swallowed and let the heat consume me, let it push my pulse to a rapid beat as I remembered how good it felt to be with her, and how good it felt to just be fucking content. The ache eased from my chest, and I opened my eyes. The flour-covered counters, the spilled sugar, the smell of cooked dough all surrounded me and I smiled.
 
   I put away all the shit in my head and cleaned the kitchen. I moved through it. I just let myself… be.
 
   “Ryan,” Maggie called me from the back of the house, and I wiped my hands on a dishtowel. I shut the dishwasher and hit start.
 
   Maggie’s house was a small two-bedroom home. It was older, and I liked that it looked like they had lived here for forever. The kitchen was filled with Beth, her art hanging on the fridge. The living room was crammed with worn furniture, the fireplace mantle covered in family photos, and as I walked down the hallway, I glanced at even more pictures hanging on the wall. Some of Maggie and Beth and some, I assumed, were Maggie’s parents. I stopped as a certain picture grabbed my attention. I lifted my hand, almost touching the glass, and my fingers ached to touch the girl trapped in the picture. It was a picture of Maggie holding a newborn. She had tears running down her cheeks, and her smile was watery as she cradled the small baby in her arms.
 
   I wanted to step into the past, sit next to her, and hold that child too. I wanted to be the missing support, be the man by her side.
 
   “It was a bittersweet day,” Maggie’s voice whispered next to me, and I turned to look at her. Her blue eyes, like crystal, glittered with unshed emotion.
 
   “I wish I knew you then.” I hadn’t meant to say it out loud, but knowing Maggie wasn’t enough for me anymore, I wanted to have her. I wanted every detail from here on out.
 
   Her smile was wide as she wrapped an arm around my waist, and we both looked at the photo on the wall. “I’m glad you didn’t. I was a mess back then, and I’m still learning to trust again, but I’m glad I know you now.” She dropped her arm and laced her fingers with mine. “Time is a funny thing, Ryan. You can’t see what’s ahead of you, you can only look back and hope you don’t repeat the same mistakes, and I feel… no… I know that this…” she squeezed my hand, “…this is a fresh start.”
 
   She reached up on her tiptoes and kissed my cheek.
 
   “A fresh start.” I held her face and kissed her with sincere lips.
 
   She pulled away with a breathless exhale. “She wants to say goodnight.” She bit the side of her cheek. “Is that okay?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Come on.”
 
   We walked hand in hand down the short hallway, and as we entered Beth’s room, I couldn’t help but laugh. It was an explosion of superheroes, purple, and green. Her walls were painted lavender and covered with comic book posters. Her bedding had The Hulk plastered on it, and her bright green stuffed Hulk sat at the end of the bed. I noticed a small mobile hanging above her bed with glass honey bees dangling from it. Everything in this house meant something. Everything, down to the wool blanket out on the couch, I’m sure had some special meaning. Maggie’s love for life and memories made me fall for her even more. She cherished every breath of a moment like it could be her last, and I admired her.
 
   “Do you know any good stories?” Beth asked me as she snuggled down into her bed.
 
   I chuckled. “I might, but it’s been awhile. I’m sort of rusty.”
 
   Maggie dropped my hand and sat on the bed next to Beth. “No stories tonight, Bee.” She leaned down and kissed her on the nose. “It’s getting late.”
 
   “Next time.” I smiled
 
   “What about a song?” she asked, and Maggie nodded.
 
   “Ryan, will you turn off the lamp, please?” Maggie pointed to the small bedside light.
 
   I moved a few steps and pulled the metal chain; except for the light from the hall, the room was set in a gray darkness. I listened as Maggie hummed and sang a child’s song about a honey bee. I should’ve felt like an intruder, but I didn’t. I watched Beth’s eyes flutter shut while Maggie ran her fingertips down Beth’s arm as the last few soft words played from her lips. She stood carefully when she finished, and her eyes met mine.
 
   I took her hand as we left the room. We made our way back to the living room before either of us dared to speak. “Is that why you call her Honey Bee?” I asked.
 
   I sat down on the couch, pulling her down next to me.
 
   “Oh, that song? I made it up a while ago.” She grinned. “When she was teething, my dad bought her this small bumble-bee chew toy. It was for a dog. He thought he was so funny. I wanted to be mad, but that’s just how my dad was, always the joker. The prankster. It just became a running joke that turned into a nickname, and after my parents had died, I didn’t… I wouldn’t let it die with them.” Her gaze dropped to her lap. “I suppose she’ll grow out of it eventually. But, that necklace you got for her… it meant so much to me…” She laughed and looked me in the eyes with that same watery smile from the photograph. “I think I’ll keep you… for now.”
 
   “Just for now?” I smirked, and she nodded. She situated herself so that she was sitting on my lap facing me. Her legs on either side of mine. Her hands held my face, and her lips pulled into a flirty smile. “As long as you’re sure,” I said as I inched toward her mouth, and the vacant space between us filled with anticipation.
 
   “Maybe I’ll keep you a bit longer,” she whispered just before my lips brushed hers.
 
   The kiss was an unhurried masterpiece. She nipped at my bottom lip, and I groaned. Maggie’s hands lifted, and she ran her fingers through my hair. My hands fit around her waist and, as my grip intensified, so did the urgency of our lips. I felt like a kid making out on my parents’ couch, feeling as if we’d be caught at any moment. I broke our kiss, and my eyes dropped to her lips. They were red and full, and I immediately regretted pulling away. “What about Beth?”
 
   “Beth? Who’s Beth?” She giggled, and I shook my head. She sighed and placed her lips on my neck. “I hate that you open the diner every day. I want you to stay.” Her breath tickled me, sending goose bumps along my neck and arms.
 
   “I wish I could.” I was struggling between what I wanted and my responsibilities as she kissed along my jaw, and made her way back to my mouth.
 
   “Then stay.” She was persuasive, and the coercion of each letter fell against my lips urging me to give in.
 
   I took my time kissing her as I drew a line down her spine with my fingertips. Her own fingers ran along the sides of my neck, down my shoulders, along my arms, and back up again. She gripped my biceps as she pressed against me, and I lost my self-control. I grasped her hips, and she wrapped her legs around my waist as I stood. I felt dizzy as the blood rushed to my temples with the jagged beat of my pulse. Her arms draped around my neck as she raked her teeth across my bottom lip, and a low growl escaped my throat. She was pushing my buttons, and I’d let her.
 
   I started to move toward her bedroom when I came to my senses. “Maggie,” I whispered against her lips as I halted in place.
 
   “It’s okay. I can be quiet.” Her grin made me chuckle, and I brought my lips to the crook of her neck.
 
   “I don’t doubt that, but I can’t stay… and I don’t like…” I swallowed down my fear and told her the truth, “…I don’t like leaving you. Not like that, not after I’ve made love to you. Being with you…” I kissed her once and then again, deliberately, until a quiet moan breathed from her lips, “…having you right next to me, where I can feel your skin on mine, your hands on my body, your scent filling my lungs, it’s how it should be. I can’t just get up and walk away from that… from you.”
 
   She pulled at her bottom lip with her teeth, and the heat in her cheeks grew as I let my eyes linger on her mouth. “Then stay, Ryan.”
 
   “What about—”
 
   She interrupted me with a short and eager kiss, and then smiled against the corner of my lips before she pulled away. “Just stay. I’ll make sure you get up in time for work. And Beth… let me worry about her, okay?”
 
   I nodded once before I answered her with a heated kiss that caused my pulse to quicken as her apple-cinnamon flavor engulfed me. Her hands tangled in my hair, and as I walked down the hall, Maggie’s body wrapped around mine like she was a part of me… two damaged souls. She couldn’t repair me if she tried, but she was taking me on as is… and as I shut the door behind us and laid her on the bed, I let myself fall.
 
   Fall for her.
 
   Fall into that infinite feeling.
 
   Fall in love.
 
   I’d been told once that two broken people didn’t make a whole, but I was okay with the outcome of our shattered pieces.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   She looked different. She’d dyed her hair a dark, washed-out brown. The rings around her eyes were deep and bruised with lack of sleep. As I approached the window, her form distorted through the wire that was built into the glass. She lifted her eyes, and when she saw me, her hand shook as she reached for the phone.
 
   Sarah watched me through the glass with pleading eyes. I saw the large, yellow envelope sitting in front of her, and on top of it sat a photo that had been flipped face side down. The ache in my gut grew. She didn’t visit… she was here with a purpose. I slowly lowered my body into the small plastic chair and picked up the phone.
 
   A few tears trickled from her eyes as she stared at me in silence.
 
   “Why are you here?” I asked, my voice was foreign, angry, wounded, and it made her lips shake with fear… sadness… I couldn’t be sure. I didn’t know this woman, this whore who sat in front of me with self-pity in her eyes. It had been three years since I’d been locked up, but seeing her, it was like time never passed. The wound she’d created still festered.
 
   “Your mom said you stopped accepting their letters, and you won’t let them visit,” her voice trembled, and the part of me that used to love her cringed. But then I remembered. I remembered why I was talking to my wife from behind bars.
 
   “Why are you here?” I repeated the question. I didn’t owe her an answer… I didn’t owe her a fucking thing.
 
   She sat up a little straighter and wiped her tears from her eyes, her lips set in an indignant line. “I brought divorce papers. All I need you to do is sign them.” She motioned to the guard.
 
   The guard took the packet from her hand. Before he walked to the door that separated the free from the damned, Sarah whispered something to him and handed him the photograph as well. I wanted to spit on the glass. I wanted to stand up, take this small chair and smash it against the window. I wanted to tell Sarah to go to hell and that I wished she were dead, but what was the point? It wouldn’t bring my daughter back, and it wouldn’t change anything. I’d just end up in solitary confinement, and I’d finally gotten out three days ago. The guard handed me the envelope and a pen then took watch behind me. I wanted the picture he held in his hand, but he hadn’t given it to me. Was it Belle?
 
   I laid the phone on the desk as I flipped through the pages. Her lawyer had flagged where I needed to sign. I didn’t give a shit what these papers said. She’d already taken the most valuable thing I had. It didn’t take me long, and when I lifted my eyes from the documents, Sarah’s lips parted in what looked like a sigh of relief.
 
   “Done,” I said and handed the paperwork to the guard.
 
   “The lady wanted you to have this.” He held out the picture for me to take.
 
   I almost laughed at the use of the word lady. If he only knew. I took the picture from his hand and, the minute my eyes fell to the black and white photo, my eyes burned with tears. My throat contracted painfully as I looked down on the glossy surface. Belle… she was just a newborn, her tiny head cradled in my hands, my forehead rested against hers, and our noses almost touched. I couldn’t look away as the emotion cut down my chest straight to my heart. A light tap on the glass grabbed my attention.
 
   Sarah’s cheeks were pale and were stained with tears. She pointed to the phone, and I picked it up off the desk. “I thought you should have that.” She was barely able to speak, and she held her hand against the glass.
 
   “Thank you.” My gaze slid to her palm, and my jaw clenched. “I can’t.” I was grateful for this photo, of this special piece of history that I held in my hands, but I couldn’t forgive her… I wouldn’t forgive her.
 
   “You’re not the only one who lost their daughter, Ryan.” She dropped her hand from the glass, and her eyes hardened. She stood, and her swollen belly protruded from her shirt like a slap in my fucking face.
 
   “Tell Paul I said hi.” I hung up the phone and stood. Our stare still locked, her hand rested on her belly, protecting her unborn child from the rage that spilled from my eyes.
 
   She shook her head and placed the phone on the receiver. I didn’t watch her leave. I brought my eyes down to the gift she’d given me. Sarah had brought me freedom today without even knowing it.
 
    
 
   The day Sarah brought me that picture was the last day I ever saw her. When I left Florida, I left everything behind, even the one and only photograph I had of Belle. I had to move on, find some way to live, or just find some way to die. I couldn’t bring her with me, I couldn’t live in that photograph anymore. I’d left it taped to my cell wall, along with the last piece of my heart. When that letter came in the mail from the Department of Corrections, I had a feeling what it contained, but I hadn’t been sure, and I hadn’t the will to even try and open it. But, Maggie… Maggie gave me something I never thought I’d have again. She’d given me hope, and I’d found the strength, the heart… to open it. As I held the faded picture between my thumb and finger, I finally realized the point. I finally realized it was okay to just enjoy it, to immerse myself in the memory instead of always mourning it.
 
   I pulled my wallet from my back pocket and placed the photo inside. The edges stuck out a bit, but I wasn’t worried because they’d already been bent from the wear of time. I should keep it somewhere safe, but for now, this would do. Even though I was trying my best to heal, I wasn’t ready to display my soul on the fridge with a magnet. The loss of a child never went away; it ripped you to shreds. If you were lucky you might find all the jagged edges, and then maybe have the chance to hold them all together again. Maggie was my chance.
 
   Maggie had asked me to watch Beth overnight because she had to work and Cornelia was out of town. Three weeks had passed since Beth’s birthday, and every day and night Maggie had off was spent together. My headaches seemed to be getting worse because of it, my lack of sleep was starting to show, and it was getting harder to get up every morning. I used to do all the prep for the next day after the diner shut down at night, but now, I started coming to work an hour earlier to get it finished. The fatigue was a welcomed side effect, though. Waking up next to her, spending my nights with her, inside her, kissing her, loving her, it made every yawn, every ache of my muscle, every headache insignificant.
 
   I grabbed some Ibuprofen, threw it into my mouth, and swallowed it down before I grabbed my keys and bag. I had about twenty minutes before I needed to be there, and I wanted to make sure Tony had everything under control before I left. December was starting off cold as hell, and I ran to my truck to start it before I headed into the diner. I loved this piece of junk; it was mine, and it had been my hands that brought it back to life. The engine sputtered, and I flipped the heat all the way to the red before I jumped out and ran to the front door of the diner.
 
   Each breath was an icy knife to my lungs, and by the time I’d made my way into Red’s I was out of breath. “Shit,” I said with a wheeze. My cough was dry, and my hands were on my knees as I tried to suck down the air I needed.
 
   Tony laughed from behind the counter. “You gonna make it, son?”
 
   These late nights were really starting to get to me. I nodded my head just as another cough erupted from my chest.
 
   “For a man of your size and all that muscle, you sure are out of shape.” Tony walked out from behind the counter with a smirk. “Maggie making you soft?” He smacked me on the back as I stood.
 
   I laughed. “I just need to sleep… or a vacation from this grease pit.” I grinned at his frown. “I’m kidding.”
 
   He watched me for a minute and then nodded his head. “You’re right. I need to hire more help. Officer Evans’ brother Collin was in here the other day, needs a job to get himself a car. I told him I’d think on it.”
 
   “You don’t have to do that. You can hardly—”
 
   “I can afford it, and it’s too much for you, Ryan. You’re finally looking like a real man, and if it means I have to hire the kid to keep you sane, I will.” He held up his hand just as I was about to argue. “He can cook for our meager dinner rush and do the next day’s prep for minimum wage. He wants a job, I’ll give him a job, then your nights are free to do as you wish. And as far as I’m concerned, you should be filling your nights making that special girl smile.” His lips split into a triumphant grin.
 
   “I want less pay then.” I wouldn’t let him win so easily. Having more time to myself… more time with Maggie and Beth was exactly what I wanted, but I wouldn’t let this stubborn old man drain his pockets for me.
 
   “You’re a damn pain in my ass. Ryan, I don’t even pay you minimum wage.”
 
   “You give me a place to sleep… utilities and—”
 
   “It’s done. Take it or leave it.” He folded his arms across his chest, and I chuckled.
 
   “You can afford this?” My right eyebrow lifted in disbelief.
 
   “Everything has a way of working out. Don’t worry about me. Trust me… I’ve got enough money.” He relaxed his arms and placed his hand on my shoulder. “Now, go grab some of those apple tarts you made and get over to Maggie’s before you make her late.”
 
   “Tate’s little brother?” I smiled. “He’s what, seventeen? He might be more trouble than you think.” I laughed and moved toward the kitchen.
 
   “I think it’s good for the kid, teach him his way around a dollar bill.”
 
   “I’ll make sure he knows how to do everything just like you want before I set him on his own.” I held open the kitchen door and hesitated.
 
   “I know you will.” Tony’s smile reached his eyes.
 
   “Nights off… this could be good.” My lips pulled into a slow grin as all the possibilities started to add up in my head.
 
   “Could be? It already is, son… it already is.”
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   “Mac and cheese is pretty simple to make, and it’s the blue box in the cupboard.” Maggie picked up her keys as she spoke in a hurry. “And, she needs to be in bed no later than eight.”
 
   “Awe, Mom, but—”
 
   “No later than eight.” Maggie narrowed her eyes at me, and I held up my hands in surrender. “I’m serious. She’s a devil in the morning, and—”
 
   “Maggie.” I laughed and wrapped my arms around her waist. “I know how to make mac and cheese.” I kissed her forehead, and she exhaled.
 
   “I know.” Her laugh was light as she looked up at me.
 
   “I got this.” I smiled.
 
   “He’s got this, Mom.” Beth looked at Maggie with a lopsided smirk. 
 
   Maggie pulled away. “Call me if you need me. And, you…” She pointed at Beth. “…no funny business, all right Bee?”
 
   Beth rolled her eyes as Maggie reached up on her tiptoes and kissed me on the lips. It was too quick. I wanted a minute to savor her, but it was my fault she was running late as it was.
 
   “Have a good night.” I laced my fingers with hers as we walked through the family room.
 
   I released her hand as she spoke and opened the door for her. “I’ll be home around six.”
 
   “I’ll keep the bed warm for you.”
 
   I gave her one last kiss on the forehead before she left, and when I turned around, Beth gave me a smile. “I hate mac and cheese.”
 
   “Let’s see what you guys have.” I made my way to the kitchen and rummaged through Maggie’s pantry. She didn’t have much. “Looks like its mac and cheese or spaghetti?”
 
   “Spaghetti!” she squealed, and I shook my head with a laugh.
 
   Beth loved to cook. She listened, she watched, and she soaked up every last word I said like it was the most important thing in the world. There were times when I looked at her that I thought about what Belle would be like at this age. Would she be loving and bright like Beth? Beth’s eyes reminded me so much of her… of Birdie, and as I watched her crack the dry noodles in half and dump them in the water, that familiar twitch of pain squeezed my chest.
 
   “Did I do it right?” She smiled up at me from her stool, and my lips broke into a grin.
 
   “You did it perfectly, Bee.” I grabbed her waist and helped her down from the stool.
 
   “Now what?” she asked.
 
   “Now we wait.” I pressed the buttons on the stove, setting the timer before I stirred the sauce once more and turned the burner to low.
 
   Her shoulders fell dramatically and she exhaled. “Why does everything take so long?”
 
   I chuckled and ruffled the hair on the top of her head. “Seven minutes. Here…” I grabbed the stool and brought it back to the breakfast bar, “…have a seat and tell me about something you did at school today.”
 
   “You sound like my mom.” She pouted but sat on the stool as I’d asked.
 
   “Your mom’s pretty smart.” I leaned against the counter and took a drink of the water I’d gotten earlier.
 
   “You like her?” she asked with a scrunched nose.
 
   I nodded.
 
   “The boys at my school say that when a boy likes a girl they get married so they can have babies.” She chewed her lip and I couldn’t suppress my laughter.
 
   “Is that right?”
 
   She nodded her head. “Mm-hmm. And they said that only boys can play football.” Her smile fell and she crossed her arms.
 
   “Bee, if you want to play football, soccer, or baseball, I think you could do it. Do you?” I asked, and her lips split into a megawatt smile.
 
   “Yes!”
 
   “Then that’s all that matters.” I took a sip of my water and watched her. You could almost hear the wheels turning inside her head.
 
   “My mom said you have a daughter that lives with God.” Beth’s eyes were filled with a mixture of sadness and wonder, and as my heart fell into my stomach, I found it difficult to breathe.
 
   I tried to sift through the mayhem in my head. My gut reaction was anger. Why had Maggie said anything? But then I understood. She cared about me. Maggie and Beth were in my life. Beth had a right to know me too. “My daughter… Birdie…” the words were thick as I tried to speak, “…yes… she died.”
 
   “Her name was Birdie?” She furrowed her brow, and a soft smile played at the corners of her lips.
 
   “It was the nickname I gave her. Her real name was Belle.”
 
   “Why did you call her Birdie?” she asked and then frowned. “I’m named after a chew toy.”
 
   My lips pulled into a smile. “I love your nickname…” I paused. Each breath came quicker than the last as I thought about opening myself up fully to this little girl. I reached into my back pocket and pulled out my wallet. I opened it and lifted the picture with my fingers, holding it out to Beth. “When Belle was born, I was scared. I didn’t know what I was doing. I was nervous I wouldn’t be a good dad.”
 
   Beth took the picture from my hand and held it like it was precious… like somehow she knew I was giving her a piece of my heart, too, just like I’d given a piece of myself to her mom.
 
   “She didn’t sleep real well when she was first born, and when she cried she’d squawk just like a little birdie.”
 
   Beth giggled, and her eyes met mine. “That’s better than being named after a chew toy.”
 
   My head tilted back as I laughed.
 
   “It means something special to your mom, you know.”
 
   “What, my nickname?” She handed me the picture carefully, and I placed it back in my wallet.
 
   “Yes, you should ask her sometime,” I said as I tucked my wallet back in my pocket.
 
   “Do you miss her?” Again Beth steered me straight into the hell I tried so hard to avoid, but the more I opened up about it, the more I wanted to let the words out and see the memory, instead of forcing it down.
 
   “Every day of my life, Bee.” I gave her a warm smile. “You know, you and Birdie have the same eyes.”
 
   Beth’s lips turned up at the corners. “We do?”
 
   I nodded. “You do.”
 
   Her smile was shy as her eyes flicked to mine. “That’s kind of cool.”
 
   I puffed out a laugh and the timer went off.
 
   “You ready to eat dinner?”
 
   “Yes, I’m starving,” she groaned and hopped down from the stool. Before I had a chance to walk toward the stove, Beth grabbed my hand in hers. “I want to help.”
 
   The feel of her small hand in mine choked me as the emotion clutched my throat closed. It was difficult, but I swallowed it down and gave her hand a gentle squeeze. “Of course. You can help scoop the noodles okay?”
 
   “Okay.” She pumped her fist with her free hand and giggled.
 
   Beth had taken a hold of me, and she’d showed me the simple innocence of remembering. I loved that she had no filter, and how she paid attention to details like she was seven going on thirty. I loved her independence and her quirky smiles. This little girl… she wasn’t my daughter, and she’d never replace Belle, but I loved her. I’d thought for so long if I let others in, if I let myself live, then I was letting Belle go. I was leaving her behind. The guilt… it still pulls at my frayed seams, but each day I find, through Maggie and Beth, I’m able to see Belle in a different light. For once, the memories illuminate my path forward instead of leaving me alone in the dark.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eighteen
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   The front door closed with a quiet click as I tiptoed into the house. Ryan had left the kitchen light on, and as I dropped my bag onto the bar stool, I was impressed with the empty sink and clean countertops. I wasn’t sure why I thought I’d come home to a disaster; Ryan was a parent… he’d raised a little girl once, even if it was only for a short while. Every time I had the urge to check up on him last night at work, I internally scolded myself. He was trying, for us, but I worried. I worried I’d push him too much and, at some point, he’d break. He was a strong man but at the core, he was more fragile than a fine piece of glass. I loved him; I had no doubt. There was no time limit that could be mapped out to explain my feelings. He was the man I’d always wished for, but his broken edges were sharp, and every once in a while, when he looked at me, I wondered if I could ever really be enough.
 
   The door to my bedroom was cracked open. When I walked in and saw Ryan sprawled across my bed, my mouth pulled into an involuntary smile. All the doubts that ate away at my stomach were moot as I watched his chest rise and fall with even breaths. His hand rested on his heart, the blanket was pushed down and tangled around his waist — he was at peace. I took a private moment and admired the muscles of his chest, his stomach a hard plane as he shifted with a deep groan. I bit my lip, quickly stripped out of my clothes, and lowered myself down on to the bed. The sheets were warm as I laid down next to him. Heat radiated from Ryan’s body, and when my hands found the smattering of hair on his chest, he rolled to his side and wrapped me up in his arms.
 
   Skin to skin, his lips found my forehead and I felt him smile. “Good morning.” His voice was a low grumble.
 
   “Hi.” I pulled away so I could see his face, but he buried his nose in my neck.
 
   He hummed with appreciation. “How do you still smell so damn good after a twelve-hour shift?” He grazed his teeth along the flesh of my shoulder and peppered kisses along my collar bone.
 
   “I think you’re biased.” I giggled as he rolled me onto my back.
 
   Ryan trailed his kisses lower, and the warmth of his breath caused goose bumps to erupt across my breasts and down my stomach as he murmured, “You can’t crawl into bed naked and expect me to be anything but biased.” He chuckled as he lifted his head, his eyes finally on mine.
 
   He held his weight above me with his forearms and his lower body pressed against mine. My hands curled around the waistband of his boxer briefs, and I pushed them down just enough as he crashed his mouth to mine. He kissed me with powerful and commanding lips, but his control, as our bodies melded together as one, became mine, and I basked in it. He made me feel sexy again, something I never thought I’d feel after having a baby. My body had changed so much, and I hated it, but the way Ryan watched me, reacted to me, devoured me with his eyes, his mouth, and his body… it was empowering to say the least. Everything he did was purposeful; his strength demanded to be felt as his muscles pressed deliciously against my soft skin. It was a collision of will. Our breath mixed, our bodies linked, each of us desperate for relief and hungry for the other, and as I neared that undeniable release, my fingertips gripped his shoulders for support. I was falling, falling so hard my lips trembled as he kissed me, taking my silent moan as his.
 
   “Maggie,” he whispered in a growl. The muscles in his body coiled, and his back was a rigid line as he broke against me.
 
   He rested his forehead against mine as we both found our breath. The gesture grounded me, brought me back down to earth, and when I opened my eyes, I was surrounded by Ryan. His brown eyes searched my face, and his lips turned up into a smile as he pulled away.
 
   “Hi,” he said before he placed a light kiss on my cheek and moved his body so he was lying next to me.
 
   I snuggled next to him and rested my cheek on his chest. My fingers drew circles on his stomach, and he shivered.
 
   “A girl could get used to this, you know.”
 
   His laugh rattled inside his ribcage. “I like waking up to you.” The palm of his hand rested on my hip.
 
   “You have to leave soon.” The reality of time was always present. He worked too much, and it was hard to hide the disappointment in my voice.
 
   “I do.”
 
   I groaned.
 
   “I have good news, though.” It sounded as if he was smiling.
 
   I raised myself up onto my arm so I could see his face. “Yeah?”
 
   His eyes trailed along my body, from my hip, past my breast and, once the heat of his gaze found mine again, I blushed. “Yeah.” Ryan played with a piece of my hair between his thumb and finger. “Tony is hiring some help, so I’ll have nights off. Maybe, if the kid does okay, I could get a couple of days off during the week.”
 
   My smile couldn’t be contained. “That’s great news.”
 
   He nodded and his lopsided grin made my stomach flip.
 
   “He’s hiring Tate’s little brother.”
 
   “Collin is a good kid.” I ran my hand through his hair, and he closed his eyes. “How long do you think it’ll take to train him?”
 
   “Not too long. Tony’s recipes are pretty standard. I make a lot of my own stuff, but if he sticks to the menu…” He opened his eyes and paused. His mouth split into a brilliant smile, and he tugged gently at the piece of hair he still held in his fingers. “Maggie? What are you thinking?”
 
   “What?” I said with a coy grin. I had an idea brewing, and I secretly loved that he could read me so well.
 
   “Maggie.” He sat up and framed my face with his palms. His eyes sought mine and he leaned in slowly, taking my lips one at a time with a soft kiss. He pulled away and the slight dimple in his cheek deepened. “That smile… it's fucking beautiful.” He dropped his hands from my face, and my heart missed a beat. His tone was so genuine it took my breath away.
 
   “Let’s go away for a few days?” The words came out in a rush, and my pulse accelerated. Once I said it, once my idea was out there… I wanted it more than I’d thought I would. Time, just him and I – it was exactly what we both needed.
 
   “Where?”
 
   He hadn’t said no, and that gave me hope. “To the beach.”
 
   He chuckled. “It’s December.”
 
   “I know.” I wouldn’t waver. “We could get a cabin. I know this great place up the coast on the peninsula. Bonfires and hot chocolate… just me and you, Ryan, for a whole forty-eight hours. Alone.” I bit my lip to subdue my smirk as I watched him soak in the idea. His mouth spread into a grin.
 
   “I think I could get a couple days off.” He leaned in and kissed my lips.
 
   “I’m sure you could persuade Tony. And if you can’t, I’m sure I can.”
 
   Ryan shifted and stood from the bed. “I’ll talk to him today, see what he says. When were you thinking?” He slipped on his jeans and pulled his shirt over his head.
 
   “Do you think you can get Collin trained enough in a week?” I gave him a sheepish smile.
 
   “I don’t know, Maggie, that’s—”
 
   “I have next weekend off, and with Christmas coming, I’d like to go before the holidays. I know it’s a stretch, but my schedule is all over the place this month. But if we can make it happen…”
 
   He walked over to my side of the bed and raised my chin with two fingers. “I’ll make it happen. I might have to prep the whole weekend out for the kid, but I’ll make it work.” He leaned down and tasted my lips with his. The warmth of his mouth captured me with a quick kiss.
 
   “I can help too, you know,” I said after his lips left mine.
 
   “I know.” His mouth set into a stubborn smile.
 
   “I can help… let me help.”
 
   “You help me, Maggie… every day… you and Beth both.” His jaw pulsed, and he swallowed. “I have little to offer you, I make hardly any money… but I work hard, and if I have to work a little harder to give you what you want, to make this trip happen, I’ll do it.” He cupped my cheek in his hand. “Let me be a man for you, Maggie.”
 
   I leaned into his touch. “Okay.”
 
   I didn’t care about money, but Ryan was showing me he wasn’t as fragile as I thought. He was showing me that he would be there for us.
 
   His hand fell from my cheek, and I felt the loss immediately. “I’ll see you tonight.”
 
   I draped the sheet around my body and stood. Ryan wrapped me up into a huge bear-like embrace, my body almost consumed by his. “I can’t wait.”
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   “I think I might be developing a thing for Tate.” Laurie smiled at me over her cup of coffee.
 
   I snickered. “Tate is pretty good looking, but weren’t you trying to set him up with me last month?” I finished rinsing my plate and put it in the dishwasher.
 
   “Yeah, ‘cause he’s sexy as hell, Mags. If you don’t want him, then I’ll take him.” She handed me her plate, and I rinsed it as well.
 
   I’d slept for two hours, woke up, got Beth to school, and had only been asleep for about three hours before Laurie was knocking on my front door. We’d planned a lunch date, and with everything going on in my life, I’d let it slip my mind. She wanted to go to the diner and check out Ryan, but I declined. As much as I’d love to see him, I wasn’t sure I wanted him getting the third degree from Laurie until I could tell her everything first, and besides, I looked like a train wreck. My hair was a rat’s nest from falling asleep with it wet, and I had on sweats and a WSU hoodie. Not exactly sexy.
 
   “I need to meet Ryan.” She sipped her coffee again, and I narrowed my eyes.
 
   “Listen… like I said earlier—”
 
   “I know.” Her smile fell.
 
   I’d told her the whole story while I’d prepared lunch. I was going to wait, but she threw a fit about not going to Red’s. I’d had no choice but to tell her.
 
   “He’s really sweet and so good with Beth. You should’ve seen how excited Beth was this morning on her way to school. She said he’d told her all about his daughter, about her nickname Birdie, and the day she was born. She really likes him too, Laurie.” My throat contracted painfully, and my eyes pricked with tears.
 
   Her eyes glassed over as well. “It’s so sad, and I know you really care about him, but he shot—”
 
   My anger flared. “Don’t even say it. I’d have done the same thing.”
 
   “You’re not afraid of him?” Her eyes locked on mine.
 
   She watched me as tears fell down my cheeks. I took a minute to catch my breath and to find my words. She didn’t understand. She didn’t know Ryan like I did. “Absolutely not.” The two words were strained as I spoke through the knot in my throat. “He’s the most kind-hearted person I’ve ever met. He loves his daughter more than anything. He lost his whole purpose when she died. He was there… at the scene… he saw it all.” Tears spilled down Laurie’s face. “I would’ve done the same thing he did and never looked back. His ex-wife…” I wiped the tears from under my eyes and let the rage I felt go with a long exhale, “…I would have done the same thing.”
 
   “So you think… you think you love this guy?”
 
   “He’s all I’ve ever wanted for myself. He’s chivalry and tender kisses. He’s the kind of guy that would go to hell and back for me. He’d freeze in the snow if it gave me warmth. He’d drown before he let Beth and me sink. He’s the one, Laurie… I know it… I freaking feel it, right here.” I brought my hand to my heart.
 
   Her smile spread gradually as she listened to me talk like a lunatic in love. “He’s the one… I kind of hate you right now.”
 
   We both laughed.
 
   “You ‘Girl Scout promised’ you wouldn’t meddle, remember?”
 
   She shook her head. “It’s Scout’s Honor… but… you’re right, I’ll stay out of it. I trust you, Mags. I always have. I just want to meet him.”
 
   “You will.” I shut the dishwasher and wiped my hands on the red dish towel that was sitting on the counter.
 
   She exhaled. “I might ask Tate out. What do you think?” She took a long sip from her mug.
 
   “I think he’d say yes. I mean look at you.” I waved my hand up and down, and she rolled her eyes.
 
   “Maggie, I mean… is it too forward?”
 
   “When have you ever been anything but forward?”
 
   She smirked. “You’re right.”
 
   She pulled her phone from her pocket, and her fingers moved swiftly across the screen.
 
   “You're texting him right now?” I asked with an incredulous tone.
 
   She nodded and raised her eyebrow. “I sure am.” When she finished, she placed her phone in her pocket and grabbed her keys from the counter. “I gotta go. I work tonight. So next weekend, you’re headed to Rialto?”
 
   I walked her to the front door. “I hope so. You’ll be okay to watch Beth one of the nights? I hate making Cornelia watch her all the time.”
 
   “Of course, but you know Cornelia’s going to be pissed, right? She’s like Bee’s surrogate grandmother.” She laughed and I frowned.
 
   “Well, I’ll tell her you’re willing to split it up if she wants.”
 
   “Just keep me posted.” She opened the door.
 
   “I just hope he can get the time off. I really need this. I think we both need a break from reality.” I held the door open, and she kissed me on the cheek.
 
   “You deserve the world… just be careful. He’s got a lot of baggage.”
 
   “I’m good at heavy lifting.”
 
   She snorted. “Love you, Mags.”
 
   “Love you, too,” I said as she walked through the door. “Tell Tate I said hi, and don’t be a whore.”
 
   She swayed her hips with a touch of theatrics as she walked to the car. I giggled as I shut the front door and leaned against the cool wood as I closed my eyes. Ryan and I had enough baggage to sink the small vessel we were navigating together, but I hadn’t been over exaggerating when I’d said he was the “One”. The trust he gave me by sharing his past with me, with Beth… that was proof enough for me. But the hope in his eyes, the pure heartfelt emotion that lit his dark irises when he looked at me, when he looked at Beth… that hope… it had etched its way into my heart and sealed my fate.
 
   I hadn’t really known the meaning of the word cherish until I met Ryan… but its definition was in every touch we shared, each breath he gave me, and every minute we’d spent together. I opened my eyes and looked at my empty house. I could almost see the future, taste it; these walls could be filled with so much love… so much life. He wanted to be a man for me… and I wanted… more than anything, to be a family for him.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nineteen
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   Maggie’s hand was laced with mine as we pulled off the road, and my intake of breath made her giggle. My truck rolled to a stop, and I let it idle as the smell of the ocean filled my lungs. The sky was overcast and the cold air whipped into the cab through the open window. The sound of crashing waves echoed in my ears, and I’d never felt so fucking blessed. Tall rocks, faded driftwood, and a forest of pine surrounded us. But the sea… I felt lost in it, and my eyes carried along the line of the horizon as the sun began to set. We would have missed it if we’d waited for Collin to show, but I’d done everything I needed to get him through the weekend, and Tony promised me he would be all right.
 
   “This place.” I turned my head and watched as Maggie’s lips curled up at the corners.
 
   “It’s gorgeous.” She unbuckled her seatbelt with her free hand and snuggled next to me, bringing her lips to my neck as we both took in the scenery.
 
   I’d only known Florida beaches. The white sand and palm trees were never my thing, but this place, I could come here every day. The power of the ocean could be seen for miles as it ate the coast, ripped the trees to logs, and carved sculptures out of stone. Nature lived and breathed here, and I wanted to be part of it, to disperse myself into that salted air and to feel the ice of the water on my feet.
 
   “Are you ready?” I asked, unable to hide the excitement in my voice.
 
   Maggie’s smile glittered in her eyes. The gray of the ocean reflected within her irises as she nodded her head.
 
   It was freezing as we hiked down to the beach, but we’d had a bit of luck — it wasn’t raining. The sun hung low in the sky as we made our way down the shore. Maggie held my left hand and our shoes dangled from the other. The damp sand felt good under my feet regardless of the temperature. The beach was littered with driftwood, and it became hard to navigate.
 
   “Let’s just sit for a minute, then we’ll head back. We can come again tomorrow, too. I just wanted to see the sun set.” Maggie eyed the water with wistful eyes. Her cheeks were bitten pink by the wind, her hair tangled and tumbled in blonde waves over her shoulders. She was stunning. “I want to make some time and bring Beth here someday.” 
 
   “You should,” I said as I sat on a log and dropped our shoes. I positioned Maggie on my lap and wrapped her up in my embrace.
 
   “I haven’t been here since my parents died. It was one of our favorite places to go when I was a kid.” She leaned back, and I placed my chin on the top of her head.
 
   The sky was a bruised purple. “Thank you for sharing this with me.”
 
   She sat up and turned her body so she could look at me. Her lips gently pressed against mine and, as she pulled away, the crease between her brows deepened. “It wasn’t until I met you that I had the urge to come back here. You had so much time taken from you, and I have this constant niggle in my chest… like a clock ticking, and it’s a reminder that I want to show you everything you deserve to see. Ryan, I want to share with you all the things I love.”
 
   I squeezed her tight gathering her warmth and mine together as one. I wanted to tell her I loved her, that having her in my life was more than I could have ever hoped for, and being here with her, just her, was one of the most special moments of my lifetime. Instead, I kissed her. I let my lips find hers, and with a slow progression, our tongues met. Her sweet taste always made me want more, always set my muscles on fire with need. It was impossible, but as my eyes opened and our lips parted, I watched her soul surface in the dusky blue of her eyes.
 
   “Ryan, when I said I was falling for you I lied.” Her eyes brimmed with tears, and she chewed at her bottom lip. My stomach fell, and I started to pull away. She grasped my face with her palms, and the ice of her skin sent goose bumps down my neck and arms. “It’s more… Ryan. I’ve fallen…” a lone tear escaped and trickled down her cheek, “…I’ve fallen in love with you.”
 
   All the insecurity I had, I let it fall away as I leaned in, leaving just a few inches between us. I wanted to see those eyes, those honest eyes that were giving me everything. “I had nothing left… nothing to give or gain when I stepped off that Greyhound last summer. You see me in shades of color, when all I saw was black. You make my life feel so damn right. Everything, Maggie, you make it good and pure and simple.”
 
   I closed the space between us and rested my forehead against hers. The warm breath of her mouth pulled me in, almost making it impossible to say what I needed to say. I cradled her head in my hands. She needed to know how much her love meant to me. The tip of my nose grazed hers, and my lips brushed against her mouth as I spoke, “Loving you has been the only light I’ve had since Belle.”
 
   A small sob broke from her mouth. My lips moved gently with hers, and I could taste the salt of her tears as I soothed her cry.
 
   I leaned back and my hand warmed her cold cheeks as our eyes locked. “Maggie, you and Beth… you’re my… my family. I’d been afraid to say it out loud, afraid to make it real, because that one thought, it always haunted me. I couldn’t leave Birdie behind. But I know better now. She just fits… you’ve taken us both into your heart, and I see it, Maggie. I see it in your eyes, and I love you for it… I love you for letting me be broken, and I love you even more for wanting what’s left of me.”
 
   She exhaled a shaky breath and brought her hand to my chest, resting it on my life line. “I’ve got all the best pieces right here.” She pressed her palm into my chest and, as she kissed me, my heart began to sprint.
 
   Under her touch I was rendered silent. The blood in my veins rushed through my system as she deepened our kiss. It could have been ten below freezing, and the sky could have gone pitch black for all I cared. This moment with her… it was priceless.
 
   Maggie was breathless as her lips left mine, and she gave me a crooked smile before she spoke. “We should get back to the lodge.”
 
   That smile was a teasing hint, and my body responded as I stood. My heart rate was too fast, and that familiar spin of dizziness almost sent me off my axis. She grabbed my hand and steadied me without even knowing it. “Sounds like a good plan. Let’s get you warm.”
 
   We moved quickly to the truck, only stopping once to wipe the sand from our feet and to put on our shoes. Even though my socks had been in my pocket, they were still cold. The heater of the truck stifled the cab, but we needed it. Maggie opted out of her seat belt and was burrowed up next to me. It made me anxious, so I might have driven like a grandpa the whole way back to the lodge.
 
   We were staying at a place called Manitou Lodge. It was a large, log cabin style inn with a few rooms inside the main building, but she’d booked one of the separate cottages they had so we would have even more privacy. By the time we got back and walked into our rustic themed cabin, I was more than ready for the privacy it provided. The cottage was small, but I liked it. The pine paneled walls and quilt on the bed made it feel like a home away from home. We dropped our bags, and I grinned as Maggie bit her lip. Her mouth split into a cute smile as she scanned the bed. She was nervous, and it made me internally beam. We’d been together enough that I knew her body, how it worked, and all her triggers. But, it was only Maggie that made each time feel like something new. 
 
   I held her hand and moved us toward the bed. “So should I make love to you here, or should I fuck you in the shower first?” I chuckled as her eyes widened and she gasped. She attempted to smack my shoulder, but I pulled her to my chest before she had the chance. My grin was fully amplified as the color in her cheeks turned crimson.
 
   “Ryan,” she chided playfully and hid her face in my shirt. I brought my finger to her chin and lifted her eyes back to mine. They were filled with embarrassment and innocence, making me immediately regret what I’d said.
 
   “I was just trying to break the ice.” My smile was apologetic.
 
   Her gaze was hooded as she dragged her fingertip across my lower lip. “I think I like the shower option,” she whispered and dropped her eyes to my mouth.
 
   Her hand shook as she raised it to my shoulder, and as she stood on her tiptoes, my fingers found purchase on the curve of her hip. Her kiss promised sex and was full of honey and desire. I couldn’t wait to have her — pliant, undone, and melded against me. I groaned as her teeth nipped my lip and our tongues found a rhythm that tensed every muscle in my stomach.
 
   We didn’t make it to the shower; we hardly made it to the bed. Maggie wanted me — all the fragmented parts of my heart were hers. We trusted each other, she loved me, and as our last article of clothing hit the floor, I slipped inside her with one push. She raked her fingernails down my back, and her eyes opened as I repeated the motion. It was a slow draw; I never wanted to move too fast with Maggie. I liked the pressure she created, the way she watched our bodies connect, the feel of her body taking me in — it was unreal.
 
   Her mouth on mine, my hand on hers, each movement — measured.
 
   She was almost there; the edge crept closer with each flawless beat of her pulse. Her eyes never left mine, the build became too much, and she gave herself over to me… to us. We found relief within each other, and I rested my ear against her breast so I could hear the thunder of her heart. Her fingers ran through my hair as I trailed kisses down to her stomach. My arms wrapped around her hips, my cheek to her belly, and I held her… I held her as sleep began to darken the corners of my vision.
 
   “I love you, Ryan,” she whispered as her fingers threaded through my hair.
 
   The scent of her skin brought me peace, and I let the cotton feeling fill my head as I drifted. “I love you, too, Maggie.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty
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   The room was pitch black and, for a split second, I wasn’t sure where I was. My stomach rumbled, and Ryan’s deep breathing brought me back to reality. His arms were still wrapped around me, his head on my stomach just as we had been when we fell asleep. The red digital display from the bedside clock read just five minutes past ten. We hadn’t slept long, but we’d definitely missed dinner at the lodge. My eyes began to adjust to the moonlight that filtered through the window, and Ryan’s broad shoulders were illuminated by the light. I twirled a lock of his hair in my fingers as I thought about the past few months. We’d spiraled and burned so freaking bright, like earlier, and right now… the heavy weight of his body resting on mine… it couldn’t get any better.
 
   My fingertips left his mane of thick, dark blond hair and trailed a path along his neck, exploring every centimeter of his skin on the way down to his shoulder. He inhaled deeply and turned his head so his nose was almost buried in my belly button. His beard was bristly against my skin, but the light touch of his breath tickled, and both of the sensations together made me squirm with a giggle.
 
   “Mmm,” he grumbled and nipped at my belly.
 
   Without meaning to, I squeaked and his low laughter vibrated in his chest, making me wriggle under his tight hold even more.
 
   “You’re so ticklish.” His voice was still gruff with sleep, and as his lips left kisses lower and lower, my body flushed with heat.
 
   My hands tangled in his hair as I tried to keep still. Goose bumps erupted under his touch, and a shiver threatened to wrack through me as his mouth moved slowly across my skin. My stomach, of course, chose that second to growl. His lips paused on my hip bone and he chuckled. He lifted his head and raised himself over me. He pressed against me, his arousal very apparent as he spoke, “You need to eat. This can wait,” he said as he pushed his hips against mine again.
 
   “I think dinner is irrelevant at the moment.”
 
   My smile was teasing as it stretched across my lips, and Ryan reacted immediately. Our mouths crashed together, and every hierarchy of need went out the window except for him. The real truth of Ryan and how his body was meant for mine was all that mattered. In this room, in our own private cosmos, the world and all its necessities could wait.
 
   The world had to wait thirteen and a half hours to be exact. To say I was ravenous would be an understatement, but it was worth it. Ryan’s smile alone was gold as it reflected back at me from the glass. If I was being honest as I observed myself in the mirror as well, the grin on my face, it rivaled any of my previous goofy smiles, and if I was playing the goofy smile game right now, I’d be the winner no doubt. The thought brought me back to Beth, and even though I was here, loving every second of Ryan, I missed my daughter. Ryan pulled on his hooded sweatshirt and gripped my shoulders in his hands, working the sore muscles with his fingers.
 
   He leaned down and kissed the top of my head before meeting my gaze in the glass. “Are you okay?” His smile fell just enough I noticed, and his brows creased.
 
   “Just missing Beth.” As soon as I uttered the words, I’d wished them unsaid. I’d been away from her for less than twenty-four hours, and Ryan… he’d never see Belle again. The guilt twisted through me as I tried to speak. “I mean, I’m—”
 
   His smile wrinkled around his eyes, and he turned my body so I was facing him. His sure finger lifted my chin. “Don’t,” he whispered and placed a tender kiss on my forehead as he held his palm at the nape of my neck.
 
   “Never be sorry for missing your daughter.” His lips dusted against my skin, and as he pulled away, he dropped his hand and tangled his fingers with mine. “I miss my daughter, Maggie, but that doesn’t mean you’re not allowed to miss Beth.”
 
   “I know. I just don’t ever want to—”
 
   “Egg shells are meant to be broken. I like that you think of Belle.” He gave me a crooked smile, and the weight on my shoulders lifted. “You never need to worry. Always say what you mean, Maggie, and I’ll be fine. It may sting, it may bring up shit… but I’ll have to learn to deal with it the best I can, because I want this… you, me, Beth and Belle… I want it to work.”
 
   I nodded and squeezed his hand. “Okay.”
 
   He inclined toward me and kissed me once on the lips.
 
   “Let’s get some food before we both pass out.” His smile revealed his dimple and it sent the butterflies flapping in my empty belly. A slight wave of nausea caused my jaw to clench, and I stumbled as we walked to the door.
 
   “I think I could eat a cow or the whole freaking barn for that matter.” I grimaced as I found my footing.
 
   Ryan’s laugh was full as he opened the door for me. “Now that I’ve got to see.”
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   We’d stuffed our faces with pancakes, bacon, and I think I might have even eaten Ryan’s left over hash browns. The clouds had rolled in by the time we’d gotten to the beach, and we’d been hiking for about twenty minutes before we found a premade fire pit. The driftwood had been almost reduced to ash, but we gathered enough of our own to make a new fire. A huge boulder sat just off the coast and jutted up from the sea breaking the horizon with its stark beauty. The tree line hovered behind us as I watched Ryan set up the logs.
 
   Ryan and I had talked a lot about my past and my family at the restaurant. I let him rummage through my brain for a while. It seemed he liked to have the spotlight off of him, and I enjoyed watching his eager expressions as he learned more about Beth and me. The conversation only quieted once we got to the beach. It was a sanctuary, and the comfortable silence enabled us to take it all in. It gave me time to think about our future, about where Ryan and I went from here. He was a solid male figure in Beth’s life. I was in love with him and the way he’d shared himself with us and, as he placed the final piece of wood strategically on the pile, I got the nerve to ask him what I’d been wanting to know since Beth had mentioned it. 
 
   “Beth told me you showed her a picture of Belle?”
 
   He hesitated and stopped what he was doing. “I did.” He reached into his back pocket and pulled out his wallet. He opened it carefully and took out a worn looking photograph and stared at it. His Adam’s apple moved smoothly in his throat as he swallowed deeply. “This is Birdie.”
 
   He handed me the picture and I couldn’t help it — tears had begun to well and, as they fell free, they wet my lashes. She was an angel, and I’d never seen him smile like he had in this picture. It was just a profile shot, but you could see it; you could see the utter elation in the set of his cheeks and the adoration he felt with the tip of his nose to hers.
 
   “She’s perfect.” My words were just croaked syllables as I tried to capture his gaze.
 
   Ryan’s dark eyes slid away from mine. The sky was threatening rain, and the black depths of the ocean pulled his attention away from the shore. He was no longer with me in this moment but hidden in a space between now and then. I held the photograph close to my chest to protect it from the wind, and I let him mourn in silence. The waves crashed, and he didn’t flinch as the chilled wet wind whipped around us.
 
   He was a statue as I wrapped my arm under his and around his waist. The wind tussled his hair; he was warm, but he remained immobile and quiet. I was just about to speak, I wanted to reel him in, pull him from the oblivion he was sinking in, but he beat me to it. “’For whatever we lose (like a you or a me), It's always our self we find in the sea.’” His voice was stretched thin as he whispered the strange verse.
 
   “What?”
 
   Ryan lowered his chin and looked at the ground. “It’s from a poem by e.e. cummings.” His lips broke from their frown with a slight smile as he finally brought his sad eyes back to me. “You know what the title is?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “Maggie and Milly and Molly and May.” His smirk grew and my smile mirrored his. “I have a book of his poems… it’s funny how everything sort of seems to just fit when it comes to you.” Ryan’s warm palm rested on my cheek. “I get lost, Maggie, sometimes for days, but since I’ve met you, everything keeps pushing me to you. Maybe… Belle is in heaven…. maybe she sees how happy you make me… maybe she’s the one pulling all the strings.”
 
   I leaned into his touch and closed my eyes briefly. His cotton smell hadn’t been overpowered by the ocean air, and I breathed him in with a long inhale. My eyes opened and I handed him the picture. “I believe… Ryan… I do, and I know Belle is smiling down on her daddy. I just know it.”
 
   He let his gaze linger on mine before he looked at the picture. His hand dropped from my cheek, and he trailed it along the surface of the photo. “I think you’re right,” he spoke as he placed the picture back in his wallet.
 
   He tucked it away in his pocket and the somber mood dissipated as his smile grew just as wide as it had been this morning. His hands settled on my shoulders and his smile deepened even more.
 
   “‘Trust your heart if the seas catch fire (and live by love though the stars walk backward) honor the past but welcome the future.’” The words fell from his lips in a deep timbre and, as he spoke them, he leaned toward me resting his forehead against mine like he always did. I figured it was his way of saying “I love you” with touch. “When I look at you, I can’t help but welcome the future.”
 
   I was crazy because I’d marry this man right now, on this freezing beach, in jeans and a WSU hoodie. I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him with all the love I had in my heart. When we parted, I noticed the brown color of his irises had lightened. The shadow was gone… he was back, in the present, with his future dangling from his shoulders.
 
   “I like this e.e. cummings.”
 
   “One good thing about prison, it gives you time to read and learn.”
 
   I dropped my arms from his neck and gave him a playful nudge with my hip in an attempt to lighten the mood. “Poems and sweet words… I think someone's trying to butter me up so he can have his way with me later.”
 
   Ryan’s laugh was full and open as his head tipped back exposing the line of his throat. I bit the corner of my lip to suppress my own laughter.
 
   “Maybe.” He smirked.
 
   He shook his head and took my hand in his as he pushed my hair behind my ears with the other. He kissed me sweetly and then pulled away. “Should we get this bonfire going?”
 
   “Will you recite more poetry?” I asked and cocked my brow.
 
   He chuckled. “Only if it means we get to repeat last night.”
 
   “Give me all the words, Ryan, and I’ll give you all of this.” I waved my hand down the length of my body, and he laughed again. The rich sound of it made my cheeks hurt from smiling so big. His laugh was addictive. It was genuine, raw, and a rare vision all in one.
 
   He ran his hand through his beach blown hair, making it even messier as he pulled me close. “Is that so?” His grin was almost explicit.
 
   “I always keep my word.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-One
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   The white sugared icing melted easily over the warm orange rolls I’d just pulled from the oven. Maggie’s house smelled like fresh baked bread with a sweet hint of citrus. It had been my mother’s tradition. Every Christmas, she’d bake from scratch, orange rolls in the shape of a wreath. I wasn’t crafty, but I could cook, and I wanted to share a happy part of my history with Maggie. Christmas had always been my favorite holiday. I liked the traditions, the food, and it was one of the few times my father got to relax and enjoy his family. It helped it was close to my birthday, and as a kid, it felt like I always got two Christmases.
 
   I put a piece of plastic wrap over the glass measuring cup, and placed the extra icing in the fridge, which was chock full of food. Maggie’s friend Laurie and Officer Evans were coming over later for dinner, and I’d invited Tony as well. I had to maneuver a few items, and I smirked when my eyes landed on the unbaked apple pie Maggie had made for me. This would be the first Christmas and first birthday for me as a free man. I was free in more ways than one. I was opening myself up to the possibilities, no longer trapped inside myself or stuck with evil men in a concrete holding cell surrounded by wires. This year… I had her. I had a family again. The idea of spending today with new people set me a little on edge, but I had to adjust. I had to allow myself to live in order to give Maggie a man she deserved.
 
   Beth giggled in the family room, and my lips spread into a smile. After we got back from the beach trip, things changed. Maggie’s things and my things became our things. I was here almost every night, and it just felt more… natural. Loving Maggie and Beth, having them in my life and letting myself feel the fucking joy of knowing I was loved too, it was the first time since the cold steel bars of my jail cell clicked shut that I felt worthy of something. I was starting to feel worthy of this life. I was still struggling; each day offered a different obstacle, and each day I patted my way through the dark. But, there were moments when everything was quiet and the night became my projector. When I closed my eyes, I could imagine Birdie smiling, hands full of mud pie and that constant juice ring around her mouth. The memories hurt, but it was a good pain… I was letting myself see her as she once had been instead of how she had died, how she had looked in my arms that horrible night.
 
   “Hey.” Maggie’s arms wrapped around my waist, and her body pressed against my back.
 
   I turned so I was facing her and placed a kiss on her temple. “Merry Christmas.” Her hair was pulled up into a messy knot on the top of her head. She had on one of my T-shirts and a pair of soft gray sweats. Maggie wasn’t wearing make-up, just a smile for me and it was beautiful.
 
   “It smells amazing. I’m glad you decided to bake these.” She peered around my body and let her eyes fall to the stove top. “I think I could eat that whole pan.” She leaned up and kissed me on the lips before she dropped her hold on my waist. “But the native is getting restless, and if we don’t open presents first, she might stage a mutiny.” 
 
   I laughed. “It’s okay. They need to cool a little while longer anyway.”
 
   She took my hand in hers, and we made our way to the family room. Beth was separating the gifts into piles, and her smile was ear to ear as she added another gift to what I assumed was her pile. Maggie released my hand and took a seat next to Beth on the floor.
 
   “Slow down, Bee.” Maggie’s laugh was light as she helped Beth situate the gifts.
 
   I sat on the couch right next to the Christmas tree. I’d lit the fireplace first thing when I woke up, and the orange flames mixed with the colorful lights of the tree, casting everything in a warm surreal glow.
 
   “Santa brought me five gifts, Ryan!” Beth’s eyes were round and wide as she counted them. “See.”
 
   I nodded. “I can see that. I guess you were pretty good this year?”
 
   “Yes,” she said and bobbed her head in agreement.
 
   “That’s debatable.” Maggie bit the corner of her cheek in an attempt to hide her smile, and Beth narrowed her eyes. “I’m kidding, Honey Bee.” She leaned over and kissed her daughter on the forehead before she asked, “Are you just going to count them, or are you going to open them?”
 
   “Open,” Beth said as she tore into the first gift.
 
   She moved fast through the Santa gifts. I sat in silence and observed Maggie in her element. She’d made sure to include my name on some of the gifts, even the ones I hadn’t helped purchase, and I was thankful… to be a part of this… of them. By the time we’d made our way through most of the presents, the family room was an explosion of red and green paper. Beth was busy playing with her new doll, and Maggie was sitting between my legs on the floor with her back to the couch. Her gift sat in a small box in the pocket of the sweats I was wearing.
 
   My stomach flipped anxiously as I leaned over and whispered in her ear, “It’s your turn.”
 
   She turned her head and grinned. “No way. You first.”
 
   Beth stopped what she was doing and jumped up. She grabbed a present I hadn’t noticed from under the tree and handed it to me. It was wrapped in silver and blue paper and the weight of the box felt sturdy in my hand. Maggie stood, turned to face me, and placed her hands on my shoulders. She inclined toward me, her sweet breath at my lips.
 
   “Merry Christmas, Ryan.” She kissed me gently before she sat down next to me.
 
   Beth took perch on my other side, and my mouth spread into a wide grin. This was the first gift I’d gotten in ten years. Maggie’s smile was pulling at my chest as I ripped into the paper revealing a navy blue box. I lifted the lid and my grin grew.
 
   “Do you like it?” Maggie worried at her bottom lip, and I chuckled.
 
   “I do.”
 
   I lifted the watch from its container. The shine of the gunmetal almost felt too good for me. The face of it was big and inlaid with a white seashell looking material. There were lots of dials and mechanisms, and I couldn’t wait to figure it all out. I was about to slip it on my left wrist when Maggie grabbed my hand. Beth clapped, and my eyebrows dipped as I looked over at Maggie with confusion.
 
   “I had it engraved on the back.” She took the watch from my hand and flipped it over. She laid it back into my palm, and as I read the tiny letters, my speech almost failed me.
 
   “Time is a tree (this life one leaf) but love is the sky and I am for you just so long and long enough.” 
 
   The script was centered and filled the entire back of the watch face. “e.e. cummings,” I whispered, and Maggie took the watch from my palm and placed it on my wrist, snapping it in place.
 
   “Love is endless… like the sky, Ryan, and whenever you forget that, whenever you lose your way, just remember to check the time, okay?” Her voice was strained as she fought to speak.
 
   My nostrils flared as I tried to hold back the overwhelming feeling her words gave me. The palms of my hands found their home on each side of her face, and the heat of her cheeks seeped into my skin as I brought my mouth to hers. My kiss was deep, full of everything I didn’t have the words to say, and I let my lips envelop hers. I got lost in her as always, in her love, and I didn’t worry about finding my way out just yet.
 
   “I picked the watch.” Beth’s childlike pride broke through Maggie’s and my private bubble and our lips parted. Maggie’s cheeks were bright red, and a smirk twitched at the corner of my lips. I kept my eyes on Maggie for a few seconds before I turned my attention to Beth. “You did good.” I ruffled her hair, and she seemed satisfied. “Thank you.”
 
   Beth smiled and moved quickly toward me. She flung her arms around my neck and squeezed. For a little girl who probably weighed less than fifty pounds, she had strength behind all her hugs. She hugged you like it could be her last chance, and I liked that about her.
 
   “What did you get my mom?” she asked as she pulled away.
 
   The anxiety pooled in my gut as I remembered the small box in my pocket. I loved Maggie, and I wanted to give her something to show her that I was here… in the present… in the now with her and Beth.
 
   Maggie sat up straight and gave Beth a frown. “Beth.”
 
   “No, she’s right. I have something for you.” I reached inside my pocket and pulled out the white box.
 
   Maggie’s lips parted with a gasp as I set the box in her lap. Her hand trembled as it hovered over the fuzzy white material that covered the container. “Ryan?”
 
   “It’s not what you think.” My voice sounded deeper than normal; my anxiety tugged at my throat, trying to close it off. “Open it.” My smile pulled up to one side as she lifted the lid of the box.
 
   Her upper lip shivered and her eyes spilled over. “Ryan,” she said again, but this time, it was a breathless whisper.
 
   “I had it made in town at that old jewelry shop. You know the one. Vern, a frequent customer, he owns it. The design isn’t exactly perfect, but it’s how I drew it.” I took the box from her hand and gently lifted the delicate silver with my fingers. Maggie held out her right hand, but I raised her left hand with mine instead. I slipped the ring on her left finger, and I was lucky… it fit just right. “It’s a promise, Maggie.” My eyes met hers. “I promise to try. I promise to give you the rest of what I have left. It’s a promise to give you my past and my present.”
 
   My stare fell to the ring. The silver was bright and formed in the shape of an infinity symbol. On the left loop was a dove and on the right a heart. The handcrafted symbol sat perfectly in the center of her left finger.
 
   “I love it.” She sniffled as she traced the shape of it with her finger.
 
   “The dove is my past, Maggie. It’s Belle.” I lifted her chin with my thumb and forefinger. “The heart is what I want for my future. It’s for you and Beth.”
 
   “For me?” Beth asked and cocked her head to the side as she looked down at it.
 
   I laughed at her curious expression. “It is. I love you, too, Bee.”
 
   She gave me a shy smile. “Cool.” She reached down and grabbed the Avengers pajamas I’d gotten her from the floor. “Can I go put these on?”
 
   “Sure.” Maggie sniffed again and wiped under her eyes. The ring sparkled in the light, and I couldn’t help but feel proud. I’d make her just as happy as she’d made me.
 
   Once Beth left the room, Maggie looked over at me with a serious expression. The crease between her brows deepened as her eyes found mine. “Ryan.” For a split second, my heart dropped into my chest. Maybe it was too much? “This…” she cleared her throat, “…it’s the best gift I’ve ever gotten.” Tears wet her lashes and she rolled her eyes, making me chuckle. “Hell, I’m so emotional.”
 
   I stood and laced my hand in hers, pulling her up with me. I wrapped her up in my arm, and brought her close, pressing my body into her, seeking her touch and her warmth. Her hands settled on the center of my chest. “The best?” I asked with a smirk, and she nodded.
 
   “Thank you.” She reached up on her tiptoes and brought her mouth to mine.
 
   I pulled away after a few seconds and let the bright blue of her eyes etch their way into my mind. I wanted to remember this moment with her. I wanted to mark it as the day I decided to let the demons fade into the white noise. I’d let their constant chatter fall into the dreary background of my memory. This was the day I realized that life was just “one leaf” so I turned that shit over and moved forward.
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   The bacon grease snapped and the smell of it was heavy, making me nauseous for some reason. I was glad today was Friday. With the holidays over, this would be the first weekend Maggie and I had off together. She’d had to work New Year’s Eve, and I’d spent the night with Beth and Cornelia instead. New Year’s was always a holiday I hated, even before Birdie died. I thought it was depressing. It should’ve felt like a progression but to me, it felt like I was always forgetting something. However, this year was different. This year I watched as Beth counted down till midnight, shouting with Cornelia as the ball dropped. I could honestly say it was the first New Year’s I had ever enjoyed. My smile faltered as another wave of nausea stirred the acid in my stomach. 
 
   Tony’s laugh drifted through the room as he opened the kitchen door. “Just give me a second, Officer Reynolds. I’ll pack that up for you gentlemen.” His smile fell as he took me in. “You look like shit, Ryan.”
 
   “I feel like shit.” I wiped the sweat off my forehead.
 
   It was hot as hell in the kitchen, or it should’ve been. My skin was clammy, and as I moved to the kitchen sink to wash my hands, a chill broke across my flesh. I hadn’t really felt that great for some time. It started just after Christmas. I’d caught a cold, and I figured it was just my luck to get the flu. My headaches were at an all-time high, but today was different. The pain in my chest made me anxious, and as I walked to the sink, I felt short of breath. I hadn’t had a panic attack like this in a while, and I wasn’t sure why I was having one now.
 
   “I’ll get the breakfast sandwiches bagged up. Lou is entertaining the boys with her gossip. Why don’t you take a break?” Tony’s voice was filled with concerned.
 
   I turned the water on and rested my hands on the edge of the stainless steel sink. My head fell forward as the vice in my chest tightened. The sound of the paper bag crumpling under Tony’s touch nagged at my brain. I tried to breathe through the panic like I used to, but it didn’t help.
 
   “Fuck.” I grabbed my left arm as a sharp pain radiated down my bicep.
 
   “Ryan?” Tony’s voice was hollow, but I could hear the fear as I turned to look at him.
 
   My arm hurt like hell, but the fire in my chest was growing, and the space in my lungs was decreasing. I rubbed my fist into my sternum to try and alleviate a bit of the pressure. I could see Tony’s mouth moving, his eyes wide as he moved toward me. My vision clouded, and I saw specs of dust floating in the air as the pain moved up my neck and seized my throat. I let the dread consume me as I saw Tony run for the door. The pain moved to my knees as the hard, unforgiving floor met them with a crash. The last thing I saw, before all the light was taken, before my world ended, was Officer Tate Evans, and it was then I had a moment of clarity.
 
   Maggie.
 
   It was the only word that came with me into the dark.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Two
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   Two blue lines. My heart raced as I stared at the small piece of life-changing plastic. Two freaking blue lines. I counted back in my head and remembered… each morning I took that damn pill.
 
   But there were still… two blue lines.
 
   “Well, shit, Maggie, the suspense is killing me.” Laurie’s voice echoed off the tile flooring in the staff locker room.
 
   I was trapped inside my head. My period was late. Very late. I‘d been nauseous for a while, a little over emotional, sure… but pregnant? I hadn’t worried, I hadn’t thought for one second that it was even a possibility. I was on the pill. The pill which isn’t one hundred percent, but still, I took it exactly as instructed by my doctor. I made sure to take it each day, well, maybe not at the same time every day, but, I was compliant. It wasn’t until my breasts started to ache that I finally gave into my intuition and Laurie. I’d been at work for maybe an hour before she started hounding me about my hunch. The pharmacy in the hospital opened, and I bought the test in an effort to quiet my overactive brain.
 
   My hands shook as I dropped them to my belly. The fear started to make my stomach twist into unruly knots. Ryan had just started to feel safe with me; we’d begun something so beautiful, and he’d lost so much already. The questions in the back of my head fueled my insecurities. Could he be a father again? Would he even want that? Was he ready?
 
   “Mags?” The door to the bathroom stall opened, and I felt Laurie’s hand on my shoulder. “You’re going to be okay.”
 
   “I know, I’m just nervous. I love him so much, and I never wanted to push him, but, Laurie, this… this is shoving him.” I picked up the pregnancy test in my hand and threw it in the garbage next to the toilet with a little more aggression than was probably necessary before I turned to face her. “What if—”
 
   “Maggie,” Laurie said in a disapproving tone. She cocked her head to the side and narrowed her eyes. “You know he loves you. He lost his daughter… he’s trying to build a life… he loves Beth… he’ll love this kid, too.” Her eyes fell to my stomach.
 
   “But what if he doesn’t… what if…” I didn’t want to think it, let alone speak it. My throat constricted, and my upper lip began to tremble. I was barely holding it together, but at least the tears hadn’t begun to fall. “What if he feels guilty for making another child? What if he feels like having this baby is like me trying to replace Belle?”
 
   She exhaled and brought her eyes to mine. “I don’t know. I wish I could tell you. Those are questions for him to answer. No matter what, though, you have to take care of you and Beth… and now this one, so just be prepared, Maggie.” Her smile was appeasing. “If you want my honest opinion, after seeing you guys together on Christmas… I’d be surprised if that promise ring isn’t replaced with something more permanent as soon as you tell him.”
 
   The corners of my mouth gradually lifted into an unsure smile. I raised my left hand and brought my gaze to the infinity symbol. Ryan was everything to me. I’d let myself fall so completely in love with him, with all that he was, and I hoped the terror in my chest was just my old ghosts trying to drag me down. I nodded my head, and my mouth broke into a full smile. Ryan had given me a promise, and I needed to trust that. He didn’t know it yet, but he’d given me a piece of himself — this tiny blessed portion of his soul — and I felt lucky to be the one keeping it safe.
 
   “You’re right,” I said as I let my eyes meet hers.
 
   “I know.” She gave me a cocky grin, and I laughed lightly.
 
   “I wish I could go home. I can’t wait here all day. It’ll make me crazy. I need to talk to Ryan.” We moved from the bathroom stall out to the main locker room.
 
   “Go home sick. I don’t think they’ve called off the on-call nurse yet.”
 
   “They haven’t?”
 
   “I don’t think so. Go talk to the charge nurse, Mags. I’m sure Marissa will understand.” Laurie grabbed her stethoscope from the bench and handed me mine as well.
 
   The idea of leaving was winning me over. I wanted to see Ryan. I needed to feel his hands on my waist, hear his voice telling me it would all be okay. I wanted him to tell me we were a family and that we could make it work.
 
   “I’m going to go, I think,” I said as we made our way through the locker room door and back out onto the main ER floor.
 
   “Good. I’m going to go check on triage. Say bye before you go?”
 
   “I will.”
 
   Laurie walked away, and as I made my way to the charge nurse desk, the overhead intercom beeped three times indicating a code. The operator’s voice droned out a Code Cardiac Alert, and all hopes of leaving flew out the window. I moved quickly to the ambulance bay where the rest of my team was waiting. Marissa was there, and she rattled off the report. Male. Thirty–three. Possible MI in route. I didn’t fail to notice that the guy was young, too young to be having a heart attack. I hated codes like this. He was probably married, had a few kids, and I always prayed it wasn’t someone I knew from town. I loved my job, I liked saving people, but it was situations like these that made my job difficult sometimes. Thirty-three was way too young, maybe it was the hormones kicking up a fuss in my head, but something in my stomach started to hollow out at the first sound of sirens blaring in the distance.
 
   “The Cath lab is ready,” Blaine said out of breath. He was a new nurse to the code team, and I could see the excitement in his eyes.
 
   A police car pulled up first in the roundabout, leaving just enough space for the ambulance. Tate jumped out of the car, his eyes were wide and rimmed with red, his hands were in his hair, and when he spotted me, he stopped dead in his tracks. The wild worry in his eyes jump started my heart and filled my chest with bricks. The ambulance was close; I could see the lights and the sirens grew louder with each deliberate step Tate took toward me.
 
   “Maggie, get inside.” He grabbed my arm just as the ambulance pulled into the roundabout. “Fuck, Maggie, now,” he growled, and pulled me with all his might away from the open bay doors.
 
   Tate tried to drag me further away. “Stop. Stop,” I shouted. “What the hell, Tate?”
 
   He shook his head. “Please, Maggie, let me talk to you in here,” his plea was more desperate as the paramedics moved from the vehicle and opened the back doors.
 
   The wheels of the gurney hit the ground, and I could hear them turn as they moved along the asphalt. It was a grated sound, and the plastic against the surface of the driveway set my teeth on edge as a foreboding shudder rippled through me. It was then when it all hit me… Male… thirty-three… Tate’s horrified expression, and the sorrow in his eyes when he saw me. My legs became lead, and my eyes trained on the doors. All I could hear was the whoosh of my pulse inside my head. The ER noise, Tate’s pleas, and the voices of my team faded as they wheeled him in. The first images burned into my brain as I watched one of the men breathe life into his lungs with a bag and mask, while the other held two bags of fluid that drained valuable medicine into his veins.
 
   “Ryan,” I spoke in a dry whisper. The watch, my gift, it was there, displayed on his left wrist. I swallowed down the bile, and I fought back the vertigo. Tate was speaking quickly to my charge nurse, and when her eyes locked on mine, everything came into focus. “Ryan!” I didn’t recognize the curdled terror in my own voice as I screamed his name.
 
   Tate wrapped his arms around my waist as my knees buckled. I shook my head and gathered myself. “No!” I needed to see him. I wanted to feel his skin one more time before they took him away. I wanted to kiss his forehead and tell him he would be fine. I wanted to fall to the ground and beg Belle to send him away when he came to her. “No!” My fists pounded against Tate’s chest as I fought. I couldn’t leave him. I scratched at his neck, and I kicked my legs as he lifted me and pulled me away from Ryan.
 
   “Jesus, Maggie, calm down and listen.” Tate’s low voice broke through my meltdown.
 
   Hot tears poured from my eyes and wet my cheeks as he set me back on my feet in the family consult room. They brought people into this room to tell them the bad news, to tell them the only person they ever loved was dead. “Oh God.” I turned hastily as I grabbed the trash can by the door, and my stomach emptied with a violent burst. The acrid taste made me dry heave.
 
   Tate’s hand rested on the small of my back. “Maggie, I … we did everything—”
 
   “Stop.” I couldn’t breathe. I placed the trash can on the ground and moved away from his touch. I let my body dissolve into one of the vinyl chairs lining the room’s back wall. I didn’t want to hear how they’d done everything they could. If he was dead, then they didn’t do enough.
 
   “We were getting breakfast, and Tony came out of the kitchen hollering for help.” Tate knelt down in front of me forcing me to meet his eyes. “He’s got a pulse, Mags. They think he had a heart attack, but they said the CPR I did saved his life.”
 
   I lifted my chin and stared at the wall behind him. “For now.” I knew more than I ever wanted to know. All the scenarios, outcomes, and prognoses strangled me as I tried to picture his face, his smile, and his lips on mine. He could be a corpse with a pulse. How long had he been down? How long without oxygen to the brain and vital organs? What was the damage like to his heart? What if they couldn’t repair the blockage? What if it was worse than any stent or balloon could fix? What if he never wakes up? A loud sob tore from my lips, and my head fell forward into my palms. My shoulders shook as I cried. I hadn’t cried like this since my parents’ death, but this was different. Ryan’s loss filled me with empty agony. I’d never felt so alone.
 
   “I’m sorry.” Tate’s voice was full of sadness, and it took all of my strength to raise my head so I could look at him. He held my face in between his hands and another series of sobs wracked through me as he pulled me into a hug.
 
   The warmth of his body wouldn’t permeate into mine. I felt cold, but the gesture reminded me that if it wasn’t for Tate, Ryan could have died on that kitchen floor. “Thank you… for helping him,” I mumbled into his shoulder.
 
   He pulled away, and the fabric of his uniform was damp from my tears. “I’m no doctor, Maggie, but Ryan is a tough guy. He’ll fight this.”
 
   I nodded my head and tried to control my ragged breathing. Tate was sweet, and he was trying to give me hope, but he didn’t know everything. He didn’t know him like I did. I could hear Ryan’s voice in my head, it was clear… and adamant. “If I had the chance to be with Belle again, I’d take it.”
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   I’d become numb as I sat in the ICU waiting room. I wanted to be by myself, so I’d asked Tate to give me some space. Laurie was working, and I texted her updates when I had them. I hadn’t heard from Tony yet, and I wasn’t ready to tell Cornelia. I liked the quiet. I liked the peace of not having to look optimistic. My hands rested on my belly, and even though it was too soon, I wished I could feel the baby move. I wished I could feel the small soul growing inside of me, feel the ray of light that Ryan had given me unknowingly.
 
   The cardiologist had just finished talking to me, and I’d been informed that Ryan had been moved to recovery just before Tony walked into the room. His face was ashen, and he was puffing air greedily in and out of his lungs.
 
   “I tried to get here sooner, but, I had to close up shop, and hell, traffic is a son of a bitch. I’m not used to it.” Tony’s eyes filled with tears as he took in my expression. “Maggie, is he okay?”
 
   “They just moved him to recovery, but he’s not out of the woods yet. They won’t let me see him until he’s moved into his room.” I tried to hold back the anger in my voice. It was policy, and I’d told people the same thing all the freaking time, but being on the receiving end of it… it sucked.
 
   “What did the doc say?” Tony sat across from me and pulled a handkerchief from his pocket. He wiped at his eyes and then settled back in his chair.
 
   I exhaled a long breath. “He had a small heart block that they were able to fix with a stent, but they found a few defects in the valves of his heart on the left side. The blood hadn’t been pumping right for God knows how long, and his heart had to work so much harder because of it.”
 
   “That sounds bad.” Tony coughed and rubbed his hand through his thin gray hair.
 
   “It’s bad, Tony. The blood didn’t move through the valves like it should’ve, and the heart muscle became inflamed with an infection. The doctor said he was surprised this hadn’t happened sooner. Ryan’s heart is enlarged now, and there are signs this wasn’t his first heart attack. The cardiologist thinks he might have had a minor one before this, but was able to pull through it.”
 
   “He’s strong. He’s got a lot to lose, and he knows it.” Tony gave me a reassuring smile, but it only made the ache in my chest worse.
 
   “They’re going to try and stabilize him enough for surgery. They want to repair the valves, but he’s in heart failure, and even if they repair the valves, he may need more surgery down the road, and…” the lump in my throat lodged in place, and I was hardly able to finish my sentence, “…his heart has been greatly weakened, and if he were to have another heart attack… it would most likely be fatal.” Tears spilled over my lashes, and I wrapped my arms around my body. I squeezed with the little strength I had left and tried to hold myself together.
 
   “But, the surgery… it will help him, right?” Tony sat up and inched to the edge of his seat. His eyes found mine, and all the faith he had left fell in streams down his face.
 
   I nodded. “It will. If his heart is strong enough for the surgery, he’ll be okay. But, Tony, he’ll have to be careful, eat better, deal with less stress…” my hands found their way to my stomach involuntarily, “…I’m so scared,” I whispered the words that had plagued me for the past few hours.
 
   Tony stood and sat in the chair next to me, draping his arm around my shoulder. “So am I, kid. But Ryan, that man, he’s been dealt a shitty hand. At some point, the powers that be… they’ve got to let him have his turn.” His smile curled up on one side. “You gave him the will again, Maggie. Don’t give up on him yet.”
 
   I rested my head on his shoulder and cried. I let all the toxic fear, worry, and pain seep out of my body in waves. Tony’s sure arm gripped me tight as I fell apart. It could have been hours, it could have just been a few minutes, but when the nurse came to tell us we could see Ryan, I had fully drained myself of any doubt. Ryan would be okay. My heart… it was fierce enough for the both of us. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   The pressure pushed down on my sternum; the dark filled every facet of light, and terror seized my heart. I could actually hear the blood rush through my veins. The pain in my chest set fire to every nerve, and just when I thought I couldn’t take it, just when I started to fall into the abyss, everything — just — stopped. The ache subsided, and the flame cooled to ash. My lungs had become still, and I wasn’t sure if I could even move. The blank canvas of my surroundings should have scared me, but I felt… no fear. The sensation of life left my limbs, and as the black lit to a dull gray, I thought of her… of Maggie.
 
   Was I dead?
 
   “Daddy.”
 
   My world tilted, and I found myself on my knees. My hands dropped from my chest as I raised my eyes to the familiar small voice, my question had been answered.
 
   “Birdie?” My voice sounded so faint. Had I even spoken?
 
   She didn’t speak as she moved toward me. She was wearing a yellow dress, and the color of it seemed to paint this void with warmth. I wanted to reach out to her, but I could no longer move. I was suspended in time — my knees to the ground, and my arms at my side. It wasn’t until her tiny hands framed my face that all of the feeling in my body returned. My heart burst, my eyes filled with tears, and my hands cradled the back of her head as she pressed her forehead to mine. My lungs pulled in a gasp of air as a sob wracked through me.
 
   “Belle.” The strength returned to my voice, and as her scent filled each one of my breaths, the piece of myself, the integral part of my soul that had been missing, snapped into place.
 
   She pulled away, and her eyes shined as they found mine. My hands fell to either side of her cheeks, and her lips spread into a smile as she spoke. “I missed you.”
 
   Another sob sputtered from my lips as I smiled. My lips spread so wide it almost hurt, but I knew it wouldn’t… there was no pain here. I no longer suffered. “I missed you so much, Birdie.”
 
   She rubbed her hands on my beard and giggled. The sound of it sewed me up, and the last unraveled thread of who I had once been found its way back into the stitching of my heart. She dropped her hands from my face, but I never once released my hold on hers. She placed her palm over my heart, and the rhythm jumped. Belle’s mouth moved as if to speak, but no words fell from her lips. My heart jumped again, and everything around me shifted. The light brightened, and the void around us began to take form.
 
   “What’s happening?” I asked her, but she just nodded her head as she raised her hands to mine.
 
   The heat of her fingertips dusted along the backs of my hands, and the safe feeling of her touch caused me to close my eyes. Maybe I was just dreaming, because the moment my eyes closed, I was in Maggie’s kitchen.
 
   Maggie.
 
   I tried to open my eyes so I could tell Birdie about her and Beth. The urgent feeling filled my chest, but my eyes wouldn’t open. I could still feel Belle’s hands on mine, yet I was still stuck in the dream.
 
   Maggie was laughing, and Beth was sitting on the other side of the breakfast bar. I startled when I saw myself walk into the kitchen too.
 
   Again, I tried to wake myself from this dream, but I couldn’t.
 
   Maggie looked so pretty. Her hair was down, and she licked a wooden spoon covered in what looked like chocolate. She laughed at something I’d said to her, and she pointed the spoon at me with a smirk and narrowed eyes. Maggie moved from behind the counter, and as her full belly came into view, my pulse became so rapid I almost lost hold on the vision. I squeezed my eyes shut, anxious for more, not ready to wake. I saw myself place my hands on her belly. I watched as I kneeled to the floor and brought my lips to her stomach. Beth laughed, and Maggie ran her hands through my hair as I looked up at her.
 
   “I love you.” Belle’s voice caused my eyes to open.
 
   She dropped her hold on me and stepped away. I should’ve felt panicked, I should’ve reached for her, grabbed her hand and laced it with mine. I should’ve wanted to stay here with her… it was what I’d needed for so long, but the pull I felt to them, to Maggie and Beth, to my future — it was too much. I swallowed as I watched my daughter walk away. Her smile so big I felt her love all the way down into my bones. I’d finally felt her acceptance… closure. I no longer needed to say goodbye. She’d be here for me again… just not yet.
 
    
 
   My throat burned, and the pain in my neck was unreal. I attempted to raise my hand as my eyes opened, but the light slit through my pupils like a damn knife. I groaned, and the faint touch of lips brushed against my mouth.
 
   “Shh. Don’t fight it, Ryan.” Maggie’s gentle voice eased my muscles.
 
   She took my hand in hers, and her hair fell against my neck. The sensation made my eyes open again. Maggie was sitting next to me; her other hand ran through my hair, and her smile trembled as my eyes fell to her mouth. As long as I focused on her, the pain dissipated and the light softened around me. I licked my dry lips desperate to speak.
 
   “Maggie.” My voice was a rough whisper.
 
   I tried to sit up. The need to have her in my arms, to tell her about Belle, fed my weak state, but a sharp feeling in my neck stopped me.
 
   “Ryan, don’t try to get up.” Her smile would have to be enough. “You have something called a central line. It’s like a really big IV in your neck. Not to mention a few lines in your arm as well. I can lift the head of the bed if you’d like to sit up?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “You just missed Tony. He left to go get Beth from Cornelia’s. They won’t let children visit yet.” 
 
   I brought my gaze to hers, and I could tell she was trying hard to keep it together. “I’m still here, Maggie.”
 
   She started to cry, and I squeezed her hand in mine as the head of the bed raised gradually. She exhaled a long-winded breath and shook her head.
 
   “I didn’t think… I was so afraid, Ryan.”
 
   “I didn’t mean to scare you.” I lifted my hand and cupped her cheek. The plastic tubes in my veins dangled, but I was careful. I needed to feel her skin.
 
   She inclined into the touch and puffed out a laugh. “Don’t do it again.”
 
   “I’ll try not to.” I gave her a grin despite the pain I felt from my cracked lips.
 
   Her smile faltered, and she turned to the machines at my side. I dropped my hand from her cheek as my eyes fell to her stomach.
 
   “Ryan, you had a heart attack. Your…” She stopped when my hand moved to her belly.
 
   “When I died, I saw Belle again.” I raised my eyes and watched Maggie’s tears fall. The tears came fast and hard, and I lifted my hand from her stomach, only to take one of Maggie’s in mine. I brought both of our hands to her belly, and a soft cry broke from her lips. “She looked just the same, you know. It was crazy. Maybe I’d just been dreaming, but I felt it, Maggie. I felt her, and I didn’t want to let go.”
 
   “But you did?” Her voice wavered.
 
   “I did. She showed me something.” My eyes fell to her belly again. I wasn’t sure if or when we’d have a child, but I couldn’t wait for it. I was trapped in this hospital bed, but I had knowledge and that insight… it gave me hope. I couldn’t wait to make a life with her. I wanted to give her everything I could. “She showed me a piece of time. You and Beth were there, and I saw it all. We’d created a life, and you looked beautiful carrying our child. I couldn’t look away, Maggie. I wanted that moment she had shown me. I wanted it so bad it pulled me back… it pulled me back to you.”
 
   She cried silently as she leaned toward me and rested her forehead against mine. She pressed my hands firmly on her stomach. “I’m pregnant, Ryan.”
 
   I sucked in a breath. “What?”
 
   She pulled away, and her blue eyes searched my face. My stomach felt light as she nodded her head. “I found out today, just before…” she closed her eyes and inhaled before she continued, “…before they brought you in.”
 
   A smile parted my lips.
 
   “Belle showed you?” Maggie asked, and her brows pulled together.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   She brought her lips to mine, and the contact felt good. If I wasn’t strapped to all these IV lines, I’d pull her into me, wrap her up in my arms, and let her know everything was going to be okay. When our lips separated and she leaned back, I wiped the tears from under her eyes with my thumbs. “No more tears, all right? I’m here…” I smiled and tangled her fingers with mine, “… and this is everything I could have ever wanted. I never thought I’d have this again, but you’ve gifted me life, Maggie, and I’m going to seize it.”
 
   “You’re not well, Ryan.” Her eyes started to glitter again. “I love you so freaking much, and this baby, our baby… you have to get better. You have to stick it out. I’m not giving you a choice. I want this too…”
 
   My heart rate increased, and one of the monitors next to the bed echoed every beat.
 
   “Your heart… they said it’s weak, but I know better now… I know you’re meant for this life, Ryan. Our family, our future…” she placed her palm on my chest, “…it’s here…” she brought our joined hands to her belly, “…and here. Your heart may be too big, but I can feel its strength with each beat.” She smiled, and the tears from her eyes trickled over her upper lip.
 
   “I want to marry you, Maggie.”
 
   She smiled slowly, and my own grin pulled across my face. I ignored the slight twinge of pain in my dry lips as I watched the color fill her cheeks. “I’ll marry you the day we leave this hospital if that’s what you really want.”
 
   “Deal.” She thought I was kidding, but I wasn’t. I chuckled, and the discomfort in my chest made me cough. “Shit, that hurts.” Maggie’s smile dropped, and I regretted mentioning it. “Stop worrying.”
 
   “Impossible.” She stood and pressed the call light. “You need pain meds.”
 
   “I’m okay.” I shifted, and the ache in my limbs weighed me down.
 
   Reality started to seep back into my body. My head throbbed, my throat still burned, and hell, it was hard to breathe. Without thinking, I tried to clear my throat with a cough, and a red-hot pain seared my sternum. I winced, and Maggie hurried back over to the bed. “Why does my chest hurt so bad?”
 
   “Tate had to do CPR… chest compressions. They’re no picnic,” she said as she attempted to fix the sheets. She pulled them down and carefully untangled one of the lines.
 
   “I’m a mess, aren’t I?”
 
   She paused and lifted her eyes from the bed. “You had a heart attack, Ryan. You almost died… you—”
 
   She didn’t get a chance to finish her sentence. A nurse and a tall man with silver hair and a white coat walked into the room. He looked at me and smiled before he slid his gaze to the monitors. Maggie stepped back and sat in the chair next to the bed as the nurse pushed some sort of minty shit into my veins through the IV. The heavy feeling in my chest almost completely disappeared.
 
   “Mr. Hartford, I’m Dr. Cordova. It’s good to see you awake. It was a little touch and go there for a moment.” He chuckled, and when Maggie frowned, he cleared his throat. “How do you feel?”
 
   “Like I just had a heart attack.”
 
   He laughed and nodded his head. “Well, at least he still has his sense of humor.”
 
   “What’s the plan?” Maggie’s voice was stern. She was in no mood for jokes.
 
   “Well, his vitals look good.” His posture stiffened, and a serious expression creased his brows together. “Mr. Hartford—”
 
   “Ryan.”
 
   “Ryan… you’re in heart failure. The valves that help pump the blood through the chambers of your heart, they have a defect. What that basically means is that your heart has been working overtime for too long, and today your body said enough is enough.”
 
   “Can we fix it?” I asked.
 
   He looked at me like he wasn’t sure, and everything started to spin again. The meds the nurse gave me made things fuzzy. I wasn’t ready to fade yet. I wanted answers. I wanted to know if I could be here for Maggie. If I’d get to meet my child.
 
   “That’s where I come in.” His smile returned, and it eased a bit of my anxiety. “I think we can get you stable enough for surgery, and if we can get those valves repaired, it will give you more time.”
 
   Time.
 
   “The damage to your heart was extensive, and eventually, the valves we place will need to be replaced, but not for at least twenty years. Let’s just focus on getting you better now.” He tapped his finger on my chart with three rapid successions before he turned to leave.
 
   “How long till I have the surgery?” I asked as he opened the door.
 
   “Let’s see what the week brings. I’ll have a better answer after a few days.” He nodded his head at me and disappeared through the door.
 
   “Do you want some ice chips?” the young nurse asked. Her name badge was brand new, the name Taylor was scrolled across it in large black letters. I assumed she was fresh out of college.
 
   “That would be great.” I gave her a smile, and she left the room.
 
   “Are you scared?” Maggie’s blue eyes dimmed. The stress of the day had painted dark circles around her eyes.
 
   “I’m terrified.”
 
   The honesty lingered in the silent air. She scooted her chair closer to the bed and leaned down, resting her cheek in my lap. My life had done a complete one-eighty. Less than six months ago… I would have welcomed death. I would have clung to Belle and never looked back. I had everything to lose now, and as my fingers ran through Maggie’s hair with her even breaths rising and falling against me, I prayed for the first time since Belle died. I thanked God for giving me Belle and for letting me have the closure that had been stolen from us. I asked him to give the life growing inside Maggie strength and health. I closed my eyes, and the silky strands of her hair soothed me as I asked God for one more thing.
 
   I asked for time…
 
   I prayed for each second, each year, but as I repeated the prayer over and over again in my head, I began to beg.
 
   I begged…
 
   For smiles.
 
   For late nights.
 
   For Monday mornings.
 
   For stolen touches.
 
   I begged for every second…
 
   I begged for life.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Four
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   The sand castle was lopsided, but Belle’s excitement was worth every ounce of grit I’d swallowed in the process. The sun was beating down on my back as I tried to recreate the princess castle she’d seen on one of her cartoon shows. Her giggle made me smile as a portion of the castle fell apart. My shitty attempt at construction would have made my father cringe. The sand was losing its moisture under the summer heat, making it next to impossible to keep the walls together.
 
   “I think this is as good as it gets, Birdie.”
 
   She stood up, hands and knees covered in sand, and smiled. She grabbed her bucket and handed it to me. “It not done, Daddy.”
 
   I chuckled and moved to my feet. My hands wrapped around her little waist as I lifted her up and over my shoulders. She squealed as I situated her so she could sit comfortably. It was time for a distraction, and it was time to cool down. “Ready for a swim.”
 
   She gripped her hands in my hair as I started to move. She shrieked as I began to run toward the water, and I could picture her face — a bit of fear mixed with a ton of exhilaration. She was my little dare devil, and as my feet hit the water, she was practically jumping up and down on my shoulders.
 
   “Ready?” I asked with a grin.
 
   “Ready, go!” she shouted as I reached up and grabbed her hands.
 
   “One, two, three.”
 
   I sank to my knees and fell backward, pulling us both under the water. It wasn’t for more than two seconds, but every time, she’d come up gasping and giggling for more. I repeated this motion a few times until she had enough and was ready to just swim. She was only three, but Birdie held her own. I was teaching her, showing her how to float, and she was pretty damn good at it. It was days like this, when it was just her and me, I wished I had more time…
 
    
 
   “Ryan.” Maggie’s soft voice surrounded me.
 
   The weight of her hand on my shoulder pulled me from my dream. Ever since my heart attack, every dream I had was of Belle. My dreams were in full color, and all the happy memories I’d repressed, flooded my mind. The reasoning behind my recent awareness I couldn’t explain, but I was thankful for it. 
 
   “Ryan, Tony’s here to see you.”
 
   The light of the hospital room seeped into my vision as I slowly opened my eyes. I wet my lips and took a deep breath gathering myself.
 
   Maggie pressed her lips to my cheek and smiled against my skin. “You slept the afternoon away.”
 
   “How long have you been here?” I asked through the gravel in my throat.
 
   Maggie stood and grabbed my water mug off the bedside table. She handed it to me with a lopsided smile. I sipped from the straw deeply like I hadn’t had a drink in days. “Just got off shift. I was about to leave, but this guy showed up.” She pointed her thumb over her shoulder, and I heard Tony’s deep laugh.
 
   “You still look like shit,” he said as he gave me a smart ass smile.
 
   “I still feel like shit.” I handed Maggie my mug and pressed the button to raise the head of the bed. The momentum, though slow, still made me dizzy.
 
   I was having surgery in two days. I’d been in the hospital for almost a week, and I was ready to get my ass out of this place. I hated watching Maggie worry. She worked and then came up to my room immediately after. It was like she never left the place, and it made me feel guilty. I wasn’t sure how much time I had left or if this surgery, which the doctors had assured me would go smoothly, would really work, but I could see what it was doing to Maggie, and I didn’t like it.
 
   “It’s good to see you,” Tony said as he made his way to one of the extra chairs.
 
   I nodded, but my attention moved to Maggie as she rearranged a few of my IV lines. “Stop it.” The words were more abrupt than I’d planned on. “You’re off duty.” I smiled in an attempt to soften the effect of my tone.
 
   Her brow furrowed, and her lips fixed in a straight line. “Ryan, I — it’s how I cope.”
 
   Tony stopped mid-step. “I’m going to grab a cup of coffee. I’ll be right back.” His smile was forced as he left the room.
 
   Once the hospital door snapped shut, the air filled with a heavy silence. Maggie stared at the bed, and I struggled to find the right words to say.
 
   “Ryan, I’m scared, and I want to help you.”
 
   “Come here.” I patted the side of the bed, and she sat next to me as I took her hand in mine. “I don’t like being a burden, and I don’t like causing you so much stress, especially now that you’re pregnant. I want you here every second of every damn day, but I can’t ask that of you, and you shouldn’t expect yourself to keep up this pace. At some point, you have to go home.”
 
   “I go home… all the time.”
 
   I cocked my eyebrow and she smirked.
 
   “Okay, maybe not all of the time, but I like being here, it’s how I make it through the day, knowing I’ll be here with you.” She squeezed my hand, and my eyes fell to our connected fingers.
 
   “When I was in prison, Maggie, I pushed my parents away. I stopped taking their letters, and I wouldn’t let them visit. I didn’t want to be the black mark on their lives. My shame… it was all on me, and now, I can see how my sickness has taken its toll on you. It’s hard for me to see you giving up—”
 
   “I’m not giving up anything. And you’re not allowed to push me away. You have surgery in less than two days. This is where I live until then.” She pursed her lips, and it almost made me laugh despite the seriousness of the conversation.
 
   “You’re stubborn.” I smiled, and the set of her shoulders relaxed. She’d won the argument.
 
   “Besides, I’m actually going home tonight. Cornelia is at the house with Beth. She has plans in the morning and can’t watch her overnight, so you can expect us here a little after breakfast.” She leaned down and kissed me. The warmth of her lips eased my concerns temporarily. She released her hand from mine and framed my face as she pulled away. The blue hue in her irises seemed lighter than they had been just three seconds ago. “Just let me take care of you, Ryan.” She swallowed, and her eyes began to fill with tears. “I know everything will be fine, but the what-ifs, they’re filling my head with poison, and being here with you helps me not go crazy. I need this. I need you.”
 
   “I need you, too.” My hands held the back of her head, and my fingers tangled in her blonde hair as I brought our lips together in a deep kiss. Our mouths parted and our eyes met. I was trying to isolate myself, trying to fall back into old habits, and Maggie knew it… I couldn’t hide from her. “Thank you.”
 
   “For what?” Her brows knit together as she gave me a lopsided grin.
 
   “For taking care of me.”
 
   Her features softened, and her smile grew. “You’re welcome.”
 
   She kissed me again before she stood, and the taste of apples lingered on my lips. “You know, when I first kissed you, I thought you tasted like apples because you’d eaten that pie I’d made, and maybe I’m crazy, but every time I kiss you, it’s all I taste.”
 
   Another heart breaking smile broke across her face. “I think you’re crazy.” She shook her head.
 
   I chuckled. “Maybe.”
 
   I was in a hospital bed, trying to be stabilized for heart surgery, but I couldn’t wipe the smirk off my face.
 
   Maggie always made things… better.
 
   She shook her head again and grabbed her bag. She paused with her back turned to me. “Do you think… I mean… would you want your parents to know you’re here?”
 
   The light feeling I had fell to the floor with a violent crash.
 
   “They wouldn’t even know who I was anymore, Maggie.” I clenched my jaw and the pressure in my chest suffocated me. I’d turned my parents into strangers.
 
   Maggie’s posture wilted as she turned to look at me. Fresh tears were welling in her eyes as she asked, “You truly believe that?” Her tone suggested otherwise.
 
   “I chose to leave everything behind. I chose to exclude them from my life… I wouldn’t even know where to begin.” That bridge had burned, rotted, and turned to ash.
 
   “They’re your parents, Ryan.”
 
   Tony walked through the door with a cup of coffee and a donut between his teeth. Maggie’s laugh broke the awkward moment, and Tony shrugged his shoulders. He took the chocolate glazed donut from his mouth. “I was going to sneak you one, kid, but I figured Maggie would’ve had my ass.”
 
   “That’s for sure.” Her smile was broad as she leaned over to whisper in my ear. “I love you, Ryan Hartford, but maybe it’s time for a little absolution.” Her lips brushed across mine one last time before she stood to leave. “Just think about it?”
 
   I nodded. “I’ll see you in the morning?”
 
   “Yes, Beth has half day tomorrow, so I’m going to let her play hooky.”
 
   She gave Tony a hug, and just before she left, she mouthed the words, “I love you.” 
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   The sterile scent of the room hung in the air as Tony rattled on about the diner. The pale white walls were starting to get to me. The off-colored green blanket was over washed and stiff and made my skin itch every time my arms touched it. The always present beep of the monitor seemed louder today. Instead of the white noise it normally created, I started to notice each variation of sound. When Tony said something funny to make me laugh, it would move faster, and when I was still, it would beat so slow it frightened me. It made me wonder when it would decide to stop, and each time the thought crossed my mind, the monitor would pick up the unsteady rhythm and the nurse would come in. Five times. I’d counted. The nurse had come in five times since Tony had been here. This last time she told me I needed to get some rest.
 
   “I think I better let you get the sleep you need, son.” Tony exhaled and ran his fingers through his thin gray hair.
 
   My mouth felt dry from nerves, so I wet my lips with my tongue. “Before you go, I want to ask you something.” 
 
   “This sounds serious.” He chuckled as he inched to the edge of his chair.
 
   “Is it normal, when you’re close to death, to dream about people who have died?” My voice wavered as I tried to swallow down my tension.
 
   “What do you mean?” Tony’s smile fell and his brows furrowed.
 
   “When I had my heart attack, I saw my daughter and it felt like I was in heaven. She showed me some things, my future I think, but ever since then, all I’ve done is dream about her. Good things. All the shit I pushed away, Tony, it’s coming back to me, and I think it’s because I’m going to die.” The pain in my throat burned as I fought to keep it together.
 
   “You saw Belle?”
 
   I nodded and exhaled a deep breath.
 
   “Some things can’t be explained. Some people would say you were in heaven, some would say you were in between the veil, some would say your brain was firing off crazy electrical impulses as your body fought to live.”
 
   “I want to know what you think, Tony.” My stare locked with his as he sat up straight. 
 
   “If you ask me, I think you were in between. Belle showed you a glimpse… and now, all you see are the happy things. Ryan, that doesn’t mean you’re going to die. It means you’re finally living. You’ve accepted that Belle isn’t gone, but is somewhere better than here. And the dreams? That’s all you kid.” His smile reached his eyes as he watched me.
 
   “How so?”
 
   “You have closure, son, you can move on. She showed you a future, and she’s given you back your past, just not the ugly parts.”
 
   My jaw ticked, and as hard as I tried to fight myself, to keep the tears at bay, they fell anyway. “I love her.”
 
   “Belle isn’t going anywhere. You? You stick around, okay?”
 
   “Maggie, I love Maggie.”
 
   “She isn’t going anywhere either.” He stood and walked over to the bed, and his firm grip enclosed around my shoulder. “You’ve got tubes coming out of your neck and arms. You’re pissing in a bag for crying out loud. But that woman, she looks at you like you’re her saving grace. Your struggle with faith, with God, with yourself… just trust what Belle showed you. Someone somewhere upstairs has your back; otherwise, you’d be six feet under instead of here, in this bed.” He dropped his eyes from mine, and I’d learned over the months to wait him out as he gathered his thoughts. “Ryan, I thought you were dead. You were gone when you hit that kitchen floor. I could tell. I’d seen it a lot as a priest doing Last Rights. I’m glad she sent you back to us, back to where you belong.” He released my shoulder and nodded his chin.
 
   My lungs filled with a shaky breath as I let his words soak in. “Thank you for everything, for treating me like I was your own son.”
 
   “You are as far as I’m concerned.” He was indignant, and it made me grin.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “You can thank me when you get your ass back to the diner. I’ll have two shot glasses full of whiskey to celebrate, I swear if Collin doesn’t put me out of business first.” He raised his eyes and hands to the ceiling. “If I have to tell him one more time the difference between simmer and boil, I’m going to fire him.” 
 
   “No, you won’t.” It hurt every muscle in my body to laugh, but I did it anyway. It freed me from this bed, even if I never moved an inch.
 
   “You’re right.” He coughed out a long sigh of a laugh. “I better get going. I’ll be here the day of the surgery. I’ll do a rosary.”
 
   I shook my head. “Tony, you’re barely a Catholic anymore.”
 
   “Whatever helps, I always say.”
 
   “I’ll see you on Wednesday. The surgery is supposed to be around nine.”
 
   “I’ll be here.”
 
   Tony left, and as the room filled with an overwhelming quiet, all I could hear was the ticking of a clock. The watch Maggie gave me sat on the bedside table like the reminder she had hoped it would be. It had become my compass and, as I began to sink into darker thoughts, it pulled me back on course. The light flickered over the glass face, and it was then I decided not to take another wrong turn. If I made it through this surgery, if I was granted the time I continued to beg for every night, I would set things right. I wanted to make Maggie my wife, and I wanted to start my family. I couldn’t afford to get lost inside my head anymore. Maybe in time, I could rebuild the broken relationship between my parents and me, but for now, I’d just concentrate on breathing each breath, remembering each one of Maggie’s smiles, and hope for another tomorrow.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Five
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   His lips separated with a small exhale as he shifted under the hospital blanket. The nurse had already been by to check his morning vitals, and as he’d fallen back to sleep, he seemed so peaceful. When he was awake I could feel his anguish; the light in his eyes had dulled since before… before his heart attack. The boulder in my throat choked me, and my jaw ached as I tried to suppress my tears. Not today, Maggie. I had to be strong. I had to show him he could do this, for himself, for me, and for us. I dropped my hand to my belly, and the tears began to fall. My stomach was empty more often than not these past few days. I couldn’t eat; if I even smelled food half the time, I’d dry heave, and if I actually ate it, well, it only stayed down for a few minutes. I wasn’t going to let Ryan in on that little secret. As far as he was concerned, I was right as rain.
 
   The only thing I could keep down was water or apple juice. Apples. The thought made me smile, and for a moment my tears subsided as my gaze fell to his mouth. It had been too long since we kissed. I mean, we’d kissed since his heart attack, but it was safe, slow, and not enough to get his heart really pumping like it used to. Our kisses now were pure love mixed with a bit of fear. We feared the loss of each other. The heat and desire put on hold for understanding and compassion.
 
   He was my perfect pairing.
 
   I placed his hand in mine, and the warmth of his skin made me close my eyes. It brought me back to that morning… the morning that everything I ever wanted almost slipped through my fingers.
 
    
 
   There wasn’t anything better than the feel of Ryan’s hands on my skin. The rough patches on his palms ran along my bare hips setting off an explosion of goose bumps. The hair of his beard scratched my tummy as he peppered kisses passed my belly button. His lips paused, and I groaned in protest. I lifted up onto my elbows and was met with a sideways grin.
 
   “Ryan.” I squirmed, and he chuckled as he gently bit my hip.
 
   “What?” he said with a mock innocence in his voice.
 
   Ryan’s lips found my skin again and he trailed kisses back up my stomach, between my breasts, and finally, collided his mouth with mine in a hungry kiss. He held the weight of his body, but the feel of his muscles against my flesh as he gradually brought us together as one was a sweet relief. A shuddered sigh escaped me as I took him in.
 
   Our lips parted, and his gaze met mine. He smiled, and the creases around his eyes deepened as he stilled our bodies.
 
   “What are you doing?” My skin was oversensitive, and my body ached for release.
 
   “Taking my time,” he whispered and brought his mouth to my neck.
 
    
 
   Making love to Ryan, having him in that small glimpse of reality, it had made time seem irrelevant. But watching him here, in this hospital bed, I wished that every second we had spent together would have lasted longer. That morning, after we’d been together, I’d been in a hurry. We both hadn’t felt well that week, so our moments together had all been short lived. I should have relished in it, in him. Instead, it had been a quick breakfast so I could get Beth ready for school and still make it to work on-time. It all seemed so stupid, so unimportant now. When we were together it was everything, and even though he took his time that day, it hadn’t been long enough.
 
   The sun pooled on his bedding and cast the white walls of the room in a light glow. He shifted again and his eyes blinked open.
 
   “Hey,” I whispered with a shy smile.
 
   He licked his lips and smirked. “Good morning.”
 
   “What’s that smirk for?” I asked and scooted closer to the bed.
 
   “I was having a good dream.” He pushed the button on the side rail, keeping his eyes on mine as the head of the bed lifted.
 
   I puffed out a laugh. “Oh yeah? Feel like sharing?”
 
   The bed stopped moving. “I was having a very good dream actually, about you.”
 
   My eyes widened. “Me?” I could feel the color fill my cheeks, and I was rewarded with a chuckle.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What were you dreaming about?” I asked and bit my lip as his smile turned up a notch.
 
   “Our first night in Rialto.” His brown eyes drank me in, and it was the first flash of fire I’d seen in him since he’d gotten sick.
 
   I scrunched my nose with an embarrassed grin and shook my head. “Leave it to a man to have a freaking sex dream the morning of his surgery.”
 
   “It was a good dream.”
 
   His smile was out full force, and it made my chest feel light. All the heaviness from the past week had taken up residence, and it felt good to have it disappear, even if it was only for a short while. I leaned over and reached out, running my hand through his hair. “It was a good weekend. After you’re better but before the baby gets here, we should go back.”
 
   “I think I can make that happen.” He placed his palm on my cheek. “I feel really good today.” His brows pulled inward, and his eyes searched mine. “It’s going to be okay… I think.”
 
   “It has to be.” My throat contracted, and my breathing increased as I tried not to cry.
 
   “Hey.” He leaned forward and pressed his lips to my forehead. “It’s going to be okay,” he repeated his previous statement but with more conviction.
 
   We stayed like that for what seemed like a long time. I’d moved to the bed and laid my head on his chest. It seemed like forever since I’d felt his full embrace, and today, if I closed my eyes, I could pretend like we were at home in my bed. A quiet knock on the door brought us back to the real world.
 
   “Mom!” Beth’s voice echoed through the hospital room.
 
   Cornelia was right behind her with an apologetic smile. “I texted you that we were here, but—”
 
   “It’s okay.” I sat up and gave Beth a hug.
 
   “Hey, Honey Bee.” Ryan’s voice was deep but bright, and Beth’s grin pulled into two huge dimples.
 
   “Hi!” She giggled as Ryan ruffled the hair on the top of her head like he always did. “I’m starving.”
 
   Ryan’s low laughter made Cornelia smile. “You’re always starving. I swear I just fed her before we left. I think she wants pancakes from the cafeteria.”
 
   “I’ll order pancakes then. I can’t eat today, but someone should.” Ryan’s spirits were high, almost too high, and I wondered for the briefest of seconds if he was the one trying to be strong for me instead of the other way around.
 
   He made good on his promise. He’d ordered pancakes, and Beth sat on his lap and ate every last bite from the tray on his bedside table. I picked at some of the fruit on her plate, but every time I thought of what was to come, the acid in my stomach swirled, so I just sipped at the apple juice he’d ordered for me instead. Ryan never once let his smile fall, and he never once let go of my hand except for when he’d been forced to. The morning got away from me too quickly, and before I knew it — it was time. Tony got there just as the cardiologist walked into the room to give us a rundown of what to expect.
 
   I stood from Ryan’s bed and helped Beth down as well. “Hey, Bee, how about you go down to the gift shop with Cornelia and get some candy?”
 
   Beth raised her eyebrows and nodded her head.
 
   “Grab me something too while you’re down there.” Ryan looked at Beth with a serious expression. “I’m going to be hungry when I wake up, and they only let me eat Jell-O.”
 
   “Only Jell-O?” She scowled and crinkled her nose.
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Okay.” She gave him a quick hug.
 
   “Be good and listen to Mrs. Samson.” I eyed Cornelia, and she nodded her chin at me.
 
   “Let’s go, Little Bee,” Cornelia said as she took her hand.
 
   “I think I know exactly what candy he’d want. Mind if I join you?” Tony took Beth’s other hand in his and she giggled. “Good luck, son.” Tony gave Ryan a quick tilt of his head before they all left the room. 
 
   “What a beautiful family you have. You’re a lucky man.” The nurse gave Ryan a wide smile as she fiddled with his lines and unlocked the brakes to his bed.
 
   “So about how long are you thinking, Dr. Cordova?” My voice quivered as everything around me started to close in.
 
   “The surgery can take anywhere from three to six hours. He’s in good hands, Ms. Wright.” His smile was practiced as his eyes moved from me to Ryan. “We’re going to be as minimally invasive as possible.” He pulled his pen from his jacket and pointed it to the right side of his chest. “I’ll make a mini-incision just under your right pectoral. From there we gain access to the valve, and we’ll be able to replace it with a new one made of tissue. I think tissue for your case is better than the mechanical ones.”
 
   “But don’t the mechanical ones last longer?” I asked.
 
   “Maggie.” Ryan’s voice soothed me. He raised his hand seeking mine, and I laced my fingers with his. “Just listen.”
 
   “I know you’re worried, but he’s young and strong. This is his best option. These replacements can last up to twenty years, maybe longer, if he takes care of himself.”
 
   “Which I will.” Ryan tugged on my hand to get my attention. “I will, Maggie.”
 
   “We’ll step out for a minute.” The doctor nodded his chin at the nurse, and she locked the brakes on his bed before they left.
 
   All the anxiety bubbled up in my chest and broke through my lips in a soft sob. “Ryan, I’m terrified. I keep running through all the medical crap in my head, everything that can go wrong, and I’m—”
 
   “Hey. It’s going to be okay, remember? You heard what he said. Piece of cake.” He framed my face with his hands. “I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   He’d said it so much I started to take it for granted, and now that he was actually in danger of dying, I didn’t want to let go. My lips trembled as I brought them to his, and his thumbs wiped away my tears as I pulled away.
 
   “I love you so much. Please, please…” I inhaled a desperate breath, “…please, just come back to me.”
 
   “I left you something in the bedside table drawer.” He smiled so wide, his eyes lit. “I’ll see you in three to six hours.” He brought his lips to my ear and whispered, “I love you more than life, Maggie. More than life.”
 
   It was a whirlwind of movement, a gust, and he was gone. He was escorted away by the OR staff, and once the door shut, I fell apart inside the blank and vacant space. I collapsed into the chair and sobbed, letting all the tears I’d been holding back flow. I cried so hard I felt like I was going to throw up; in fact, at one point, I actually did. It wasn’t until my eyes finally bled themselves dry that I remembered to look inside the drawer like Ryan had told me to. My fingers were unsteady as I pulled it open slowly, and just as he said, there was something inside waiting. The letter was folded, and I could see the impressions of ink through the thin white paper. I lifted it from the drawer like it was a precious piece of art, a long lost relic, or a dying man’s last words.
 
   Once I opened it, my eyes scanned the familiar handwriting. It was messier than usual, and I imagined his hand had been shaking as he wrote it.
 
    
 
   Maggie,
 
    
 
   I once lived a life that I could be proud of and I had so much to give. I got lost in between the past and present. Purgatory, Maggie. I was in the dark. When I first saw Beth that day in the street, and she reminded me so much of what I used to have, it hurt, it hurt so fucking bad, but I felt it. I felt something. She was the first piece of light I’d had in a decade, and then there was you. Your light, Maggie, it burned, but I had to look, I had to feel it. You gave me the greatest gift. You showed me who I could be again. You took me in and lit me on fire, and because of you, I’ve had a moment to live again. You’ve given me back my pride, and you’ve shown me how to rebuild my life. There isn’t a chance in hell I won’t make my way back to you… in this life or in the next if that’s the course I’m on.
 
   You’re my direction. You lead me North, Maggie, always up, and I have no doubt I’ll be drawn back to you. Belle has given me a pardon from my past. Since my heart attack all I see are the happy moments, and I want to make new ones, with you, with Beth, with our child… with our children, maybe.
 
   Maggie, I wasn’t kidding. I’m going to make you my wife. I’m going to do this right, and if proposing to you this way works better, then I figured I ought to try it.
 
   Marry me, Maggie?
 
   Make me yours.
 
   When I wake up today, and I’m groggy as hell, I expect an answer.
 
    
 
   I love you more than life,
 
   Ryan.
 
    
 
   I brought the letter to my chest and pressed it against my sternum. I wanted each heartbeat to mix with his words. I hoped, somehow, in some crazy way, he could hear it and know my answer. The salty water spilled over my lashes and trickled down my cheeks as I tried to speak the word in a silent prayer.
 
   Yes.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Six
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   Pain — it was all I’d felt when my eyes had first opened after the surgery. I’d thought they’d left me split open. Even now, it still hurt to breathe, but I was fucking breathing. One day in the ICU and three in Intermediate Care, but today, today was the day they let me go home to my life, to my family, to Maggie. The surgery had taken four hours, thirty-five minutes, and fifteen seconds. For some people, it’s a short shift at work, a drive to the country, or dinner and a movie. For me, it’s exactly how long I had to wait for my answer.
 
    
 
   “He’s still a little sedated, but I’ll sneak you in.” An unfamiliar female voice sifted into my subconscious.
 
   A light pressure on my hand distracted me from the searing pain in my chest and my eyes opened. The light wasn’t too bright; the room was dimly lit, and the faint sounds of the monitor filled the space with a quiet beat. 
 
   “He looks like he’s in pain.” Her voice was sad as the pressure on my hand increased. I knew that voice, and it was the only thing anchoring me to the present.
 
   Maggie.
 
   My head turned in what felt like slow-motion, and I found her tear filled blue eyes. “Hey.” The word was filled with a sandpapery quality, and my throat ached. The fire in my chest raged, and I winced as I tried to clear my throat. 
 
   “He needs pain meds.” She sounded more frantic than I’d ever heard her.
 
   “Maggie.” I attempted a smile as her hand ran through my hair.
 
   An older woman in scrubs came to the other side of the bed and messed with the IV in my hand. A cool sensation ran up my arm, and the flames that licked along my sternum died to a mere flicker.
 
   “He needs his rest.” The unfamiliar voice I’d heard earlier belonged to the nurse at my bedside. She was talking about me like I wasn’t there, and if she hadn’t just doped me up with pain medication, I would have spoken up. “I know it’s easier said than done, but don’t worry, Mags. He did great.” 
 
   “I know, Janice, just give me five minutes,” Maggie pleaded, and the older lady nodded. Her smile made the wrinkles around her eyes deepen.
 
   “Five minutes. And Maggie, when you get sick of all the hub-bub down in the ER, you should come work with us up here. It’s a million times better.”
 
   “I’ll think on it.” Maggie’s laugh was light, and I loved the sound of it. I wanted to wipe away her tears and only give her smiles from this moment forward.
 
   My mouth moved to speak, but instead I coughed, and the pain cracked along every one of my ribs. Maggie’s smile dropped, and her eyes scanned my face and then my chest. “What can I do?”
 
   I took a few short breaths, squeezed my eyes shut, and worked myself through the ache that threatened to sink me. Maggie’s palm was soft against my forehead and soothed me more than any medication could. “You can give me an answer.” I opened my eyes, and even though my smile was weak, her lips spread into a shy grin. 
 
   “That letter.” She shook her head. “You write good letters.” Her grin turned into a shaky smile. “Yes.”
 
   “Yes?” I didn’t care that my thirsty lips felt as if they would splinter into a thousand cracks. I let my smile pull across my face anyway.
 
   She nodded her head and brought her fingers to her trembling lips. Her cheeks were pink, and the color made the tears that spilled from her eyes stand out. 
 
   “Come here.” My voice felt stronger. She leaned down, and I raised my hand to her face as she rested her forehead against mine. “The minute you said yes… was the moment this heart started beating again.”
 
    
 
   My recovery was moving faster than I had predicted. The in-hospital stay for this kind of surgery was three to seven days, and I couldn’t believe how quickly I was healing. The new valve was working, and it helped that I’d always been pretty fit, but I think it was her answer that set me free. 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I still had a long haul ahead of me. Eight to twelve weeks was the norm for a full recovery, but I’d shoot for eight. The life I had in front me teased me every time Maggie walked out of the room to go home at night. The heavy shit of my past was still there, but it became just another piece of my puzzle instead of the keystone of who I was. I felt good, and I couldn’t wait to get back to her — to us.
 
   Maggie’s shift should have ended about ten minutes ago, and I had my belongings packed and ready to go, so when Tony came into the room, it surprised me.
 
   “Why are you here?” The question sounded less rude in my head.
 
   His laugh was whole-hearted. “Is that how you greet all your visitors or just me?”
 
   He sat down in the chair with a long exhale. He took his hat off and ran his hands through his hair before placing the hat back on his head. 
 
   “Maggie’s coming to get me. I’m going home today.”
 
   “Have a seat.” Tony glanced up from under the brim of his hat.
 
   “Okay?” I couldn’t hide the irritation in my tone. I loved Tony like a father, but I didn’t want any bad news… not today. I tied the strings of my belongings bag and then sat on the edge of the bed. “What’s up?”
 
   “I think… and hear me out… I think you need to recover—” 
 
   “Tony—”
 
   He held his hand up to stop me from interrupting. “Hear me out, I said.” He frowned at me, and I had to press my lips together to stifle my laugh as I raised my hand indicating he could continue. “I don’t want to see you anywhere near the diner for at least twelve weeks.” 
 
   “I can’t afford that.”
 
   “Yes, you can. You never spend your money, and besides, I’ll fire you if you step foot through that diner door, so help me God.” Tony smirked. “Well, you can come in as a patron if you’re willing to risk it. That Collin is a horrible cook. Ryan, I want you back. I need you back, but not unless you’re in tip-top condition. Do you hear me?”
 
   The muscle in my jaw ached as I ate my pride. “Yeah.”
 
   “Good.” He clapped his hands and his smile grew. “You look good… I think we might have those whiskey shots sooner than later.”
 
   I chuckled. “Maybe.”
 
   “No liquor.” Maggie’s stern voice filled the room. Her hair was down, and the sun that filtered through the window made her blonde waves shine. Her full pink lips pulled up on one side as her eyes appraised me. “It’s nice to see you in jeans.”
 
   “I’m starting to feel like myself again,” I said as she leaned down and kissed me on the cheek. 
 
   She gently placed the palm of her hand on the right side of my chest. The stitches were still there, but her touch always made it feel better. “You ready?”
 
   “I am.” I placed my hand over hers for a second and then lifted it, lacing our fingers together. She took a step back and allowed me to stand. “You know, Tony, you could have waited until I got home to tell me all of this, saved yourself the drive.”
 
   “Well…” Maggie’s eyes shifted from mine to Tony’s and then back to mine again. “I asked him to come here.” She chewed at her bottom lip.
 
   She was making me anxious. Her eyes were glassy, and I noticed the reason she was biting her lip was to stop it from trembling. I dropped her hand and palmed her cheeks. “What’s wrong?”
 
   She huffed out a laugh. “I asked him to come because I told you, Ryan… remember… I’d marry you the day you left this hospital.”
 
   Her blue eyes were locked on mine, and I watched as the first tear brimmed over the edge and onto her long lashes. “Right now?” I asked, and my mouth moved into a slow smile. 
 
   “Right now, just me and you. I’m making you mine, Ryan.” She raised her hands and placed them over mine. “Is that okay?” she whispered just before I brought my lips to hers. 
 
   I felt this kiss in every damn pore and the heat of it in every vein. Her teeth raked across my lower lip as she pulled away. “I take that as a yes?”
 
   I nodded. “Good thing we know a priest.”
 
   “Ex-priest, but I can still officiate… lucky for you kids.” Tony watched us with a crooked grin.
 
   I brought my attention back to Maggie and searched her eyes for any type of hesitation, but all I saw was love. “Is this really how you want to do this? No rings, no dress—”
 
   “No frills.” She dropped her hands, and I lowered mine to her waist. “I don’t need to parade our relationship down an aisle in an overly expensive dress I’ll only wear for three hours to prove to myself that we belong together. I made a promise, and I’m not leaving this hospital as anything less than your wife.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Seven
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   Ryan’s chuckle ignited my pulse. His smile pulled into a dimple on his right cheek, and it made all the anxiety I’d been carrying around for the past two days seem silly. I’d gone to Tony to see if he was still able to officiate marriages, and when he’d said yes, everything started to fall into place. I hadn’t had time to get rings, but we didn’t need them. At least not now, all I needed was him. Ryan’s brown eyes fell to my mouth and he licked his lips. I’d watched the marked effort he took with each breath after the surgery, but today it was different. His fingertips dusted along the curve of my waist, and with each rise and fall of his chest, it was excitement I saw in his eyes instead of pain.
 
   “You kids ready?” Tony stood from the chair. “I didn’t prepare any speeches or vows. I figured we’d play it by ear.” 
 
   Ryan swallowed and gave me a nervous smile. “I’m not sure what to say.”
 
   I took his left hand with my right and gently gripped his left ring finger with my thumb and forefinger just below the knuckle. “Me either.”
 
   He took my left hand with his right and mirrored my hold. My eyes dropped to our hands, and the connection was profound. My heart filled with a joyful ache, and my throat contracted as I raised my eyes back to Ryan’s. My vision blurred as I was overcome with emotion. “I might need you to go first.” My lips pulled into a watery smile.
 
   He glanced at Tony. “Say what you feel, son. I’m just here to sign the piece of paper. This is your time.” 
 
   Ryan turned his attention back to me, and I could see he was struggling with his own feelings. He closed his eyes for a second, and his jaw pulsed as he swallowed. “Maggie, I wish I could show you how it feels.” His eyes opened, and his thick lashes were wet. “I wish you could feel it. Feel what you do to me. I think if you could feel it, see inside this heart, then you’d know… you’d know I was yours the moment you smiled at me that first day.” He pressed his lips together, and his eyes shone as he dropped his gaze to our hands. “Maggie…” he cleared his throat and looked at me again, “…when you came back to the diner that day, I couldn’t let myself see it… see you, because it hurt too damn much. But, I swear to you, I promise you, Maggie, I’ll do everything I can to keep you in focus. I’ll give you all I have left, everything… every piece of me is yours.” 
 
   He rested his head against mine and a cry broke from my lips. I had to take several deep breaths, but I still wasn’t sure if I would be able to utter a word. Ryan released my ring finger and brought his hand to my cheek. “You don’t have to say anything, Maggie. I know… I know how much you love me.” His lips melded with mine, and he claimed each unspoken word as his own. 
 
   I let my hand fall from his so I could wrap my fingers in his hair. I got lost inside him. The feel of his lips, the taste of his tongue. This man, my husband, time seemed to stand still for us and, in this surreal moment, every feeling was painted in warm hues of gold and red. His hands, those strong and capable hands, drew me in, and the heat of his touch penetrated through my skin. If I didn’t pull away, if I didn’t take a breath, I’d lose myself entirely, and I still had something to say.
 
   “Ryan.” His name fell from my lips in a breathless plea. Tony’s quiet laugh reminded me that we weren't alone, and my cheeks filled with color. My lids slowly shut as Ryan’s lips brushed against my forehead. “I didn’t think we’d get a chance… and each day… it was hard to see how things would work out.” I pulled away from his embrace and opened my eyes. My hand tangled with his left, and I raised it to my heart. “Our love is endless, Ryan.”
 
   “Just like the sky,” he repeated the words I’d spoken to him that day on the beach, and my lips pulled into a smile.
 
   “I love you.” The three words were almost tangible, and I imagined them wrapping around his left finger as he kissed me with gentle lips.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Eight
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   The lines in my palms were filled with white dust. The flour lingered in a small cloud above the work surface. The feel of the dough between my fingers made me grin. I leaned over, pinched a bit of flour, and sprinkled it over the countertop. I grabbed the rolling pin and flattened the dough into a thin layer. This was my first week back at work and it felt good. It felt good to use my hands, to make something again, to contribute. It was like I’d never left, and I fell back into my old routine easily.
 
   “Hey, sweetheart, I need two cheeseburgers and an order of cheese fries.” Lou’s voice smiled, and as I looked up from the pastry I was working on, I was greeted with nothing less. “Are you making your fritters?” she asked as she placed the order ticket in front of the grill.
 
   “I am. I’ve got a dozen already baking.”
 
   She started to dump the fresh cut potatoes into the fryer basket, and I frowned. “I got this, Lou.”
 
   She dropped the basket into the grease and started the timer. “I know. But it’s your first week back, and I don’t want you overdoing anything.” Her smile drew deep creases next to and under her eyes.
 
   “It’s been over three months.” I wiped my hands on my white apron as I made my way to the grill. “I’m ready to work. I’m healthy. I’m me again.”
 
   “It’s good to have you back.” Her smile threatened to fall, and she dropped her eyes from mine. Lou wasn’t sappy, so seeing her getting worked up hit me in the gut. She clapped her hands together and cleared her throat. “Save me a fritter. I missed those more than you, you know?”
 
   I chuckled. “At least I know where I stand.”
 
   Her laugh was throaty, and she shook her head. “Just make sure you have everything set up for Collin before you head home for the night.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   She didn’t wait around for my answer, and I wasn’t sure if she even heard me before the kitchen door swung shut behind her.
 
   Yeah. It was good to be back.
 
   The heat from the grill left a familiar burn along the skin of my arm as I threw the hamburger patties onto its surface. I waited a few minutes and then flipped them just as the fryer timer rang. It was a dance I’d perfected before I’d gotten sick, but after being gone so long I was still getting my sea legs back. I’d spent the better part of my week reorganizing the kitchen, ordering, and restocking. I’d managed to get Red’s menu back on track in less than three days, but running the grill on my own, cooking again, it was harder than I remembered.
 
   Maybe I just needed the practice, or maybe I’d become too fucking domesticated. Either way, the sound of grease popping, the smell of the fritters baking and having my hands calloused up again, this was where I belonged. The past few months with Maggie and Beth had been just what I needed. But I wanted to provide for my family, and as I watched Maggie’s belly grow, the more anxious I got about getting back to work. It was time to come back, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t ready to get the hell out of here the minute it hit five o’clock. 
 
   Today I was chomping at the bit to leave even more than usual. Collin was supposed to get here early, so I could meet Maggie at the doctor for her ultrasound. It was getting close to four, and as I plated up the order, I couldn’t have wiped the grin off my face if I tried. The life I was leading wasn’t anything I’d ever hoped to have accomplished. I’d had nothing left to lose, and I’d given myself over to it, to her… to them, and I couldn’t be more at peace. I looked down at the wedding ring on my left finger. I’d purchased two silver bands a few weeks after we’d gotten married and had them inscribed with “just like the sky” on the inside. I liked that it was an odd thing to have on a wedding ring, but it meant the world to Maggie and me. The bands were simple, but that’s how we were, how we loved. It was easy, it was… us.
 
   The order was done and sitting in the window under the warmer just as Collin came through the kitchen door.
 
   “Sorry, sorry, I would have gotten here sooner, but I was helping Tate fix Laurie’s car.” He walked to the sink and started to wash his hands. “I think he’s really serious about her. She’s practically living at his place now.” He shook his head.
 
   “You don’t like her?” I asked as I stretched plastic wrap over the dough for the apple pastries and placed it in the fridge. They would have to wait till tomorrow.
 
   He ran his hands through a few paper towels and turned to face me. “No, I do, but I was hoping to move in with him when I turned eighteen.” The oven timer rang and, as I turned to open it, Collin stopped me. “I can get these. Just let them cool, right?”
 
   “You need to let them cool on the wire racks I set up.”
 
   “Go see Mags. I hope you guys have a boy. Tate told me that Maggie said if it’s a boy you’re going to let his middle name be Tate.” His smile was full as he moved past me and opened the oven. The hot pans shook in his hand, and it made me nervous.
 
   “That’s the plan. I want to honor your brother. He saved my life. You know, Tate could be a girl’s middle name, too.” 
 
   Collin frowned, and it made me laugh.
 
   After everything had settled down, Tate had come over to our place to check on me. He was a solid guy, and I was more than grateful to him. He’d said I didn’t need to thank him, but I was glad he knew how important it was for me to say it. His hands brought me back to my family, and there was no arguing that priceless gift. He made a joke about naming our baby after him, so we sort of ran with it.
 
   “I’ve got the chicken noodle soup cooking on the stove, it’s the soup of the day, and I’m thinking the Conner’s are coming in tonight so it might get busy. You sure you have this?” I asked as I removed my apron and hung it on the wall by the sink.
 
   He narrowed his eyes. “I survived when you were gone, and I’ll survive now.”
 
   My lips twitched as I watched him fumble with the apple fritters trying to fit them on the wire racks. “See you tomorrow then.”
 
   He waved over his shoulder as I passed him. Lou was refilling ketchup bottles as I walked through the kitchen door. “Tell Tony I’ll call him later with the results.”
 
   “I will. And me, don’t forget about me.” She wagged her finger at me, and my smile widened. 
 
   “I’ll have Maggie send out a text.”
 
   “Okay, but one of these days you’ll need to get a cell phone.” She laughed as I shook my head.
 
   “We’ll see. I’m either here or home. I’m easy to track down.” I opened the diner’s front door. “See you in the morning, Lou.”
 
   I wanted to wash up before I headed to the appointment, so I made my way back to my old apartment. It dawned on me then that maybe Collin could stay here now. I’d moved in with Maggie after I’d left the hospital, and the place was basically vacant. I liked being able to use it for days like this, but this could be a place for Collin, and Tony could actually get some rent this time. I’d have to remember to mention it to Tony.
 
   After a quick shower and change of clothes, I grabbed my bag and headed to the truck. It was warm and dry outside today so, as I drove to the doctor’s office, I rolled the windows down and enjoyed the clean air. I turned up my stereo and just let the music sink in. I let the spring air cleanse my head as it whipped through the truck. My heart beat steady and fast in my chest the closer I got to the doctor’s. I couldn’t wait to see my baby, even if it was just on a computer screen.
 
   It took about thirty minutes to drive to the offices, and when I finally walked in, I was ten minutes late. Maggie wasn’t in the waiting room, and I started to panic. Had I missed it?
 
   “Mr. Hartford?” A young brunette with too much make-up on smiled at me from behind the desk.
 
   “Yes.” I ran my hand through my hair in an effort to calm down.
 
   “She’s expecting you. They haven’t started yet, don’t worry.” Her eyes met mine as she stood. She lifted her hand to the side of her mouth as if she was going to tell me a secret and whispered, “It happens all the time. Right this way.” She pointed with the same hand to a door.
 
   I walked through the door and followed the girl past several rooms. The office was older and paneled with dark wood. Large cork boards filled with baby photos lined the walls. “Just in here,” she said as she knocked on the door. “Mr. Hartford made it.”
 
   The lights were off, and Maggie was lying down on the table with her belly exposed. I thanked the girl, and she shut the door behind me. Maggie’s eyes glittered once our eyes met. “I’m sorry I’m late.”
 
   “It’s okay. We were just about to get started. Have a seat, Mr. Hartford.” The doctor was on Maggie’s right side, and she held a bottle of blue gel in her hand.
 
   “It’s Ryan.” My smile was just for Maggie as I took my seat. I pulled it closer to the exam table and brought my lips to her cheek. “I’m so sorry I was late.” I brushed the hair off of her forehead.
 
   “I didn’t want you to miss anything.” Maggie’s voice was thick as she strained to speak.
 
   She was so emotional lately, and at times, it was hard to watch. I never wanted her to ever be anything less than happy, but Maggie had said that wasn’t realistic. There would be times we’d fight, times she’d cry, and there was nothing I could do. Her hormones were all over the place, but I’d ride them out with her any day.
 
   “I’m here.” I kissed her cheek again, and she blew out an anxious breath.
 
   I took her hand in mine as the doctor squirted the gel on her belly. She moved the ultrasound wand over Maggie’s skin smoothly. “Watch the screen, and I’ll tell you what you’re looking at.”
 
   There was a large monitor hung in the corner of the room. The doctor lifted the wand and put another glob of gel on Maggie’s stomach. When the plastic hit her skin this time, a fast whoosh, whoosh, whoosh echoed in the room. It was the first time I’d heard the heartbeat. I’d missed her original ultrasound because I was still recovering, but this, this fluttered perfection, it hit me, and I couldn’t reign it in. Maggie’s fingers tightened in mine as our watery eyes met. We’d made a life.
 
   “That’s our baby,” she whispered so softly I almost didn’t hear her, but I knew exactly what she said. 
 
   “It is,” I whispered back, my smile filled with pride.
 
   “The heart looks good, everything looks normal, blood flow looks great.” Dr. Becks pressed a button on the machine, and it lit the screen in color as the baby’s heart pumped out quick beats. She pressed the button again and the color disappeared.
 
   She explained each organ, measured them, and I could actually see the baby move. I saw ten fingers and ten toes, and when the doctor pressed deeply into Maggie’s belly, the baby would jump. I was in awe and full of wonder as I watched the life inside my wife move.
 
   “So, what do you think… boy or girl?” The doctor raised her eyebrows, and her lips pulled into a grin.
 
   “Boy,” Maggie guessed. She’d been betting on a boy for a while now.
 
   “I don’t care as long as he or she is healthy,” I said as my eyes trained on the screen trying to decipher something in all the black and white fuzz.
 
   “Well, Maggie… it looks like you have some pretty good mommy instincts. You’re going to have a little boy. Congratulations.” The doctor lifted the ultrasound off Maggie’s belly and wiped the gel from her skin and then the instrument.
 
   “I was right.” Maggie giggled as she sat up and pulled her shirt down.
 
   A son. I was speechless. The life we’d created became a reality as it all sunk in. Ten fingers, ten toes, four limbs, and a powerful heart. A boy, my boy. I stood, not giving a shit that another person was in the room, and took my wife’s face between the palms of my hands. My lips fell to hers once, twice, and the apple taste of her filled my heart with warmth as I kissed her deep and without shame. Our mouths parted, and I leaned my forehead against Maggie’s. My eyes were shut tight, and my jaw clenched as I fought back the flood that was brewing.
 
   “Can we name him Ryan?” Maggie’s soft tone filled my veins with nothing but pure pride as I pulled back and let my eyes fall to hers.
 
   “I’ll give you two a few minutes. Meet me in my office.” Dr. Becks nodded her head with a smile at the both of us as she left the room.
 
   “I’d like that,” I said as I pushed a golden wave behind her ear.
 
   “Ryan Tate Hartford.” She smiled.
 
   My heart beat jumped as I heard the name spoken in the most beautiful voice I’d ever heard. Maggie’s cheeks were roses, and her chest moved in marked breaths as she watched me give way to my own tears.
 
   My hands fell to her stomach. “Thank you.”
 
   She smirked and shook her head as her brows furrowed. “For what?”
 
   “For giving me Beth and for taking care of this little guy.” I chuckled as our eyes fell to her belly.
 
   “I hope he looks like you.” The words were filled with excitement.
 
   “I hope he gets your heart.” I raised my gaze to hers and brought my hand to her cheek.
 
   She leaned into the touch. “In eighteen weeks our life is going to change… so much… again. You ready?”
 
   Her blue eyes gleamed with an easy joy.
 
   “I don’t know? Do I have a choice?” I grinned, and she shoved me in the shoulder. I grasped her wrist gently and brought her hand to my chest placing it over my heart. “Maggie… with you… I’m capable of anything.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Nine
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   The whole house smelled like chocolate, and my mouth watered as I mixed the third batch of brownies. The muscles in my arms were starting to ache, and I was pretty sure my ankles were swollen from being on my feet all day. Ryan was going to lecture me about taking it easy, just like I did to him eighty thousand times a day. It was hard to just let him be. He was healthy, but unfortunately for him, I knew every detailed thing that could go wrong. I exhaled loudly, and the piece of hair that kept falling in my face puffed out of my line of sight as I stirred to the count of fifty. Using the electric mixer made more sense, but I watched Ryan do this a hundred times, and his brownies were freaking delicious. I wanted these to be perfect. Everything had to be just right.
 
   “Hey, Bee, hand me that pan?”
 
   “Got it.” Beth leaned over the breakfast bar and lightly shoved the pan in my direction.
 
   “Thanks, honey.” I lifted my right eyebrow and gave her a smile. “You know, I’m going to need your help once your little brother gets here.”
 
   Beth giggled. “I know. You tell me this all the time, Mom.” She dipped her finger in the chocolate batter as she leaned even further on her stool.
 
   “We’ve got a busy few weeks ahead of us,” I said as I poured the batter into the pan. The spoon scraped on the glass as I tried to manage every last drop.
 
   “I’m excited about the new house.” Beth eased back onto the stool and started to play with her tiny plastic Avengers set.
 
   “So am I.”
 
   My stomach flipped just thinking about everything that had to happen in the next three weeks before the baby got here. This house was older, and in a town this small, real estate was a joke. We’d had to sell it before we would qualify for the one place we wanted. Good thing for us, just last week we got an offer and we accepted it. This was the last week we had in this house, and Ryan had been gone all day at the new place refinishing the wood floors with Tate and Collin. It wasn’t much. A three-bedroom fixer-upper built before I was born, but it worked. Ryan was thrilled and I worried. I had to admit, though, the more he did, the better he looked and felt. He wasn’t a piece of fragile glass, and I needed to remember that.
 
   “Do you think Ry will like the Hulk?” Beth’s eyes were wide with concern, and I laughed as the last bit of batter fell to the pan.
 
   “I think you’re going to be the best big sister, Bee, and I think he’ll love the Hulk.” I placed the bowl down as Beth yawned.
 
   “After I put this last batch in the oven, it’s time for bed.”
 
   She groaned but nodded her head.
 
   I scooped a bit of chocolate with my finger and wiped it on her nose. We were all giggles when I heard the front door shut. I stole a lick from the spoon just as Ryan walked into the kitchen with a grin.
 
   “I saw that.” He chuckled.
 
   I pointed the spoon in my hand in his direction with a smirk and narrowed my eyes. “What are you trying to say?”
 
   Ryan’s eyes dropped to my elephant sized stomach as I placed the spoon down and waddled from behind the counter. He fell to his knees before me, and my lips spread into a huge smile. This was my favorite part.
 
   He placed his hands on either side of my belly and his lips dusted across the fabric of my shirt as he spoke, “Always tell your wife she’s beautiful and that you love her no matter how much chocolate she eats.” The baby responded to his voice with a few light kicks.
 
   “Ryan,” I reprimanded him and pressed my lips together in order not to laugh.
 
   The palms of my hands rested on his beard covered cheeks as he raised his eyes to mine. “I’m kidding.” He released me from his stare and kissed my belly just before he stood. He placed his lips on my forehead and brought his mouth to my ear. “I could watch you lick that spoon all damn day,” he whispered, and my cheeks flushed with heat as he pulled away.
 
   His eyes were bright, and the rich laughter that spilled from his lips pooled in my stomach. He was every bit of a man with his calloused hands, grit, and sweat. His hair was disheveled, and his usual soapy scent was mixed with his hard day of work. I wasn’t sure if it was the hormones or just him, but it was sexy.
 
   He assessed the mess in the kitchen. “You’ve been busy.” His smile faltered as he realized how busy. “Maggie.” It was his turn to admonish. “Are you trying to go into labor? I hate that you’ve been on your feet all day.”
 
   “I helped a lot.” Beth’s sing-song voice drew his attention from me.
 
   “I bet you did, Little Bee. How’s my girl?” He turned and scooped Beth up from the stool.
 
   She squealed. “Put me down.”
 
   Ryan put her over his shoulder into a fireman’s hold. “I’ll get this one ready for bed.”
 
   “I’ll finish up in here.” I placed the brownies in the oven and laughed as Beth fell limp in his arms like a rag doll.
 
   By the time I’d finished up in the kitchen, Beth had showered, brushed her teeth, and was sound asleep just as the timer went off for the brownies. I assumed Ryan was in the shower, so, when his hands snaked around my non-existent waist, I almost screamed. The sound caught in my throat as his warm lips trailed along the curve of my neck.
 
   “Shit, you scared me.” I almost dropped the hot pan as I set it on the stove top.
 
   “Is it weird that I like it when you swear?” Ryan asked, and I could feel his smile against the skin of my neck.
 
   “A little,” I said with a shiver. His nose traced an uneven line across my flesh, and the sensation of it sent goose bumps all the way down to my toes. I turned, and Ryan stepped back enough to accommodate my oversized mid-section. “I’m a whale.”
 
   “I love your stomach.” His words were sincere, and as his mouth lowered to mine, my insecurities faded to black. Ryan’s mouth was confident, powerful, and as he kissed me with starving lips, his hands scorched along my back. My teeth nipped at his full bottom lip as he broke our kiss with a growl. “I need to shower.” His eyes were dark, and his breathing was deep. “Come with me?” He cocked his eyebrow, and a shy smile split my lips. 
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Ryan’s grin was salacious, and I was sure every inch of my skin was on fire as he led us back to our bathroom. That was the thing about him, though, he made it feel like he was unwrapping me for the first time all over again. Each time we were together, he treated it as if it was the first and maybe the last. For some couples, I assumed it would be impossible to see past the superhero shower curtain. The bathtub toys and the large round pregnant belly would be a distraction but as Ryan towered over me, and the warmth of the shower covered our skin, all I saw was him. His large, sturdy hands were on my waist as he pulled me against his body. He was solid and full of muscle; it made me feel dainty. We’d perfected our private little bubble since he’d left the hospital. Hands seeking and touching, mouths taking, his need to my want, it was our way, and each time I’d melt. I’d drown, and when I surfaced his brown eyes kept me rooted in place. Exactly where I needed to be… with him.
 
   We’d stayed in the shower longer than we should have, and the clock on the bedside table reminded me I should be sleeping as my fingers outlined the scar on his chest.
 
   “Are you worried?” I asked, and Ryan’s eyes opened.
 
   He shifted his body onto its side to face me, and the bed creaked under his weight. “About what?” His laugh was quiet. “Maggie, we have about twenty different things going on, should I pick one?” He lifted his hand and tickled a line of goose bumps down my arm.
 
   “About your parents?”
 
   His smile faded. “I’m nervous.”
 
   Ryan had been in contact with his parents after I almost had to call them myself. He’d been home from the hospital for about three weeks when he finally gave in. It was a long road, and we both had agreed we wanted to trek it. His life had changed so much since Belle had died, and even now, it kept changing and evolving. It didn’t feel right to leave them in the past anymore. My parents were gone and I wished them back to life every day. I didn’t want Ryan to live in his own regrets anymore, and I wanted our children to know their grandparents. Ryan missed his mom and dad, and the more we talked about having them in our lives, the more I grasped at the hope of having them around. They’d raised this wonderful man, and it hurt me to think they’d miss out on his happiness. After the first few calls, Ryan’s resistance evaporated, and it was the last thing he needed to really claim himself again.
 
   “They’ll be here tomorrow, and I just can’t wrap my head around it.” He closed his eyes as I ran my hand through his hair. “I’ve spent so long pushing them away, and building our relationship again, it’s been… good. I guess I’m just nervous about what seeing them will stir up. My ghosts have been put to rest, and I’m just anxious about how everything will go.” His eyes opened as my fingers trailed down his neck and rested on his shoulder.
 
   “If they come here, stir up the dust, and then leave, you still have me… Beth and Ry. Once it all settles, we’ll still be right by your side.” My smile pulled up on one side.
 
   “You’re right.” He brought his hand to my cheek as he kissed me on the forehead.
 
   “Besides, I made three dozen brownies… hand stirred. It better go well.” 
 
   The skin around Ryan’s eyes crinkled as he laughed openly. “Why did you make so many?”
 
   “Just in case one batch didn’t taste right.” I wrinkled my nose, and it only made him laugh harder.
 
   “You should’ve used the mixer.”
 
   “It’s not the same.”
 
   “No, it’s not.” His laugh was an exhale as he pulled the blanket up a little higher. “Get some rest. It’s a long day tomorrow.”
 
   “It’s going to be fine,” I said as I rolled over and turned off the lamp.
 
   “I hope so.” Ryan’s arm wrapped around my stomach, and I snuggled my back against his chest.
 
   My eyelids were heavy as the weight of his arm secured me in place. His breathing was measured, and if I pressed against him a little bit more, I would almost be able to feel his heartbeat.
 
   It was the only way I was able to fall asleep.
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   Mr. Hartford was a spitting image of his son. His tall, broad shoulders shook as he laughed with Beth. She had this man on the floor with us for about thirty minutes while she explained to him each superpower and talent of her comic book legends. The only difference between Ryan and his father was age. Daniel’s beard was salt and pepper and his hair was white. Ryan’s mother was very petite. She still appeared young with her dark eyes and light hair, but when she watched Ryan in silence, the years painted across her features. She’d missed her son.
 
   “Naomi, I’m telling you, this little girl has stolen my heart.” His dad even chuckled like Ryan.
 
   His southern drawl was thicker, but there was no doubt he’d raised the man I’d married. He stood and picked a few pieces of lint off his black slacks. Ryan’s mom gave me a quiet smile as she ran her hands down her jean clad thighs. Her eyes fell to my swollen stomach and her smile expanded.
 
   “Cornelia, she’s a friend of ours, she should be here any minute, and then we can go to dinner.”
 
   “Why can’t I come with you guys?” Beth whined.
 
   “Adult stuff, Bee.” Ryan’s warm voice soaked into my muscles and untied them, relieving any last trace of nerves. “But don’t worry, Cornelia will let you have a brownie before bed.”
 
   Beth grinned, and the room filled with laughter.
 
   “I attempted your recipe, Mrs. Hartford. I hope I did it justice.”
 
   “Maggie, it’s Naomi… no formalities here… not today and not for you.” Her smile reached her eyes, and I swallowed down my self-doubt.
 
   “I plated a few for you guys to take back to the motel. The Old Mill isn’t much of a place.” I cringed.
 
   “I like this town. It’s hard working. I can tell.” Daniel placed his hand on Ryan’s shoulder. “You’ve done well for yourself, Ryan.”
 
   Ryan’s brow creased as he cleared his throat. “I’m trying. I wish you could have stayed with us, but—”
 
   “The Old Mill is quaint, and you guys have your hands full. We’re just happy to have been invited.” Naomi’s voice trembled.
 
   The sentiment in the room was intense but not uncomfortable. Each word spoken meant something, as if the time had been etched into each syllable. Each touch was special as his parents put a physical hold back on their only child. They’d only been here for a little over an hour, and I could see a shift in Ryan’s light. His past was the spotlight tonight, but he relaxed in its glow.
 
   A light knock on the door broke the quiet. “That’s probably Cornelia.”
 
   Beth jumped up and nearly toppled over in her attempt to bolt to the front door.
 
   “I’ll get it. Don’t get up.” Ryan’s eyes locked on mine as he raised from his seat.
 
   “Red’s is a decent place?” Daniel took a seat next to his wife on the sofa.
 
   “It is…” I paused. “Well, it is now. Ryan really turned it around.”
 
   “What did I turn around?” Ryan asked as he offered me his hand.
 
   “The diner. You’re an amazing cook. That was fast,” I said as Cornelia and Beth walked into the room just behind him.
 
   “Beth beat me to the door.” His smile was lopsided, and my favorite dimple deepened in his right cheek. Ryan’s strong grip lifted me to my feet as if I was just a waif of a thing, not the balloon I’d blown up to be.
 
   “Who’s cooking tonight?”
 
   Ryan chuckled. “A kid Tony hired, but don’t worry, Dad. Tony will make sure everything’s okay.”
 
   Ryan and his parents started talking about Tony while I nodded my head in greeting to Cornelia. “There’s soup on the stove, and she can have one brownie. Thank you so much for doing this tonight.”
 
   “I’d do anything for you two.” She leaned in and whispered, “So how’s it going?”
 
   “Surprisingly well. I’ll give you the scoop tomorrow,” I whispered back.
 
   “Oh yeah, sorry. Dad… Mom… this is Cornelia.” Ryan’s voice broke through our private chat, and Cornelia smiled.
 
   “It’s nice to meet you.” Cornelia held out her hand in greeting. Ryan’s parents each took a turn saying hello. “You guys must be tired after such a long flight.”
 
   “It was worth every ache in my back.” Daniel laughed at his own joke and Naomi rolled her eyes, making me internally smile.
 
   When they first walked through our front door it was awkward, but once Ryan wrapped his mother up in a hug and tears were shed, the last decade fell from each of their cheeks in their own way. Daniel’s were silent and Naomi’s rushed like a river, but Ryan’s, they fell in a beautiful and hopeful cascade. He’d finally found a salvageable piece of his past that he could mold and form into his future.
 
   “Will you be home before I go to bed?” Beth’s bottom lip pouted, and I had to suppress my smile.
 
   “Probably not, Bee.”
 
   “It’s okay. We can watch a movie, it’ll be fun.” Cornelia took her hand. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to feed this little girl. It was nice to meet you both.”
 
   “Bye, Mom. Bye, Ryan.” Beth pulled away from Cornelia’s hold and hugged us.
 
   Ryan beamed as Beth tangled her tiny arms around his leg. He wasn’t paying attention in that moment to his parents, but I was. His mother’s eyes filled with tears again, and her smile shuddered as she watched her son. Daniel swallowed deeply, and pride lightened his brown eyes. I dropped my gaze to my daughter — our daughter — and watched as Ryan knelt down and pressed his forehead to hers.
 
   “Behave, Bee,” he spoke softly as he kissed her cheek. He stood again, and Beth ran off to the kitchen. “Ready, Maggie?” His hand enclosed around mine.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “It’s the place just up the road from the Mill. But if you need to, just follow us,” Ryan instructed as we all moved to leave.
 
   We’d just walked through the front door, and as we made our way to our own vehicles, I heard his mom speak. It was so low, just barely a breath, but I heard it. 
 
   “He’s happy, Dan.” The words were nearly inaudible, but the relief in each syllable — it blared through the quiet night.
 
   Ryan paused mid-step and pulled me close. His eyes searched mine for a brief second before he leaned down and whispered a response only meant for me, “I am.”
 
   His parents’ car roared to life, but like always, we’d found our own private paradise.
 
   His hands on my cheeks.
 
   My eyes on his mouth.
 
   His pulse under my palm ticked like a clock. The time constraints of the outside world held no power over my heart. It was only him and would forever be… just Ryan.


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty
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   Ten Years Later
 
    
 
   Thunder rolled off in the distance as the humid air gathered on my brow and trickled down the side of my face. The heat was damn oppressive, but coming here every summer was worth it. I got to visit Belle, and my kids got to see their grandparents. It helped that they lived so close to Disney World. This would be Beth’s last trip for a while. She’d graduated just last month and in the fall would start at NYU. Maggie and I couldn’t be more proud of our daughter. She worked hard for her art scholarship, and even though she’d outgrown her comic book creations, she was still amazing with a color pencil. 
 
   Maggie’s laughter alerted me to her presence. She looked sexy in her short green summer dress as she walked down the grassy hill. She never exposed this much skin in Oakville; seeing her like this made me grin. The buzz of a mosquito brushed past my ear, and I raised my hand to swat at it. 
 
   “You really hate this state, don’t you?” Maggie’s smirk pulled at the creases around her eyes, the only thing that showed she’d aged at all. Every year my beard got lighter, and every year, I swear, she stayed the same. 
 
   “It’s this heat… I don’t know how the hell I grew up here.” My lips tipped down into a frown. “Where are the kids?”
 
    “In the truck. They wanted to finish their lunch. They’ll be down in a few minutes.” Maggie stood next to me and wrapped her arm around my waist. “Sorry we were late. Your mom insisted that Ry take your father’s fishing pole today. It’s in the truck.” 
 
   “It’s okay.” I leaned down and kissed her on the top of her head.
 
   We always drove separately because I liked having a little time alone with Belle. It was just Birdie and me, and the rest of the world would fall away. Time moved too fast and, sometimes in the rush of life, I’d start to forget her giggle or her smile, and I’d panic. Maggie could always tell when I was struggling, but my darker periods had become less and less the longer we’d been married. She always reminded me that in the end, it didn’t matter what Birdie’s hair smelled like or how she sounded when I tickled her, it only mattered that I loved her enough to try… to try and remember those details. Maggie always said when I get back to Belle, see her again in death, that all that stuff won’t matter because I’ll have her back. She was always right about most things, but I’d never tell her. My lips tugged into a grin as the thought crossed my mind. 
 
   The cemetery was small and quiet, just as I preferred. Belle’s grave wasn’t much, just a gray granite stone with Hartford embossed on its front. Just below the name a small dove was engraved on a brass placard with her birthdate and the date she died. I’d been coming here for the past nine years, but it didn’t make it any less hard. The ache in my throat constricted, and I felt my pulse behind my temples as I tried to stave off the wave of pain that always seemed to drag me under when I visited her. 
 
   “Are you guys going to Lake Kissimmee?” Maggie’s question pulled me from my internal battle.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   She dropped her hold on my waist and took my hand in hers. The warmth of her skin in this swelter didn’t bother me. “You okay?”
 
   I gave her a small smile, and she reached up on her tiptoes and kissed my cheek. “I am now.” I let my eyes find hers, find my center, my compass. 
 
   “Dad!” Beth’s voice cut through the heavy silence.
 
   “Beth, wait for me,” Ry whined, and it made me chuckle.
 
   “Dad, Grandma told me to tell you to check the weather.” Beth’s eyes twinkled with mischief. She raised her arms and pulled her waist length hair into a ponytail, fastening it with the blue hair tie she always had around her wrist.
 
   “Geez, Beth, I was supposed to tell him.” Ry stomped his foot, and Beth rolled her eyes.
 
   “This isn’t the place for teasing, Beth, and you’re old enough to know better.” Maggie’s tone made Beth’s smile falter. 
 
   Beth’s eyes found mine and were filled with repentance. I gave her a reassuring nod, and the corner of her mouth turned up in a smile.
 
    “We can still go, Dad, can’t we? Grandpa said don’t listen to Grandma.” Ry was wound up, and I had to wonder if he had Coke with his lunch. If so, this fishing trip would be interesting. 
 
   “The storm looks like it will stay in the west for a little bit, so I think we’ll be okay.” I ruffled the top of his head with my hand, and he groaned. He was getting too old for it, but I still did it anyway. 
 
   A reverent silence fell over our family as all of our eyes turned to Birdie. Sometimes, when we’d visited, we would have a moment to pray, or I’d tell them about something Belle had done, but today we each seemed to find solace within ourselves. Beth always hummed a nursery rhyme; today was no different. After a few minutes her soft voice started, and Maggie squeezed my hand. I heard her sniffle just as Beth finished, and when she looked up at me, I knew her blue eyes would be glassy. 
 
   “It never gets any easier, does it?” I asked, and Maggie shook her head. 
 
   “No.” The word was a tight croak.
 
   Dropping my hold on Maggie’s hand, I took my wallet out of my back pocket and opened it. My wallet had once only carried one picture, but now, it had four: Belle and I, Beth and I in front of the Hulk roller coaster here in Florida about five years back, and Ryan and I when he was born. The picture of him was almost identical to me and Birdie’s. The last picture I had was of Maggie, just Maggie, standing on the beach at Rialto, her smile bigger than the world. I’d taken it on one of our anniversaries. I sifted past the pictures and found the one I was looking for. Maggie had gotten the picture of Belle and I laminated so it wouldn’t spoil over time. I took a deep breath and let my eyes scan the surface of the photograph. 
 
   “She looks just like you, Buzz.” I lifted my eyes and found Ry’s brown eyes staring back at me. He gave me a smile, and I ruffled his hair again, but this time he leaned into my other side. 
 
   The air stood still with respect, and as Beth moved behind Ry and placed her hand on my shoulder, everything settled into place like it did… with us. Maggie took my hand again, and I held Belle’s picture with the other. Our little family was everything I’d ever wanted; it was a happiness I couldn’t have ever dreamed up, and because of Maggie, I was lucky enough to find this. She’d poured all this love inside of me. It was too much at times, and I feared my heart couldn’t handle it, but with Maggie’s love, I’d found strength. She had given me peace when she told me that even when it was time for me to go, I didn’t need to worry. She’d said I’d just be leaving this home for another. A home with Birdie. 
 
   We all knew that at some point I’d get sick again, and Maggie and I decided to cross that bridge when we came to it. I was with my family, and I planned on living out every damn moment I could with them. My home with Belle could wait, so until then, coming here, having my feet hit Florida soil once a year, would have to suffice. Belle was in my heart; my time here was more of a memorial and something I could do to honor her in this life. 
 
   A loud rumble of thunder startled Maggie and made Beth giggle as Ry pulled away from my side. Maggie dropped my hand, and I placed Belle’s picture back in my wallet and put it in my pocket. I gently grabbed her wrist and pulled her in front of me. I needed her to steady me, to reign me in like only she could. Ry and Beth were used to my public displays, but as my hands rose to Maggie cheeks and her lips parted with anticipation, everything around me whited out. I brought my lips to her mouth and kissed her softly. The salt of her tears still lingered on her lips, and it almost obscured her sweet taste.
 
   “I think Ry and I are going to need therapy with how much you guys make out in front of us.” Beth’s sarcasm filtered through, and Maggie smiled against my lips before she pulled away. 
 
   “Get in the car.” Maggie’s command was filled with humor as we all moved toward the vehicles.
 
   “Now you know how I felt when I caught you kissing that Ethan kid two weeks ago… well, not really, because I think I wanted to kill him.” I smirked when Beth’s eyes widened. 
 
   “Dad! You saw?” Her cheeks turned red, and her mouth fell open. 
 
   Maggie smacked me in the chest. “I thought I told you not to say anything.”
 
   “Oh my gosh! This is so embarrassing.” Beth’s hands rolled into fists.
 
   Ry was laughing, and Maggie narrowed her eyes. 
 
   I shrugged my shoulders.
 
   “You’re in trouble.” Maggie pointed her finger at me as she took off up the hill after Beth.
 
   “You promise?” I chuckled, and Maggie turned and gave me a smirk as she walked backward. 
 
   “You boys have fun.” The breeze picked up, and Maggie’s hair tangled around her shoulders and face. She moved the golden strands from her vision and shook her head, pointing her finger at me again. Her smile was stunning. “I’ll deal with you later.” 
 
   “I hope so,” I spoke just loud enough so she could still hear me, and she bit the side of her bottom lip before she turned around again. “Ready to catch some fish?”
 
   “Finally.” Ry pumped his fist in the air and ran to the truck.
 
   My smile was ear to ear as I turned to say goodbye to Belle. My lips didn’t falter, the sound of my family bringing joy to the departure. Belle wasn’t really gone, she was in my soul, weaved deeply, and as I brought my hand to my heart and whispered I love you, I knew she could hear it.
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   “Just like that.” My lips broke into a large grin as I watched Ry cast his line into the water. “See, I told you you’d get the hang of it.”
 
   His posture was proud. “I’m pretty good.”
 
   “A natural.” I chuckled.
 
   The weight of the fishing rod felt good in my hand. The water was on the cooler side as it lapped against my ankles. This was the first year I’d brought Ry out here to my old fishing spot.
 
   “My dad used to bring me here. We’d have lunch and fish all day while he’d drive me nuts with all his advice.” I laughed as I thought back on my weekly Sunday childhood lessons on life.
 
   Ry brought his eyes to mine. “We should fish more back home.”
 
   “I’d like that.”
 
   His smile grew, and I thought maybe my dad was pretty smart after all. Life was fast-paced. Ry was ten already, and what had I really taught him? 
 
   “Don’t go to bed angry.”
 
   “What?” Ry furrowed his brows as he took his attention away from the lake and back to me.
 
   “Don’t go to bed angry, and always kiss your wife in public.” My lips turned up on one side when Ry’s nose crumpled. “Those were the two principles of marriage your granddad taught me. He said if you go to bed mad, then things get twisted and rot. Fix it before the anger acts like a termite.”
 
   “A termite?” His eyebrow popped up with question. 
 
   “They eat wood and leave it hollow in the center, so it ends up rotting. My dad was always good with words. I’m still learning, but your mom, she makes me understand stuff more than I used to.” 
 
   His eyes fell to the ground. “I like when you kiss Mom.”
 
   “You do?” I sputtered as I laughed.
 
   He nodded and raised his gaze. “It makes me feel… safe.”
 
   “Me, too.” 
 
   His smile was wide. “What else should I know?”
 
   “Always open doors for girls. Even if they say they don’t want you to, they do.” 
 
   “What if—”
 
   “They do… trust me, and always pay for dinner.” I reeled in my line and then cast it back into the water. “Don’t procrastinate, get your work done early, and you’ll have more time to play.” I raised my eyebrows, and he snickered. “Always be respectful of women, Ry, especially your sisters and your mom. Always remember your family, they come first. This is something I’m going to make you promise me, okay?” 
 
   “Okay.” His eyes were innocent and sincere.
 
   I saw myself reflected in his image, and it shook me. Life could betray you and make your world spin, but it could also give you back everything you’d thought you’d lost. My father gave me the best advice. I had a tremendous respect for that man and a wealth of knowledge because of him, but it was in my own trials that I’d found the truth. 
 
   “Ry?” I paused and drew in my line. “I need you to promise me one more thing, all right, Buzz?” 
 
   “Sure.” His smile pulled at my heart.
 
   “One day you will need help, and if I’m not here to help you, remember today, okay? Remember all the good instead of the bad. No matter how sad you get, Ry, focus on the good. It’s the only way to keep your course.” 
 
   He was probably too young to really understand, but I hoped that in the future, he’d remember it and get my meaning. “Did Granddad tell you that, too?” 
 
   “No, actually… it was Mom.”
 
   His smile reached his eyes. “Cool.”
 
   I helped Ry cast his line back into the water, and we fished. The thunderheads started to roll in after a while, and even if the storm clouds weren’t enough to end our little adventure for the day, it was getting close to dinner time. 
 
   “What do you say we head back, pick up some fried catfish since we didn’t catch anything?”
 
   Ry pouted. “Can we come again tomorrow?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   We packed and loaded up the truck with our fishing rods and headed back to my parents’ house. The music played low, and the air conditioner chilled my skin as the road stretched out in front of us. Ry dozed off mid-sentence as he talked about our plans for Disney this week. The light rocking motion of the truck’s cab didn’t help. It seemed to always knock him out, but that was my son, he could fall asleep anywhere. The sun reflected off the watch face on my left wrist, and my eyes were drawn to its familiar glare. It was the same watch Maggie had given me our first Christmas, and to this day it still kept time. 
 
   The words engraved on the back piece of silver never faded, and each day the words drew me home, to my love, to my one leaf, to Maggie.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Epilogue
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   Twelve Years Later
 
    
 
   My fingers fumbled with the clasp of my father’s watch as I placed it on my wrist.
 
   I can do this.
 
   My mother had given me his wedding band when I told her I was going to marry Blakely. After today, his legacy would sit on my left finger, and I wondered if I was worth it.
 
   I can do this.
 
   My jaw clenched as I looked at myself in the dressing room mirror. My best friend and best man Tyler had just left to see if we were ready to start. My fingers were still unsteady as I loosened my overly snug tie. All day I tried not to think the words. Shit, for the past year I’d tried not to think the words, but today, they blasted in my ear drums.
 
   “I wish my dad was here.” It was just a whisper, but my attempt to keep myself from crumbling was an uphill battle, and it was a relief to set the words free.
 
   I slipped my hand into my pocket and the worn piece of paper comforted me. I pulled the fragile note from its hiding place and opened it carefully. It was the letter my dad had sent me when I was in my freshmen year at The University of Oregon. I was home sick, and I’d just failed my first test in chemistry, so as usual I thought the world had ended. Once I was old enough to understand my father’s condition, I became obsessed with the heart. My need for understanding set me on a path, and I’d worked so damn hard to stay on it. When I failed that test, I was sure I would never get into medical school and I’d never become a doctor. I’d called my mom and I fucking whined to her about it. Of course, my dad got on the phone; his voice was the only thing that ever set me straight. He told me in his own way to pull up my big boy pants and to try again. The letter came a week after I failed the test. My eyes scanned every word on the letter over and over again, so many times it became hard to read.
 
    
 
   Ry,
 
    
 
   Here’s that calculator you mentioned you needed. I know the scholarship you won only pays for so much, and I hate that you don’t ask us for more help. Just because you’re a grown man doesn’t mean you can’t ask if you need something. Remember, family first, Buzz, always.
 
   It’s been hard this year, but Tony passing Red’s to me in his Will, it’s helped a lot, and I’m always here if you need something. I’m proud of you, of what you’ve accomplished, and I wish you could see in yourself what your mom and I see. You work too hard, and I’m afraid you forget sometimes the one piece of advice you promised you’d always remember. Focus on the good, always the good, and you’ll get there, even if it takes you a hundred tries.
 
   Stay the course.
 
   We miss you around here, and Blakely is at the diner every day asking how you are. I like her, and if you’re the smart man I know you are, you’ll do right by her. At least I taught you that much.
 
   Focus on the good.
 
    
 
   I love you Buzz, more than life.
 
   Dad
 
    
 
   I’d passed that chemistry class with an A minus.
 
   When he died last summer, I wasn’t sure I would make it through my senior year. His sudden heart attack nearly broke me, but it was Blakely that pulled me from the dark. My father’s presence, his laughter, it was gone, and as time passed I struggled to remember all the little things. I wanted to remember every word he’d ever said, every hug, and every stupid time he messed up my hair with his hand. Even though my mother battled her own devastation, she’d held strong to her belief that Dad would want us to move on and remember that he was with Belle and that we’d all be together again. 
 
   It took me a while, but I realized, even though he wasn’t here, parts of him still remained. His blood pumped through my veins. He lingered in our mirrored mannerisms, in the certain ways that I spoke. He was here.
 
   He was in everything he taught me, and he taught me well. He showed me what it was like to really love, fully, with everything you had. That no looking back kind of love, that seize what you want before it’s too late way of living life. I watched him live a full life with my mother. Even in his death, she was still able to shine, because he gave her everything. I wanted that, and I saw that possibility in Blakely. 
 
   I folded the letter and placed it back in my pocket as I heard a light knock on the door.
 
   “It’s about that time, Mr. Hartford.” Beth’s lips were split into a huge smile as she peeked in the door.
 
   “Where’s Mom?”
 
   “She’s sitting in the front row waiting for you. See you in five.” She raised her eyebrows and blew me a kiss as she shut the door.
 
   I can do this.
 
   I was the man I am today, because of him.
 
   I can do this.
 
   My eyes fell to the watch face.
 
   I was the man he’d always hoped I would become.
 
   I can do this.
 
   He made me strong and showed me that love was boundless…
 
   I can do this.
 
   Because of his love…
 
   I am Ryan Hartford.
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