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			He’s only in town for a short visit—
Unless a single mom can convince him to stay?

			Dylan Millwright’s bittersweet homecoming gets a whole lot sweeter when the former bad boy meets Abby Cooper. But the gorgeous hard-working mother of two is all about “the ties that bind,” and Dylan isn’t looking for strings to keep him down. Until he starts connecting with Abby’s troubled teenage son—and becomes a substitute daddy to her younger boy, too! Do this bachelor’s wandering ways conceal the secretly yearning heart of a family man?

		
	
		
			Dylan moved into the space beside her. The heat from his body mingled with the heat from the grill. She wanted to reach out and touch him, feel the muscles underneath his shirt. Lean into him for another of those amazing kisses.

			“Hey, you had a hard day,” Dylan said. “Hell, a hard week, between working, helping at the center and taking care of the boys. Why don’t you let me grill?”

			“I thought you couldn’t cook.”

			“I can’t. But when it comes to tending something on a fire, I’m your man.” He flexed his biceps and gave her a grin.

			I’m your man.

			The words hit her hard and carved a chink in that wall Abby had kept around her heart for years. How she wanted to put stock in those words, even if he was saying it as a joke. How she wanted to trust that he was the kind of man who would stay around, who would be a role model for her boys, who would share the workload that weighed heavy on her shoulders, who would treat her with kindness and love.

			But she knew better. Dylan himself had told her he wasn’t hanging around. That he wasn’t the kind of guy to put down roots.

			* * *

			THE STONE GAP INN...
Where Love Comes Home

		
	
			
			Dear Reader,

			Welcome back to Stone Gap! I have to say, I’m always thrilled to be able to revisit my fictional little North Carolina town. I’ve written so many books with these characters, they’re almost family. The first few Stone Gap books introduced you to the Barlow brothers. Now, in this new series, the matriarch of the family, Della Barlow, has opened a B and B called the Stone Gap Inn.

			In this first book in my new series, you’ll meet Dylan Millwright, the wayward brother of Sam, from Winning the Nanny’s Heart. Dylan has returned to town to help his beloved uncle run the local youth center for a few days before moving on to a job in Maine. What Dylan doesn’t count on is meeting Abby Cooper, a woman he simply can’t forget, and her two young boys, who are just as lost as Dylan. Add in a few adorable puppies, and you’ve got all the warm fuzzies right here!

			I hope you enjoy your stay at the Stone Gap Inn and hope you return to the inn next month, to read Abby’s sister Melanie’s story in Their Last Second Chance.

			As always, enjoy and thanks so much for reading!

			Shirley Jump

		
	
		
			The Family He Didn’t Expect

			Shirley Jump

			[image: logo]

		
	
		
			New York Times and USA TODAY bestselling author Shirley Jump spends her days writing romance so she can avoid the towering stack of dirty dishes, eat copious amounts of chocolate and reward herself with trips to the mall. Visit her website at shirleyjump.com for author news and a book list, and follow her at Facebook.com/shirleyjump.author for giveaways and deep discussions about important things like chocolate and shoes.

			Books by Shirley Jump

			Harlequin Special Edition

			The Barlow Brothers

			The Homecoming Queen Gets Her Man
The Instant Family Man
The Tycoon’s Proposal
The Firefighter’s Family Secret
Winning the Nanny’s Heart

			Harlequin Romance

			If the Red Slipper Fits...
Midnight Kiss, New Year Wish
How to Lasso a Cowboy
The Princess Test
Family Christmas in Riverbend
One Day to Find a Husband
How the Playboy Got Serious
Return of the Last McKenna
Mistletoe Kisses with the Billionaire
The Matchmaker’s Happy Ending
The Christmas Baby Surprise

			Visit the Author Profile page at Harlequin.com for more titles.

			Join Harlequin My Rewards today and earn a FREE ebook!
Click here to Join Harlequin My Rewards
http://www.harlequin.com/myrewards.html?mt=loyalty&cmpid=EBOOBPBPA201602010002

			
		
	
		
			To Barb and Donna, two of the smartest and
best friends I could ever ask for. Here’s to
more laughs and a lifetime of cocktail Fridays.
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			Chapter One

			Dylan Millwright sat in his Jeep, parked on a slight hill. Stone Gap, North Carolina, lay before him, lazy, content and still in the late October sunshine. When he was eight, he’d climbed the side of this hill with his older brother and felt like he’d conquered Mt. Everest. When he was sixteen, he’d brought Mary Alice Hathaway to this very hill and mistaken lust for love. At seventeen, he’d quit high school and crested the hill once again, but this time vowing to leave the small town where he’d grown up in his rearview mirror forever.

			Forever had lasted a little over ten years. Then Uncle Ty had called, said I need you, kid, and Dylan had dropped everything. There were very few people in the world that Dylan would do that for. Uncle Ty was at the top of the list. Dylan had no idea how long he was going to be here, or what Uncle Ty needed, but that was okay. Dylan was used to living by the seat of his pants, with no more formal commitment than a handshake.

			He looked out over the town one last time, then drew in a deep breath. Then he climbed back into his Jeep and headed down the hill and into downtown Stone Gap. Not much had changed, as if the whole town was caught in a time warp. Sadie’s Clip ‘n’ Curl still marked the beginning of Main Street, followed by the ice cream parlor, a couple diners, Gator’s Garage, Betty’s Bakery, Joe’s Barbershop...

			Small-town America, on a first-name basis with everyone.

			Hopefully he wouldn’t be caught in this Norman Rockwell painting for very long. Dylan paused at the intersection with Juniper Street, took a left, then pulled into the parking lot of a long, low-slung building. The white paint was fading, peeling, and the roof had a few broken shingles. The morning rain had left the grass richly green and knocked a few light branches to the ground. The sign out front looked brighter than Dylan remembered, but still said the same thing, like a promise he could depend upon:

			Millwright Family Children’s Community Center

			Uncle Ty and Aunt Virginia, who’d never had children of their own, had opened the center two decades ago. Kids from all over came here, filling the game rooms and the basketball courts out back, mostly after school and always on Saturdays. Dylan himself had spent many an afternoon here, often after a fight with his parents or yet another grounding for breaking a rule (or ten). Uncle Ty and Aunt Virginia had always welcomed him with open arms, providing a refuge for kids who really needed one.

			A month ago, Aunt Virginia had died. Dylan had been hiking in Colorado and didn’t get the message until after the funeral. Then Uncle Ty had called, his voice breaking with grief, and asked Dylan to come help.

			He headed inside, his eyes adjusting to the dim interior, and his ears to the din. A couple of teenage boys were playing ping-pong at the scarred table with the Swiss cheese net in the rec room. Two others were immersed in an older generation PlayStation or Xbox. Another few were sprawled across the battered leather sofas, watching a football game. The teenagers, a motley, kind of scruffy crew, barely noticed him enter. At a set of small chrome and laminate tables on the left, a quartet of little kids were making some kind of craft with Mavis Beacham that involved a whole lot of glue and a tub of colorful beads.

			As soon as she saw Dylan, Mavis got to her feet and opened her arms. “Dylan Millwright, as I live and breathe! What are you doing here?”

			Before he could answer, she was drawing him into a tight hug. Mavis was an ample woman, the kind that embodied welcome. She’d been his neighbor when he was growing up, and had always made time for both the Millwright boys, keeping a jar of their favorite peppermints by her door for whenever they passed by.

			“Tell me you’re staying at the inn while you’re here,” Mavis said. “Della Barlow and I turned Gareth Richardson’s house into something amazing. You’ll love it there.”

			Leave it to Mavis to not even ask Dylan about staying with his brother. She knew him well, and had seen the squabbles between the boys. He smiled at her. “I wouldn’t dream of staying anywhere else, Mavis.”

			She cupped his face between both her palms. “I’m glad you’re home, Dylan. Real glad. Your uncle needs you.”

			“I’m glad I’m here, too, Mavis,” Dylan said. He didn’t correct her on calling Stone Gap home. She loved this town far more than he ever had, so he let that go and instead gave her a quick kiss on the cheek.

			Uncle Ty was sitting in his office, behind a wide plate-glass window. He looked up, saw Dylan and started waving as he got out of his seat and came around the door. “Dylan! You made it!”

			Dylan crossed the room and gave Uncle Ty a big hug. His uncle was five foot nine, a few inches shorter than Dylan, and used to be nearly as wide as he was tall. But since the last time Dylan had seen him, his uncle had lost at least twenty pounds. He had a friendly, open face, and though his graying hair was thinning a little and receding a lot, he still looked younger than his sixty years. As long as Dylan had known him, Uncle Ty had been a kid at heart. “Good to see you, Uncle Ty.”

			“You too, son. You too.” He patted Dylan’s back. “I’ve missed you.”

			“I’ve missed you too.” Dylan drew back. “I’m really sorry about Aunt Virginia.”

			Ty’s eyes filled. “She was one of a kind. Lord, I loved that woman.”

			“Everyone who met her did, too,” Dylan said. Aunt Virginia had had one of those larger-than-life personalities. The kind of woman who welcomed perfect strangers into her home and fed them pork and beans on a Saturday night. The kind of woman who knitted blankets for the homeless and baked pies for the poor. She’d been the lifeblood of the community center. Even though the rooms were still teeming with activity, it felt as if some of the air had gone out of the space, but Dylan didn’t want to say that. “Looks like the place is as busy as ever. And exactly the same as when I was here.”

			Uncle Ty chuckled. “You know me. Change is a four-letter word. I don’t like to mess with a winning formula.” Then his uncle sobered and draped an arm over Dylan’s shoulder, lowering his voice as the two of them walked toward the office. “Thank God you came when I called. I can’t manage this place on my own. You know Virginia—she was my right and my left hand here. I’m just...lost without her.”

			Dylan could see that in his uncle’s eyes, hear it in his voice. He’d never known anyone who loved another person as much as Virginia and Ty had loved each other. They’d had movie love, the kind you only saw in some Nicholas Sparks flick. And now, Virginia was gone, and Uncle Ty looked like he was marooned on a deserted island.

			“Whatever you need,” Dylan said. “I’ve got a couple weeks where I don’t have to be anywhere. I can start on some of the maintenance or—”

			Ty drew in a deep breath. “Actually, I want you to work with the kids. At least for today. I’m just having a...well, a rough afternoon and I can’t do it.”

			The statement hung in the stale air of Ty’s office. For a second, Dylan thought he hadn’t heard his uncle right. “Work...with the kids? Me?”

			Uncle Ty ran a hand through his thinning hair. His face was lined, his eyes tired. His usual smile had disappeared, as if he’d lost it and couldn’t remember where it was. “I just can’t. It’s not that I don’t still love all these kids and love my job, but it’s too much right now. How am I supposed to tell these kids how to get their lives on track when mine is so far off the rails? I’m doing all I can to manage the books and clean the bathrooms once in a while.”

			“Uncle Ty, I don’t have a degree in child psychology like Aunt Virginia, or a background in social work like you do.”

			“No, but you have life experience. And sometimes, that’s what gets through to the tough cases better than any therapy you throw at them.”

			Yeah, he had life experience, but it wasn’t the kind he figured these kids should have. Like running away from home at seventeen. Hitchhiking from here to California, funding his way with odd jobs. He’d been picked up by the cops a few times—mainly for loitering and underage drinking—and wound his way around the country ever since, never staying in any one place long. He’d worked fishing charters in Florida, potato farms in Idaho, building projects in Minnesota. He’d feel like a hypocrite if he told the kids that settling down and working hard would make them happy in the end. What did he know about settling down—or finding happiness? “I don’t think I can do this, Uncle Ty. I’m not cut out for it at all.”

			“I know you think that,” Ty said, “but you’re more suited than anyone I know. You grew up here—”

			“And didn’t exactly turn out to be a Nobel Prize winner.”

			“No, but you did turn into a hell of a good man.”

			Dylan shook that off. If there was one adjective he’d use for himself, it sure wasn’t good. “Can’t you hire someone? Someone with a degree or something?”

			“You know this place has always operated on a shoestring budget, Dylan. Anyone I hired would have to be working for almost nothing.” Ty put a hand on his nephew’s shoulder. “Just give it a try for a little while. For me, please?”

			Dylan took another look at his uncle. Ty’s shoulders sagged low, and there was a blankness in his features that Dylan had never seen before, as if Uncle Ty was a fading photo. He’d lost the love of his life, and it had drained every bit of the color out of his world.

			“All right. You can count on me, but only for a temporary gig, okay?” Dylan said, with a lot more conviction than he felt. Dylan never had been the kind of guy anyone—especially anyone in this town—had counted on for anything more than a ride to the liquor store on Friday night.

			Relief flooded Ty’s face. “Thank you, Dylan. It’s just for a few days. I need to...find myself again, you know? Without Virginia, I’m...half of who I used to be.”

			Ty and Virginia had loved each other in that way most people aspired to and never found. Dylan had no such aspirations. He didn’t want to be tied down, to any one place or any one person. He was here now, but he wasn’t planning on staying one second longer than necessary.

			Dylan slung his backpack into the corner beside a teetering stack of boxes and the world’s largest supply of colored construction paper. He still wasn’t sure he was cut out for this, but maybe if he gave Ty a day or two off, things would get back to normal. “Just tell me what to do.”

			“The little kids are doing okay. Mavis has them making some kind of rainbow thing with beads.” Ty gestured toward the round table, headed by the generously sized, warm and affectionate African American woman. The kids gravitated to her like ants to honey, and from the smile on her face, Mavis loved every minute with them.

			“She was awesome when I was a kid,” Dylan said. “I’m glad she’s still volunteering here.”

			“Me, too. Though she has fewer hours to spare, since she’s running the inn with Della Barlow.” Ty nodded, then he waved toward the sofas. “Take the teen circle, will you? The rest of them will be here any minute. All you have to do is prompt them to talk, and believe me, they’ll talk your ear off. Remind them to keep it positive.”

			“Uncle Ty—”

			Ty put a hand on Dylan’s arm, cutting off his protest. “You’ve walked the walk and talked the talk and broken the same rules these kids have. But then you turned yourself around, got a great job with that company up in Maine... I can’t think of a better person than you to connect with them.”

			His uncle had a point. If there was one thing Dylan had succeeded at in life, it was being a rebellious teenager. He’d broken pretty much every rule his parents had set forth, and quite a few put in place by the state of North Carolina. If there was a way to get away with doing the wrong thing, Dylan knew it. These kids, sprawled across the sofas like human afghans, weren’t going to be able to get anything past him. And whether they knew it or not, they shared some common ground with him.

			The door to the center opened and a leggy brunette woman carrying a briefcase strode in, followed by a singing four-year-old and a sullen teenage boy who looked like he’d rather disappear inside his gray hoodie than be here. The smaller kid peeled off and beelined for Mavis’s table, while the teenager propped himself against the wall closest to the door. But Dylan’s gaze remained on the brunette.

			Stunning. That was the only word that came to mind.

			She had long brown hair that tumbled around her shoulders. Her eyes were masked by sunglasses, but they couldn’t hide a face that had that kind of delicate bone structure that made him think of Aunt Virginia’s porcelain teacups. The woman was wearing a dark navy skirt, a white button-down blouse with the cuffs turned back and a bright red beaded necklace swinging down to her waist. Then there were the heels—tall, spiky, dark blue shoes that offset incredible legs and made something deep inside Dylan go hot.

			“Ty, sorry I’m late.” She strode forward, passing Dylan as if he didn’t even exist. “I got out of work late and then had to track down Cody, who, as usual, wasn’t where he was supposed to be.” She blew a lock of hair off her face. “I swear, that kid is going to be the death of me.”

			Uncle Ty put a hand on her shoulder. “It’s fine, Abby, really. Cody will settle in soon and Jacob is already up to his elbows in glue.”

			She glanced over at the table, where Jacob—the youngest one, Dylan assumed—had already taken a seat and was sprinkling beads across bright blue construction paper. Mavis sent up a little wave, signaling I’ve got this, honey.

			“Okay.” Abby let out a long sigh. “If you don’t mind, I have a proposal I need to work on. Can I...” She waved toward the office and gave Ty a smile.

			For some weird reason, that smile—directed toward his uncle—sent a little flicker of jealousy through Dylan.

			“Of course. Use my office. But first, I want you to meet my nephew, Dylan.” Ty turned to Dylan and gestured between the two of them. “Dylan Millwright, meet Abigail Cooper, but everyone calls her Abby. Abby, my nephew. He’s going to be helping out with the teen program.”

			For the first time in his life, Dylan wished he was the kind of guy who wore a suit and tie. His battered jeans, faded concert T-shirt and black leather boots didn’t exactly match the polished, pressed woman beside him. “Nice to meet you,” he said, extending his hand.

			She gave him a surprisingly firm handshake, considering how delicate she seemed at first blush. She was all business, not a spark of interest in her eyes. “You, too.”

			He was about to say something witty back, but before he could come up with a handful of words more charming than uh, you’re beautiful, she was picking up the briefcase and heading for Ty’s office. A second later, the glass door closed and Abby settled herself behind Ty’s desk. She pulled a laptop out of her bag, set it up and started typing.

			“I can see you watching her,” Uncle Ty said, putting a hand on Dylan’s shoulder. “And I can read interest in your eyes. I’m tellin’ you right now, Abby isn’t...”

			“Isn’t the kind of woman who would date a guy like me?”

			Ty turned to his nephew and the lines around his eyes softened. “I wasn’t going to say that. You’re a good man, Dylan—”

			Dylan scoffed.

			“A good man,” Ty repeated with emphasis, “or I wouldn’t have you here. As for Abby, she’s...complicated. One of those women juggling a whole lot of balls and not interested in having a man help catch a single one of them. Her ex was a real jerk, who let her and her boys down in a big way.”

			“I’m not here to date anyone,” Dylan said and turned away from the office to prove his point. “Don’t you worry about that.”

			But as he walked away and crossed toward the teenagers waiting on the sofas, Dylan wondered if he’d still be singing that tune if Abby Cooper had looked at him with even an ounce of interest. Either way, the last thing he needed was a small-town single mom with workaholic tendencies. If anything screamed complete opposite from you, that fit the bill.

			He dropped into the lone armchair sitting in front of the sofas and propped his elbows on his knees. “Hey, guys, I’m Dylan. How about we talk about breaking the rules?”

			 

			Abby stared at the report in front of her. She’d spent the better part of the day putting it together, but it still didn’t feel right. Had she missed some data points? Forgotten to add the case study? She scrolled through the document, checked it against her list, then read the pages over again.

			Ever since she’d taken the promotion to director of brand development at Davis Marketing, she’d worried that she’d bitten off more than she could chew. Worried that they were going to see her as a fraud, as a woman who was only pretending to be up to the job.

			Because she was.

			Hell, her whole life seemed to be about pretending she could handle everything, whether she actually could or not. Get up in the morning, drag Cody out of bed, feed Jake, shoo Cody out the door and pray he made it to high school this time instead of heading for the park or the mall or somewhere with his friends. Then drop Jake off at preschool, making sure he’d taken his snack and a change of clothes for just in case at daycare later and that he didn’t have anything after school that she was supposed to go to. After all that, finally head off to work. Eight or more hours later, head home and repeat the process in reverse. Sometime in that window, she was supposed to cook healthy dinners, make the house spotless, draw baths and read bedtime stories. Oh and have “me” time, with rose-petal filled bubble baths and meaty novels.

			Because that was what the magazines said “women who had it all” managed to do. She’d yet to find a way to even come close to that, but it didn’t stop her from trying.

			Tears sprang to her eyes and a burst of panic made her heart race. Abby drew in a deep breath, counted to ten, then whisked the tears away. There was no time to get distracted or lose her focus.

			She read the pages once again, hit Send on the report, then closed the laptop. There was more on her To Do list, but it could wait until after Jake went to bed. That would mean another late night again, but her Mommy Guilt was kicking into overdrive, especially after Jake had asked in the car if she was going to work “again,” with that pouty sound in his voice and disappointment swimming in his big brown eyes.

			She emerged from Ty’s office and crossed to the little kids’ table. Two more kids had arrived and now seven of them sat in pint-size chairs on either side of Mavis. She loved those kids and welcomed them like they were all her own little ducklings.

			“How are you, Mavis?” Abby said. She placed a hand on the older woman’s shoulder. Mavis covered it with her own and gave Abby’s hand a friendly pat.

			“Just fine, just fine.” She turned to the kids and grinned at them. “I have the best table of kittens—”

			“We’re not kittens, Miss Mavis,” Jake said with a laugh in his voice. He was the happy one of her two boys, always ready with a smile or a laugh. Abby loved that about him and reached over to ruffle his hair.

			“Well, I don’t know about that, Jakester,” Abby teased. “You drink milk, right?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“And you like to sleep a lot.”

			Jacob laughed and cocked his head to the side, causing one lock of hair to do a little flip-flop. “That’s cuz I’m tired.”

			“And you have a big old mop of fur—” She nuzzled his dark hair.

			“Mommy, that’s hair! I’m a boy!”

			She leaned back and pretended to study him, tapping a finger against her lip. “Well, now, I think you might be right about that. Now that I look a little closer, I see you are indeed a boy. A cute one at that.” She gave Mavis a smile, then placed a kiss on her son’s forehead. “Keep on working on your picture, Jake. I’ll be back in a minute.”

			She crossed the room, pausing by the watercooler, filling a paper cup and pretending to get a drink, but really trying to see how Cody was doing. Of the two boys, Cody had taken their father’s sudden departure the hardest. It had been easier when Keith had left the first time, because Cody was only two, but ten years later, when Keith had returned to try again, Cody had started to put trust in his father. The problem was Keith had never fully committed to his family and had never really intended to stay forever.

			The second time, Cody had turned twelve the day before and gone to sleep believing the world was perfect because he had a new bike and another game for his Xbox. When he got up the next morning, there’d been an empty spot at the kitchen table and a dark oil stain on the driveway where Keith’s Malibu used to be.

			Keith had walked out the door, leaving her with a newborn baby, forty dollars in the bank, a sheaf of bills as high as her elbow and the Herculean task of explaining why to two boys who didn’t understand.

			There were days when she wanted to throttle her ex-husband for what he had done to their family, for how he had hurt his children. She had known he’d wanted out for a long time, but had never thought he’d up and move, to live with the twenty-year-old college student who was the “love of his life.”

			Keith Cooper had been irresponsible and selfish, two traits that Abby had been blind to for far too long. She’d kept thinking he would change, that he would settle down, find a career, not just a job, and become the family man she’d foolishly hoped he’d be.

			She’d been wrong.

			Abby leaned against the wall beside the watercooler, a paper cone of cool water in her hand, and watched Cody. He was hunched into the corner of one of the sofas, looking angry and sullen. Par for the course with a sixteen-year-old who thought his life sucked.

			To his left sat Dylan Millwright, Ty’s nephew. He was a good-looking guy—tall and lean, with dark hair and green-brown eyes. She hadn’t really noticed him before, but she did now.

			He had a roguish look to him, with the scuffed black boots, the battered jeans, the faded T-shirt. Like one of those guys in a modern-day fairy tale who roared up on a motorcycle and whisked the bored debutante away for a life of adventure.

			Except Abby knew full well those kinds of guys didn’t make good boyfriend or husband material. They were as temporal as spring weather, gone with the next gust of wind.

			“Hey, Cody, want to join us?” Dylan asked.

			Cody shrugged and hunkered down more, as if his hoodie could hide him from the world.

			“We’re just talking,” Dylan said.

			One of the other kids, a fair-haired tattooed kid wearing a T-shirt with Kurt Cobain’s picture, leaned forward. “Yeah, like about girls and crap.”

			Another boy, with long dark hair and a dirty white T-shirt, leaned back against the couch. “My girl’s all mad at me today. I spent the day in solitary and she’s acting like I did it on purpose.”

			In solitary was slang for in-school suspension, something Abby knew all too well from Cody’s frequent trips down that hall. She leaned back against the wall, waiting to see where the conversation would lead.

			“Well, did you?” Dylan said.

			Long Dark Hair snorted. “No. Who gets suspended on purpose?”

			Dylan chuckled. “Some of us have done that. So I can sympathize.”

			“What do you know about our lives, man?” Cobain Fan scoffed. “What’d you do, skip a class? Blow off an essay?”

			“I was a lot like you guys. One of those angry kids who thought he knew better than any adult. Now I—”

			“Let me guess,” Cody said. He had pushed the hoodie off his head. He had the same mop of dark brown hair as his little brother and his father, except he wore his long on the top and shaved on the sides. “You grew up, got a good job, bought a sweet house in the suburbs where you mow the lawn on Saturdays and crap like that. Matt’s right. You don’t know anything about how tough our lives are.”

			“I’m not claiming to be an expert, even if you all think I’m too old to understand,” Dylan said. “Just someone who has made my fair share of mistakes.”

			“Doesn’t mean you know anything about us,” Matt—previously known as Cobain Fan—said.

			“True. But it doesn’t hurt to talk about your lives, does it? Maybe I can learn a thing or two from you guys, too.” Dylan shrugged. “So let’s talk.”

			Cody cursed. “Talking doesn’t change jack. Waste of time.”

			“Hey, I get it that you all don’t really want to sit here and go on and on about your lives. I’m not exactly Mr. Conversation myself. But I don’t think sitting around here—” Dylan waved at the motley set of battered sofas “—pissed at the world is going to change anything. And I’m betting every one of you has something he wants to change about his life. So let’s talk.”

			Abby couldn’t have been more surprised if Dylan had stood up and started singing “The Star-Spangled Banner.” She never would have imagined—given his appearance—that he would be so smart and intuitive with how he handled these kids. There was color in Cody’s cheeks, interest in his eyes—

			Two things Abby hadn’t seen in a long, long time. Abby clutched the paper cup so hard it crumpled, praying her son would open up, stop shutting himself off from the world.

			“Whatever, dude,” Cody said finally, then got to his feet, flipping the hoodie back over his head as he rose. “I’m not here to have a Dr. Phil moment with some guy I don’t even know. I’m just trying to survive.”

			Then he headed out the door, snagging a basketball from the bin as he went. The door shut behind him with a solid thunk.

			Abby looked at Dylan. She could see the same disappointment in his face that she felt herself. For one brief second, Abby had felt like she had an ally.

			And that was a dangerous thing to depend on, Abby reminded herself. She knew full well how a man could let her—and more, her sons—down. So she went back into the office and went back to work, doing the only thing she knew how to do, to—

			Survive.

		
	
		
			Chapter Two

			Dylan straightened the sofas, replaced the cushions and pillows and picked up the empty soda cans from the scarred coffee table. The rest of the teenagers had headed outside after Cody, a sort of group mutiny. Dylan could hear the ping-ping of a basketball hitting the pavement.

			Well, that hadn’t gone too well. He’d hoped maybe he could connect with the teenagers, have an open discussion, maybe warn them off from making the same mistakes as he had. But so far, his batting average at being a teen group leader was pretty close to zero. For the hundredth time, he wondered why Uncle Ty had thought he could be good at this.

			The little kids had finished their craft project, and were sitting in a circle on the carpet while Mavis read them a story about a lost kangaroo. Maybe that was the age when Dylan should be telling them to stay in school. When they still thought books and stories held magic, and when they weren’t scarred by the world.

			Uncle Ty came over and picked up a cushion that had fallen on the floor. “That went pretty well. I liked how you handled them.”

			Dylan turned to his uncle. “Really? They all walked out on me.”

			Ty waved that off. “It happens. The last thing teenagers want you to know is that they’re listening to you and agreeing with you. The first time I led a teen group, it lasted maybe ten minutes before the whole lot of them walked out the door. I didn’t have the basketball court or the game stations then, so they all went home. Your group lasted a lot longer than that.”

			“Maybe. But they still left.” Dylan sighed.

			“No, they’re still here.” Ty pointed to the boys outside the window, shooting layups and teasing each other between shots. “Getting teenagers to listen is like turning a cruise ship. You don’t yank the wheel hard to the right. You nudge it, a little at a time, so the passengers don’t even feel the turn.”

			Dylan chuckled. “Covert counseling?”

			“Exactly.”

			“I’ll keep that in mind.” Talking to the teenagers had been like talking to his former self, if he could have done that fifteen or sixteen years ago and with better results. Of course, Dylan hadn’t listened to anyone back then, not even his uncle. Dylan had been so angry at the world, so ready to leave Stone Gap. Maybe if he’d listened years ago, his path wouldn’t have been so rocky, and he wouldn’t be thirty-two and still trying to figure out what he wanted to be when he grew up.

			“Don’t worry so much. You’re doing great.” Ty looked around the room and let out a long breath. “There’s so much to do here. I put everything on hold when Virginia got sick because I kept thinking she’d get better and I’d have time, but...” Ty shook his head. “I need to repaint. Replace that carpet. Repair a few of the chairs and sofas, fix the kitchen cabinets, replace a chunk of countertop that rotted when we had a water pipe burst. One of the toilets is leaking and there’s a hole in the roof, two broken windows, a big hole in the hallway wall and another over there. That’s just the big stuff, not to mention all the little things that need to be done around this place. I don’t even know where to start.”

			He could hear the stress in Ty’s voice. The center was, indeed, in need of a major overhaul. Major overhauls—of buildings at least—were something Dylan could do. He draped an arm over his uncle’s shoulders. “It’s like steering a cruise ship, Uncle Ty. One thing at a time. Show me where the tools are and I’ll start on the repairs today.”

			Gratitude eased the worry in Ty’s face. His uncle looked tired, worn down by the last few weeks. “I’ll get my toolbox. I have a list as long as my arm of things I need to buy at the hardware store—”

			“Give it to me. Go home tonight, let me lock up. The center’s only open for another hour, and I’m sure I can handle things for that long. I’ll run over to Ernie’s hardware store in the morning and start the repair work tomorrow.” It was the least he could do for his uncle during his time here. And, it would keep Dylan busy, which would also keep him from running into his brother. Or think about what he was going to do next, after he was done in Stone Gap. He had a job offer from his boss to manage a construction project in Maine. It was a multiyear commitment starting in the spring, for a slew of new housing. His boss had taken Dylan under his wing a couple years ago, even paid for Dylan to take the contractor’s exam, to make him official. Jay was a good man, who had a similar history to Dylan’s, and they’d hit it off from the start. It was the longest Dylan had ever stayed with one job, and most of that was due to Jay’s support.

			Dylan had put off the decision, telling Jay he needed to go to Stone Gap first. Be there for Uncle Ty and then...

			Dylan would see. Taking the job from Jay would mean staying in one place, something Dylan wasn’t so sure he wanted.

			“Thank you, Dylan.” Ty’s eyes watered. “If Virginia and I had ever had a son...”

			The emotion chafed at Dylan. He never knew quite what to do with emotions, his own or other people’s. “Don’t go getting all sentimental on me, Uncle Ty. Or I’ll be the one heading out to the basketball court.”

			“Point taken.” Ty chuckled. He dropped his keys into Dylan’s palm. “Thank you. I’ll see you in the morning.”

			Dylan squeezed his uncle’s shoulder. “Don’t worry. I’ve got it all under control. See you tomorrow.”

			As his uncle walked out of the building, the brunette—Cody’s mother, Abby—emerged from Ty’s office for the second time. Dylan had noticed her standing by the watercooler earlier. He didn’t know how much, if any, she’d overheard of the conversation between him and the teenagers, or if she’d just been standing there to get a drink of water.

			Abby and Mavis talked for a moment. Then Abby gave Mavis a nod and headed over to Dylan, with her little boy in tow. He was a younger version of Cody, but with a bright, inquisitive face and a ready smile.

			“Mavis asked me to set up the snack for everyone because she has to leave early today. And she suggested I get some help, because there are a whole lot of hungry kids here.”

			He grinned. “So you’re asking me to be crowd control?”

			“Pretty much, yes. But if you’re busy...”

			“No, not at all.” He could have been in the middle of building the Taj Mahal, and he would have told her he had plenty of time. Something about her blue-green eyes drew him in, made him want to know more about her. They were...

			Intoxicating.

			A tug on the hem of Dylan’s T-shirt drew his attention. He glanced down and saw Abby’s youngest son peering up at him, with eyes a deeper green than his mother’s. He was a cute kid, only three feet tall, wearing a Transformers T-shirt, jeans and sneakers that blinked red lights when he walked. “I wanna snack. Miss Mavis said you’re gonna make me one.”

			Abby put a hand on her son’s shoulder. “Jake, that isn’t what Miss Mavis said. Mommy’s gonna make the snack.”

			Jacob gave his mother a doubtful look. “But you don’t cook very good, Mommy.”

			Abby’s cheeks flushed. Dylan liked that. The blush made her seem open, vulnerable. “I’m going to head into the kitchen now before my son spills any more family secrets.”

			Dylan chuckled. “That’s okay. I used to do that to my older brother all the time when we were kids. Especially if he had a girlfriend over. I once told Wendy Simmons about the time Sam got a hornet stuck in his shorts. I thought Sam was going to kill me.”

			That made Abby smile. She had a nice smile. Warm, friendly. “Sam... Sam Millwright? He’s your brother? I’ve met him a couple times. He sold my boss the property that houses our offices.”

			“Yup. Sam’s my brother.” Dylan fell into step beside her as they walked toward the small kitchen at the back of the community center. “Almost five years older, but he thinks he’s twenty years older. Like he’s my father and needs to remind me how to be responsible.”

			Okay, so maybe a little more resentment leaked into his voice than he would have liked. No need to spill his own family secrets to a person who was, essentially, a stranger.

			“I have a younger sister like that. She’s the one who did it all right. Married the perfect man, works the perfect job at a magazine, lives in the perfect house in Connecticut.” Abby sighed. “According to her, I’m...a mess.” Then she blushed again, as if she wanted to suck the words back inside.

			It was another moment of vulnerability, a chink in her armor. He suspected she rarely let anyone see her with her guard down.

			“For what it’s worth, I don’t think you are a mess at all. When you walked in, it made me wish I was wearing something a little less...rock-concert-leftover, just so I could impress you. Like a suit or something.” Damn, where had that come from? When was the last time he’d confessed anything like that? Maybe it was because she’d given him a peek inside. Or maybe it was the way Abby carried herself, all poised and confident, that had him feeling like she was, well...a little out of his league. Okay, a lot.

			She arched a brow. “A suit?”

			“I do own one, contrary to what my current attire suggests. Last time I wore it was at my grandfather’s funeral and I think my mother still has it in a box somewhere. But I was ten, so I’m not so sure it would still fit me.”

			She laughed, then pushed on the swinging door. As soon as the three of them entered the kitchen, Jacob scrambled onto one of the stainless steel stools and sat at the counter. He set the picture he’d been working on aside, propped his elbows on the counter and sat up tall. “I’m ready to help, Mommy.”

			“That’s great, Jakester. We’re making peanut butter and jelly sandwiches.” She tossed Dylan a look. The laughter had disappeared from her voice, and she was all business again. “Despite my son’s one-star rating, I can handle those. Really. I’m sure you have other things to do and I hate to put you out. I’ll be fine on my own. Really.”

			The teenagers had finished their basketball game and began to file into the building in a hum of conversation and heavy footsteps. As they headed for the couches, they glanced over at the kitchen. “Yo, man, where’s the food?” Matt called out.

			“Coming soon,” Dylan said. He turned back to Abby. He got the distinct feeling she was giving him the brush-off. She had, after all, asked for his help, then promptly changed her mind. “I don’t mind helping at all. And, I have the skills. I have, after all, been making my own sandwiches for almost twenty years now. In fact, I even have Expert Sandwich Maker on my résumé.”

			“And did you actually get hired somewhere because of that?”

			“I think it was my Great Ninja Skills section that impressed the bosses.” He winked at Jacob. “I bet you’re a great ninja, Jake.”

			“I am. I scare Mommy all the time cuz I go like this.” He hopped down off the stool, then tiptoed forward, with his hands bent like T. rex arms. “I’m super quiet.”

			Abby ruffled his hair. “You’re four, Jake. I don’t think quiet is an adjective for you yet.”

			Jake squirmed in his seat, as if proving the point that he was neither stealthy nor quiet. “Did you see my picture I made?”

			Abby glanced at the paper. “Very good, Jake. I like your doggy.”

			From where Dylan stood, he wasn’t sure how Abby discerned the brown blob on the paper was a dog, but then again, Dylan wasn’t exactly an art critic. Nor could he draw worth a damn. The pot couldn’t exactly pass judgment on the kettle here.

			“You know why I drew it?” Jake bounced up and down on his knees. “Cuz I love dogs.”

			Abby smiled. “I know. If there’s one thing you talk about more than dinosaurs, my little non-ninja, it’s dogs.”

			Jake studied his drawing, his lips thinned in concentration. “Can we get a puppy, Mommy? Mrs. Reynolds next door said her dog had puppies and I can has one if I want.”

			“It’s have, and no, we’re not getting a puppy right now. I have my hands full with you guys.” She waved toward the sink. “Go wash your hands, buddy, then sit down again and you can lay out the bread. I’ll put on the peanut butter and jelly.”

			“Or, I can do the peanut butter and you can do the jelly,” Dylan said. Somehow, they had ended up inches apart. He could catch the floral notes of her perfume, see the lower lashes that dusted under her eyes. “Assembly-line style.”

			Why was he trying so hard? Even though Mavis had the little ones under control, Dylan did need to check on the older kids in the center and keep working on that list of repairs, and making sandwiches wasn’t a job she couldn’t handle.

			“I’ve got it.” She handed Jake the loaf of bread, then retrieved the peanut butter from the shelf. “Thanks.”

			The thanks was a clear dismissal. She had obviously changed her mind about his help. She was also intelligent and beautiful and light-years out of his league. He should take the hint and leave her be.

			Instead, he reached into the fridge for the jelly before she could grab it. “An extra set of hands makes the job go faster,” Dylan said. “I have no doubt you are fully capable of making a couple dozen sandwiches all by yourself. But there are hungry kids out there who don’t care who’s slapping on the peanut butter, just as long as it’s ready yesterday.”

			She glanced at the teenagers, who were watching the whole conversation from where they sat. At the same time, Mavis finished the book she was reading, and the little kids scrambled to their feet and dashed to sit at the tables. Mavis waved toward the door, a question in her face, and Abby nodded. “Okay. But only because the kids shouldn’t have to wait.”

			It wasn’t exactly her saying she’d been so charmed by his smile that she couldn’t say no, but he’d take it.

			Dylan slipped in beside her. Jake handed his mother a piece of bread, Abby slathered peanut butter on it, then Dylan spread jelly across the surface and topped it with a second slice of bread. “Are you always this difficult to help?” he asked.

			“I’m not difficult. It’s just...” She handed him the next piece of peanut-buttered bread. “In my experience, it’s better to do things on my own than to count on someone else to help.”

			Someone had let this woman down. More than once. Dylan wouldn’t consider himself Mr. Dependable, but he was the kind of guy who kept his word. He made three more sandwiches before he spoke again. “Well, maybe you’ve been counting on the wrong people.”

			She sent him a sideways glance. “Or maybe it’s just better to count on myself. No surprises that way.”

			“Maybe. Or maybe not.” He slapped the last piece of bread onto the final sandwich, then pulled a knife out of the drawer and cut the stacks in half.

			“Diagonal,” Abby said softly. “That’s how my mom did it.”

			“Mine, too.”

			They shared a glance for a heartbeat, heat filling the space between them, then she spun toward the fridge and filled a tote with juice boxes. A second later, they’d put the snacks onto the sill between the kitchen and the main room. The kids descended like locusts, and before Dylan could blink, every last crumb was gone. Jacob wolfed down half a sandwich, then dashed off with the others to play with a bucket of Legos. That left Dylan and Abby alone in the kitchen.

			“Well, I’d say you got a five-star rating on your peanut butter and jelly sandwiches.” Dylan retrieved the empty tray and put it in the sink.

			A grin flickered across her face. “Maybe I should add that to my résumé.”

			“Seems to me like you’re the kind of girl who already has one hell of a résumé.”

			Interest sparked in her eyes. “And what makes you say that?”

			“Because you are smart and talented. Not to mention beautiful, which isn’t a résumé thing, I know, but—” He stopped before his mouth ran away from him.

			Her gaze narrowed. “Are you making a pass at me?”

			“I’m...” Was he? He wasn’t sure. He wasn’t in town long, and even if he was staying, he wasn’t a guy who did long-term. Abby was completely out of his league and definitely had long-term written all over her. That reality reined him back in. “Just making an observation.”

			“Oh. Well, uh, thank you. That’s...that’s very nice of you to say.” She spun away from the sink and started loading the leftover juice boxes back into the refrigerator.

			Dylan knew a brush-off when he saw one, and Abby had just flicked him off like a cobweb on her shoulder. Dylan gave Abby one more look, then headed back out to the main room.

			 

			Abby washed the platter and knives, then dried them and stored them on the shelves of the kitchen. She glanced around the room and noticed the peeling paint, the nearly bare shelves, the broken cabinets, the missing chunk of countertop. She’d been bringing her kids here for a year and had never seen it this...lonely. When Virginia had been alive, the kitchen had been full and sparklingly clean. Now it just seemed tired.

			Dylan stuck his head in the door. “Hey, we’re closing soon. Do you need anything?”

			“No. But I think this place does.” She let out a sigh. “Things started falling apart when Virginia got sick, but since she died...it just hasn’t been the same around here.”

			Dylan came inside and let the door swing shut behind him. “My aunt Virginia was one of a kind.”

			“I didn’t know her long, but I’d agree with you. She was like a second mother to the kids.” Abby folded the dish towel in thirds and laid it on the counter. Maybe it was his help with the sandwiches, maybe it was seeing him try so hard to talk to Cody, but Abby found herself opening up ever so slightly. “When I first started coming here with the boys, Virginia was the one who connected with Cody. Jacob, he’s the kind of kid who connects with anyone, but Cody...he hasn’t been the same since his father left.”

			Dylan leaned against the counter and crossed his arms over his chest. He looked so solid there, like the kind of guy she could lean against. “My aunt was like that with me, too. I didn’t get along with my dad, and Uncle Ty and Aunt Virginia became more like my parents.” Dylan shifted his weight. “How long has it been since Cody’s dad left? Sorry. Ty told me a little about your situation.”

			She should have been angry. Abby tended to keep her personal life to herself. But she saw something in Dylan, something that reminded her of her boys. He had, after all, gotten Ty’s stamp of approval which wasn’t given to just anyone. Maybe this guy knew something about how hard it was for her to be mom, dad and breadwinner all at the same time. Or maybe she’d just liked the way he smiled at her earlier. In a day filled with stress, that had made her feel good for a second.

			“You want to hear about the first or the second time?” She shook her head. “I was stupid enough to take him back and try again. He was gone again the day I found out I was pregnant with Jacob. Despite all the promises he made, when it came down to it, my ex wasn’t exactly interested in being a father.” She shrugged, like it was no big deal. She’d gotten over the hurt long ago, but there were days when she wanted to throttle the boys’ father for the looks of disappointment in their eyes. He’d barely done more than send a birthday card while Cody was growing up, but she’d thought Keith had changed during those few months when he came back. Believed him when he said he wanted a second chance. She’d foolishly thought maybe having Jacob would change things. It hadn’t.

			“Well, at least the boys got a great mother,” Dylan said.

			She didn’t feel that great on the days when she got truancy notices about Cody and difficult questions from a curious Jake who was beginning to notice he didn’t have a father. “And how do you know I’m a great mother?”

			“I don’t. But your kids seem to be good kids, and that doesn’t happen by accident.” He pushed off from the counter and crossed to her. “I’ve never had kids, but I know how important it is to have a good influence in your life.”

			This was not a topic Abby wanted to discuss. All it did was remind her of how she had picked the wrong man—twice. She averted her gaze and concentrated on wiping up some crumbs. “It’s great that you’re helping Ty.”

			“Yeah, well, I’m not really doing much.”

			He seemed embarrassed by the praise. She wanted to know why, if he was just a naturally humble guy or if he didn’t think he deserved it. But she didn’t ask, because she had enough on her plate and caring about one more person would tip her over the edge.

			Cody was a minute away from being kicked out of school. Jake was doing okay, but he was having trouble paying attention in preschool, and she was worried that he was going to end up following his older brother down a difficult path.

			At least they have a great mother—she wasn’t so sure about that. She glanced through the half window at Jake, sitting in a chair by the window, no longer interacting with the other kids, while Cody was draped across an armchair, lost in his phone, sullen and angry again. Whatever momentary good mood he’d experienced earlier was gone now.

			She sighed. This was why she couldn’t get involved with anyone. Couldn’t even think about a personal life, no matter how nice Dylan’s smile was or how kind his eyes seemed. Because she was barely holding her own life together.

		
	
		
			Chapter Three

			The Stone Gap Inn looked like the kind of home Dylan had seen on the cover of Southern Living magazine. A wide, welcoming front porch with twin rockers, a gorgeous oak door with a brass knocker, opening into a picturesque foyer with a curved staircase.

			Mavis grabbed Dylan as soon as he walked in the door that night and gathered him into another big hug. “Oh, it was so good to see you this afternoon,” she said. “Your uncle was sure glad you came back to town.”

			“I’m glad to be here.” He pressed a kiss to Mavis’s cheek, then drew back. “Tell me you’re still making your rhubarb pie.”

			“You know I am.” She grinned. “And I have a piece waiting for you.”

			“I’ve been looking forward to it all day.” He followed Mavis down the hall into a sunny yellow kitchen. “You guys have done amazing work with this place.”

			Mavis beamed, clearly proud of the B&B. “That was all the doing of Della’s boys and her new daughter-in-law. They put in a whole lot of blood, sweat and tears to take this place from decrepit to delightful.”

			Dylan had grown up with the Barlow brothers. He wasn’t surprised they’d all pitched in together to help Della rebuild this place. He’d always thought he and Sam would be close like that, but...

			Ancient history. There was no sense wishing for things that weren’t going to change. “How’s business been?” Dylan asked.

			“Getting better every day, as word spreads and people hear about my rhubarb pie.” She winked as she laid a hearty slice before him.

			“I take it the pie is in the Yelp reviews?”

			“Of course.” Mavis settled into the chair opposite him. “So, I bet you being back in town has the ladies down at Sadie’s Clip ‘n’ Curl buzzing.”

			Dylan shook his head and chuckled. “Stone Gap hasn’t changed a bit.”

			Mavis’s hand covered his. “That’s what makes it so great.”

			He scoffed. “For you, maybe. I’m only in town to help Uncle Ty and then—”

			“Back to running away.”

			“I’m not running away, Mavis. I’m too old to do that.”

			She peered at him over her reading glasses “You most certainly are. So maybe this time you could consider staying. You’ve got family here, Dylan, and that’s not something you can find growing like blueberries in Maine. Your uncle told me you were thinking about taking a permanent job up there. It’s no Stone Gap, you know. Now, enjoy your pie. I already made up your room, second one on the left at the top of the stairs. You’re staying in the Asheville. Oh, and don’t forget, there’ll be waffles in the morning.”

			She left Dylan to finish his pie. He washed his plate and fork, loaded them into the drying rack, then went to bed. Mavis was wrong about him, but he knew her well and knew trying to change her mind was like trying to shift the direction of the Mississippi River.

			The next morning, Dylan headed into the community center shortly after eight, his belly full of homemade waffles and rich maple syrup. He’d planned to arrive earlier, but he’d had to wait for Ernie’s hardware store to open up so he could buy the list of supplies Uncle Ty had given him. His uncle had kept the list at a bare minimum, so Dylan added a few things—okay, a lot of things—to the cart before he checked out. Dylan had enough savings to cover the costs, because he suspected Uncle Ty didn’t have any kind of budget. Some of the bigger items would have to be ordered from a big-box store, but Ernie carried enough to get Dylan started.

			Uncle Ty wasn’t in, so Dylan used the key from yesterday to let himself into the building. He flicked on the lights, pausing a moment in the doorway to notice the quiet. He’d never been in the community center when it was empty. The place seemed sad, as if all the life left it when the kids went home.

			He decided to start with the projects that were safety issues. The list of things to do was long, but if he worked his way backward from the areas where the kids congregated first, he could minimize the risk of anyone getting hurt. First, he tackled a broken electrical outlet, then moved on to repair a wonky light switch. The community center didn’t officially open until two, when the older kids got out of school, so that gave Dylan a few hours to work.

			Dylan was getting ready to patch a hole in the wall when the front door opened. He pivoted, expecting Uncle Ty. “Cody. What are you doing here?”

			The teenager shrugged. He slid his backpack off one shoulder and dropped it in the corner. “Just needed a break.”

			Dylan glanced at his watch. “It’s only ten in the morning. Aren’t you supposed to be in school?”

			Cody shrugged again. He dropped onto a love seat and propped his boots on the opposite end. He draped an arm over his eyes and leaned his head back.

			Dylan watched him for a minute. He recognized that don’t-care attitude, the slouched shoulders, the ripped jeans and faded concert T. “Yo, this isn’t a motel.”

			Cody didn’t respond.

			Undoubtedly, the kid was skipping school. Dylan debated whether he should call Abby and realized he didn’t have her number. And Cody probably wouldn’t give it up.

			“Listen, let me take you back to school. Finish up the day, then come back here.”

			Cody shook his head. “No. No way.”

			“You can’t skip school, Cody,” Dylan said.

			“Why not? I’m practically failing anyway. What’s the point?”

			“Getting a diploma so you won’t be stuck serving fries to ten-year-olds when you’re fifty?”

			“I don’t care about that. All I care about is being left alone.” Cody jerked up his backpack and turned to go. “I don’t need a lecture from you, too.”

			Dylan sighed. He could see what was going to happen as soon as the boy walked out the door. It was pretty much Dylan’s history repeating itself. Dylan knew that look and knew it well—

			Cody would leave here and get into trouble faster than the wind could shift on a fall afternoon.

			He thought of the stress on Abby’s face the day before. How overwhelmed she seemed, being both father and mother. The last thing he wanted to do was add to her troubles. Cody was safe here—albeit skipping school—and if Dylan kept him occupied, at least there’d be something good to come out of the whole thing.

			“Before you go, Cody...” Dylan unloaded his supplies and set them beside his toolbox. A square of Sheetrock, a small handsaw, some plaster and a putty knife. He looked at the hole in the wall—a deep circular indent that was probably from some angry teen’s fist—and then back at Cody. “I could use a hand, if you have a minute.”

			Cody didn’t move. “Where’s Ty?”

			“Not here.” Dylan wasn’t about to explain to a sixteen-year-old how his uncle was mourning the loss of the love of his life, and doing what he had done ever since Virginia died—sitting in his house, trying to get the motivation to go to the center she had loved so much and that echoed without her presence. Dylan had stopped by last night for a little bit, and seen the loss of the love of his life hanging over Ty like a cloud. At Cody’s age, relationships started in homeroom and ended by sixth period. “Come on, dude, help me out.”

			Cody stood there a moment longer, then let out a long sigh, then dropped his backpack into the corner again. He glanced over at the wall. “That wasn’t my fault, you know.”

			“Whose fault was it?”

			“Leon. That dude’s got an anger management issue. Meaning, he doesn’t manage it at all.” Cody traced the outline of the hole. “He got pissed because somebody changed the channel without asking him first, like he’s the warden around here.”

			Dylan tried to think back to the names of the kids who’d been in the circle last afternoon. “Was he here yesterday?”

			“Nah, Ty kicked him out and told him not to come back. He does that with any of us who break the rules.”

			Dylan chuckled. “Some things never change.” Uncle Ty had been a little more lenient with Dylan, but there’d been times he’d skated on the edge of banishment.

			Cody gestured toward the wall. “So, uh, what do you have to do here?”

			“The hole is too big for an ordinary patch,” Dylan said. “I’m going to trim the Sheetrock to fill in the space, then attach it to the stud behind the hole. We’ll put a patch over that, and in a few hours, it’ll dry and be good as new.”

			“Sounds pretty simple.”

			“It is. Here, hold this.” Dylan handed him the Sheetrock without asking if he wanted to help. Keeping the kid busy was a good policy regardless, Dylan figured.

			Cody held the square of Sheetrock, bracing it against the floor, while Dylan sawed off a piece big enough to fill the hole. A couple times, he glanced back over his shoulder to assess the right shape, then perfect the cutout.

			“How do you know all this stuff?” Cody asked. “Did your dad teach you?”

			His dad. Jonathon Millwright had favored Sam, the eldest. Sam was the one who could do no wrong, who got good grades, who married his high school sweetheart, had a career and a couple of kids. Dylan spent his entire childhood being compared to his brother—and always came up lacking. No one had been on his side. Their mother had supported her critical, controlling husband, no matter what.

			“My dad and I didn’t exactly get along. He was never real hands-on, especially with me.” Dylan shrugged. Better to keep the story short and simple than to explain decades of troubled history. “Uncle Ty taught me some stuff, and I learned the rest along the way.”

			Cody slipped the piece into the space in the wall, then held it while Dylan screwed it into place. “What do you mean, along the way?”

			Should he tell Cody the truth? Would the kid see it as a journey to be emulated or an example of what not to do? “I dropped out when I was your age. Hitched a ride out of here and took whatever jobs I could so I could afford a place to stay warm and something to eat.”

			“Sounds awesome.”

			“It was the exact opposite of awesome.” Dylan lowered the screw gun. “Some nights I slept on the ground or in a doorway. Many days I didn’t have anything to eat because I couldn’t catch a ride or find a job. It sucked, a lot.”

			“Yeah, but it worked out okay for you. Didn’t it?”

			“I took the long road to get here. If I had been smart and listened to the advice I was given, I might have taken a few less detours.” Dylan peeled the lid off the plaster and held out the putty knife to Cody. “Here, you do this.”

			“I don’t know how.” Cody scuffed at the floor. The hood of his sweatshirt obscured his face. “My dad didn’t show me anything, either. He’s never been anything more than a sperm donor.”

			Dylan could hear the hurt in the kid’s voice. Dylan might have had a strained relationship with his father, but at least he’d had one, and he’d had Uncle Ty to pick up the slack. Cody looked like he could use an Uncle Ty of his own, or at least a reasonable facsimile.

			Dylan, however, was the only one here. He didn’t even begin to think he was role model material, but maybe he could at least teach Cody a couple things and steer him away from the bad decisions Dylan had made at his age.

			That was a lot to ask from a piece of Sheetrock and some plaster, but he was going to try.

			“Here,” Dylan said, placing the putty knife in Cody’s palm. “I’ll show you.”

			Cody brushed the hood back, then glanced over at Dylan. “For real?”

			“Yeah.” Dylan grinned at Cody. “I might not know everything, but I do know how to fix a hole in a wall.”

			Not a hole in a kid’s life. That was a task way outside of Dylan’s skill set.

			 

			Abby rushed into the community center, breathless and angry. She’d gotten the call from the high school truant officer a little after eleven and spent the better part of her lunch hour trying to find Cody. He wasn’t at home, he wasn’t at the park. Finally, she thought of the community center. Ty was known to let the kids hang out during the day if they wanted a place to chill, usually calling their parents so they wouldn’t worry. She hadn’t gotten a call, so she’d worked on the assumption Cody was spending his hooky time elsewhere. But she’d run out of other places to look.

			There was a car in front of the building, not Ty’s green pickup but a battered red Jeep. She remembered seeing the same car yesterday and realized it must be Dylan’s. She parked and hurried into the building.

			Then stuttered to a stop.

			Dylan and Cody were working together, repairing a broken window screen. Dylan was holding the frame while Cody rolled some tool along the edge, that reinserted the plastic line that held it in place. Dylan was explaining how the tool worked while Cody listened, his eyes bright, his face attentive. They were so engrossed in the task, they didn’t hear her enter.

			“So, what did you mean earlier about taking the long road?” Cody asked.

			Abby started to open her mouth to yell at Cody for skipping school when she heard Dylan start to speak. She hung by the door, watching and listening.

			“I was young and stupid. I thought it didn’t matter if I graduated high school or went to college,” Dylan said. “You start ditching class when you’re young, and it gets easier to ditch the other important things in life. Like a job. Like an interview. Like a date. I became someone who quit. A lot.”

			Cody snorted. “Is this going to be one of those kid, you should stay in school speeches? Because I get enough of that already.”

			“Nope. I’m not telling you what to do. You probably wouldn’t listen any better than I did.” Dylan sighed. “I will tell you, though, that I learned my lesson when I was washing dishes until my hands bled from the hot water—or when they were frozen stiff from hauling hundred-pound bags of potatoes off of trucks for hours in the cold. That’s when I wished I had stayed in school.”

			She wouldn’t have thought Dylan had a past like that. He was a little rough around the edges, but he seemed responsible, smart, strong. Or maybe it was just his smile that blinded her to everything else.

			“I hate school,” Cody said. “I just wanna blow that place so bad.”

			Dylan turned to Cody. “Stick it out. I know it’s hard, dude. At the time, it’s going to seem like the hardest thing you’ve ever done. But if you stay with school and graduate, that’s success.”

			“Success? What, graduating at the bottom of the class?” Cody snorted and shook his head. And this was where Abby usually lost the argument. Because his grades were so bad, Cody saw graduating as a lost cause. Instead of trying hard to change that, he gave up.

			“You gotta learn to finish what you start.” Dylan shifted the screen and stretched the material over the frame. “Dropping out puts you behind the curve before you even get out of the gate. It’s a hell of a lot harder to get where you’re going if you start five steps behind than if you start in the middle.”

			Cody didn’t say anything, but Abby could see that he was mulling over Dylan’s words. They were the same ones Abby had said, over and over again, but this time, Cody actually seemed to be taking them in. Maybe it was because it was advice from a stranger, given in a rougher language than she would have used. Maybe because Dylan had been down Cody’s path already and spoke from experience.

			Dylan stepped back and assessed their work on the screen. “Looks good. We’ll just trim the extra bit of screen along the edge, and it’ll be good as new,” Dylan held out the tool to Cody. “Here, you want to try? Be careful. The blade is sharp.”

			Cody took the retractable knife from Dylan, then slid it along the edge of the new rubber spline, trimming the extra sliver of mesh. “Hey, that was pretty easy.” Cody leaned back, and looked the window over. “It looks like it was never torn.”

			“The magic of a good repair job. Let’s hang this—” Dylan cut off the sentence when he turned and noticed Abby standing there. “Oh, hey, Abby.”

			Cody let out a low curse, then turned toward his mother. “Mom, I can explain—”

			“And you’d better. You know what the principal said about you skipping.” She crossed to her son, taking a moment to be glad he was okay and not drinking or doing drugs or getting into some other kind of trouble. The last couple years with Cody had been rocky at best, which was why she had started bringing him to the community center. She’d hoped he’d find a good outlet for all the angst and anger that came with being sixteen and essentially abandoned by his father. Up until now, Cody hadn’t done much more than make a token effort at being involved here. Seeing him working with Dylan had been a revelation...but it didn’t stop her frustration.

			“Don’t you understand that you are one bad move away from being expelled? You only have one job, Cody. Go to school.”

			The light in Cody’s eyes dimmed. “I know. I just got all stressed because Mrs. Deets was on my back again, so I ditched and came here.”

			“We talked about how you can’t just do this, Cody.” She ran a hand through her hair and let out a gust. “I’m worried about your future.”

			Cody cursed under his breath. “I heard the lecture already, Mom. I don’t need another one.”

			She spun toward Dylan. “And why didn’t you bring him back?”

			“Because I figured he’d be gone again five minutes later. So I thought I’d give him something constructive to do. I let him stay, but he had to promise me he’d go to school every day next week. He’s been helping me with the repairs around here. We fixed the small hole in that wall, tightened a leaky faucet in the kitchen, and now we’re working on the window screens. He did a great job.”

			The praise lifted Cody’s head. He shot Dylan a look that was a mixture of surprise and joy. Cody had had very few male role models in his life, and none that he had warmed to as quickly as he had warmed to Dylan.

			“I even learned how to patch a hole, Mom,” Cody said. He gestured toward the wall. “You wouldn’t even know Leon put his fist through there.”

			She could see pride in her son’s face. Interest. It was more than she’d seen in months, and the moment caused a little catch in her throat. Her anger evaporated. “That’s great, Code. Really great.”

			“I know you’re probably going to drag me back to school,” Cody said, his voice low, his gaze on the floor. “But Dylan really needed some help with the windows today. One of them is broken, and Dylan’s worried somebody might try to break in.”

			She opened her mouth to protest and to tell Cody she had, indeed, been here to bring him back to school. But she took one look at his face, at the enthusiasm written all over him and decided one more missed day wasn’t going to hurt anything. Maybe a little bit of success would help Cody find his footing again. It was, after all, only one day. “Sure. That sounds like a good thing to do. Why don’t I run out and get you guys some lunch? I bet you’re starving.”

			“You mean I can stay?” Surprise lit Cody’s voice. He almost sounded like he was Jake’s age again, shocked she had let him stay at the playground for an extra half hour. There was no argument in him, none of the sullenness that was usually part of his daily wardrobe. For a split second, he was Cody again, the son she had been missing for a long, long time.

			And that was worth one missed day of school.

			“Yeah, you can stay.” She glanced at Dylan. “As long as that’s okay with you.”

			Dylan nodded and turned to her son. “Totally cool with me. As long as you go to school next week, like we agreed. No skipping.”

			“Deal,” Cody said.

			“Great. I’ll be back with some subs.” She turned away, before Cody saw the tears that were threatening at the back of her eyes. She pushed on the door and stepped out into the North Carolina sunshine.

			“Hey, thanks for letting Cody stay.”

			She spun at the sound of Dylan’s voice behind her. She tried to work a smile onto her face, but it wobbled. Her composure was on the brink of disappearing. She fumbled for her sunglasses in her purse and slipped them on. “Thank you for letting him help. He’s never really gotten to do any of that stuff before, and he looks like he’s enjoying the work.”

			“He’s a good kid.” Dylan eased the door shut and stepped out onto the porch with Abby. “I know you’ve had some problems with him lately, with cutting class and getting in trouble.”

			“He told you that?”

			“Not in so many words. I...” Dylan looked back over his shoulder at the door. “I see a lot of myself in him. I was like that at his age. Mad at the world, ready to run at the slightest hint of a problem.”

			In a few words, Dylan had summarized all the fears and worries that Abby had been keeping to herself. She shook her head, and the tears she’d been trying to hold back began to spill onto her lashes.

			Abby worked so hard to be strong, to handle everything herself. But right now, the stress, the worry, seemed too heavy, too much. Jake wanting a puppy, something normal kids all over the world asked for, had been something she couldn’t even entertain. She was barely holding herself together, never mind her kids and her life. When the school had called, it had crushed the very fragile hold on her stress. And now, the relief that Cody was okay, that he was actually doing something constructive—that had her teetering on the edge of a sob. “It’s been hard, you know? Being mom and dad at the same time. My friends don’t understand, because they’ve all got partners or grandparents around to pick up the slack, but it’s just me, and Cody is at that age where he needs a man who can be a good influence. Ty was a good role model to him, but then Virginia died—Ty started withdrawing and Cody went off the rails again and...”

			Dylan took her hand, and her babbling brook of words ceased. His touch was warm and strong, comforting. He gave her a little squeeze. “Hey, it’s going to be okay. He’s a good kid.”

			Abby raised her gaze to Dylan’s. For just a moment, she needed that reassurance. In a second, she told herself, she’d go back to being strong and independent. “You really think so? I mean, that he’ll be okay?”

			What was she doing? Asking a perfect stranger to predict her kid’s future? Maybe she was hormonal. Or maybe it was simply that Abby was exhausted, drained by the simple task of raising two boys on her own while trying to build a career at the marketing agency and keep everyone fed and clothed—and feeling like she wasn’t doing any of the above well.

			“I don’t have a crystal ball, but I do think he’s ready to find a better way to do things,” Dylan said. “Maybe spending some time helping out around here will give him a sense of accomplishment. I know I found my way by going into renovation and new construction work. There’s just something about seeing a room or a house or even a table take shape under your own two hands that makes you feel like you have control over your world.”

			She liked how Dylan described his work. And for Cody, she got a sense that that feeling of control and accomplishment was important. Her oldest had struggled so much with having a father who barely cared. The therapist she’d taken him to a few times had said that Cody really needed to find an outlet for his emotions, a way to express himself. Jake did that through his art, but Cody tended to bottle up his feelings. Both times he had been with Dylan, she had seen Cody come out of his shell and quite literally come out from under the security of his hoodie. A wave of reassurance swept over her, because for a moment, she wasn’t alone. “Cody needs that. He needs it a lot.”

			“Then let him hang here with me. Tomorrow’s Saturday, and if he wants to come over here bright and early, he can help me fix the broken cabinet in the kitchen and some busted tiles. Ty’s got a long list of needs for this place, and I want to do as much as I can to help him while I’m here.”

			“I noticed that things had gotten out of hand when I was looking around the kitchen. I was thinking maybe I could go to the store and get some supplies for the center this weekend. It seems like Ty is out of everything.”

			“Virginia did all the ordering for him. He’s kinda lost without her. I think everyone is.” Dylan released her hand, as if he’d just realized he’d been holding it.

			A little flutter of disappointment went through her, but she was determined not to show it. She knew better than to depend on anyone other than herself. Already she was starting to like this guy, to crave more time with him. She could see why Cody liked him so much. Dylan was confident and quiet, yet patient and warm. Not to mention, he cared—about Cody, about his aunt and uncle. That caring nature was something she could get used to—and even considering getting used to counting on someone meant she was treading on dangerous ground. “Uh...what kind of sub do you want?”

			“I’m not picky.” He grinned. “Surprise me.”

			“I’d hate to disappoint you.”

			“You won’t, Abby. Believe me.” He started into the building, then turned back and put a hand on her arm.

			This time, his touch sent a flutter through her veins. She lifted her gaze, surprised at the electricity, the intensity that a simple touch could bring. She had the strangest urge to press her lips to the slight dusting of stubble on his chin, to inhale his cologne.

			“I have an idea,” Dylan said.

			“Oh, yeah?” Her voice shook a little, damn it.

			“Why don’t I pick you and both the boys up tomorrow morning? That way, I can help you get the supplies for the kitchen, and you all can go with me to the home improvement store. I need to order some things that Ernie doesn’t carry, and I’m sure both boys will love being around power tools and forklifts.”

			For a second there, she’d thought Dylan was going to ask her out on a date. It took a moment for her brain to process what he was saying. That it wasn’t a date at all. Disappointment sank in her gut, which was completely insane. She didn’t have time or room in her life for another person with testosterone. “Sure. If you don’t mind. The boys would love that.”

			“Great.” He grinned. “Then it’s a date?”

			No, it’s not. She worked a smile onto her face. “Of course.”

			But as Abby climbed into her car and headed away from the community center, she did her best to ignore her disappointment. She ignored it. The last thing she wanted to do was fall for another man with a charming smile and all the right words. Because in the end, the words were empty and the ones who got hurt were the boys she was trying so hard to protect.

			She flicked a gaze at the rearview mirror and saw Dylan, talking to Cody by their newly repaired window. Her heart cracked a little, and she whispered a silent prayer that this time she was wrong about that man and his smile.

		
	
		
			Chapter Four

			Dylan borrowed Ty’s extended cab pickup truck early the next morning. The Ford rattled and shook its way down the road, yet another thing on its last legs. Dylan made a mental note to take a look under the hood later this afternoon. He was no mechanic, but he knew his way around basic engine maintenance.

			He pulled into Abby’s driveway. She lived in a small bungalow on Peach Street, a cul-de-sac filled with kids’ bicycles, swing sets and a basketball hoop at the end of the curve. Her house was older, maybe built in the fifties, but it was neat and tidy, with a row of red geraniums along the front. A wooden swing hung from eyehooks on the porch and swung gently in the breeze.

			He half expected a white picket fence and a golden retriever to come running out the door. Abby lived in the kind of house he’d expect to see in some sitcom. The kind of home he’d avoided all his life. It smacked of commitment, domesticity and—

			Shackles. Expectations.

			Jake poked his head up from the porch. He had a gold-colored dog in his arms, as if providing the final key to Dylan’s view of the perfect family life. He waved like crazy at Dylan, keeping the puppy balanced in one hand. Abby came out onto the porch, bent down and scolded her youngest son, who trudged next door, dropped the puppy into an outdoor playpen, then headed back, his eyes downcast and his face full of pout.

			The front door opened again, and Cody emerged, looking half asleep and angry to be woken up so early on a weekend. At the door, Abby touched Jake’s shoulder, and the little boy turned around. Abby bent down and zipped the front of Jake’s spring jacket. She placed a hand on her son’s chest and gave him a smile. He smiled back, then leaned forward on his toes and wrapped his arms around his mother.

			Something in Dylan’s heart squeezed. The whole scene—Abby and her sons in the shade of the front porch, a dark-haired trio framed by the pale yellow house—smacked of domesticity. Dylan should have felt more cynical. Jaded.

			Instead he felt...

			Envy.

			Crazy thoughts. He lived his life like a tumbleweed. He wasn’t the kind to get wrapped up in geraniums and porch swings. Dylan jerked his attention back to the present, rolled down the passenger-side window and leaned across the cab. “Good morning, everyone. You all set?”

			“Yup.” Jake beamed, his frown gone. “Mommy says we’re gonna see a fork truck.”

			Dylan chuckled. “A forklift, and yes, we’ll see at least one of those today.”

			Abby gave Jake a nudge. “Boys, why don’t you get in the truck so we don’t keep Dylan waiting?”

			At his mother’s reminder, Cody opened the back door for his little brother, installed a booster seat, and then the boys climbed in back. “Hi, Dylan,” Jake said, leaning over the seat and halfway into the front. “I can’t wait to build stuff today. Can we build a doghouse someday? In case I get a puppy?”

			Abby shot him a glance and shook her head.

			“Uh, maybe,” he said, then directed his attention to the teenager. “Hey, Cody.”

			Cody gave Dylan a half nod. “Hey.”

			Well, at least he hadn’t turned into a zombie. For a second there, Dylan wasn’t sure. And he might not be peppy, but Cody’s usual attitude seemed to be at a minimum. All good signs for the day ahead.

			Abby climbed into the passenger’s seat. She’d dressed in jeans, a worn gray T-shirt and a blue hooded sweatshirt that was unzipped. Her hair was in a ponytail that swung along her neck and her makeup was light. She looked beautiful. Sweet.

			Damn. He was turning into a walking poem. Had to be the early morning and lack of caffeine. He’d been running late and he’d headed out of the B&B without his usual cup of joe. Yeah, that was it.

			“Good morning,” Abby said.

			“Good morning.” He shot her a grin. “I see you’re ready to work.”

			“I have almost no handyman skills, but I do have a good attitude.”

			“That’s half the battle. The rest can be taught.” He glanced in the rearview mirror at Cody. The teenager was sitting with his arms crossed over his chest, a scowl on his face. Apparently the good attitude hadn’t taken root in all members of the Cooper family.

			“Hey, Jake, Cody, buckle up. Okay?”

			Cody rolled his eyes but did as he was told. Jake sat back in the seat, dragged his seatbelt across his lap, clicked it into place, then crossed his arms in his lap, his face eager.

			A big-box grocery store and a home improvement store were located just outside of Stone Gap, about twenty minutes away. Jake started chattering before the truck even left the driveway. “What are we gonna build, Dylan? Do I get to use a hammer?”

			He chuckled. “Maybe. First we have to pick up the supplies. Then we’ll decide what we want to fix first.”

			“I don’t know how to hammer stuff,” Jake said.

			“That’s okay. I’ll teach you.” Dylan glanced over at Abby. She had a slight smile on her face, and when she caught him looking, she averted her gaze. “I can teach your mom, too.”

			She laughed. “I might be a hopeless case. Give me a marketing presentation to write, and I’m in my element. But fixing a leaky toilet or hanging a picture... Let’s just say I’ve used a lot of superglue and duct tape to repair stuff in my house.”

			“Hey, those are valid home-repair tools.” He shot her a grin. “Seriously, though, if you need help with something at your house, I’d be glad to step in. Fixing houses is pretty much how I make a living.”

			“I’ll keep that in mind.”

			He wondered if she was being polite or if she really meant that. And why he cared when he wasn’t planning on staying in Stone Gap. He reminded himself that Abby was one of those women who settled down, planted geraniums. And he was the kind of guy who moved on before the geraniums bloomed.

			Jake kept up his chatter, asking about hammers and nails and doors and pretty much anything he could think to ask about. The conversation went in loopy circles, detouring from hammers to dogs then back again to nails. Dylan glanced at Abby, who clearly was used to Jake’s roundabout style.

			“Is this pretty much how it always is with a kid?” he asked her, keeping his voice low.

			She chuckled. “Yup. Jake’s mind moves a million miles a minute, and he’s one of the most creative kids I’ve ever met. You’ll get used to it.”

			Dylan wanted to contradict her, but figured if he announced he wasn’t staying long, he’d spoil the light mood in the truck and also indicate that he cared more than he did. Abby was a friend, and her kids were just...help for the day. Albeit, chatty, inexperienced help.

			Once they parked at the home improvement store, Jake and Cody got out of the truck and followed along behind Dylan and Abby. Dylan grabbed a bright orange cart, then headed down the aisles. Jake kept on talking as Dylan shopped, picking up Sheetrock, some plywood, a box of replacement tiles for the bathrooms and a stack of other supplies. “Well, I think we’ve about emptied the store,” Dylan said. “Let me just drop off this order for the countertop at the front desk and we can check out.”

			Cody hadn’t said two words the entire time. He’d barely shown any interest in anything Dylan bought, eyes glued to his phone. Abby tried to engage her teenage son several times but didn’t receive much more than grunts in return.

			“Cody, why don’t you help me load the truck while your mom and Jake grab us some hot dogs?” Dylan turned to Abby and handed her some money. “If you don’t mind. There’s a vendor right outside the store.”

			“Not at all.” She took Jake’s hand. “Come on, Jakester, let’s get some hot dogs.”

			“I love hot dogs!” Jake looked up at his older brother. “Do you love them, Cody?”

			Cody shrugged. “They’re okay.”

			“I’ll get you one. Okay?” Jake gave his brother a wide grin, which Cody half returned, then Jake headed outside with his mother.

			Dylan placed his order, paid for his purchase and walked to the truck with Cody. “I know you probably don’t want to be here—”

			“Are you really going to do it?” Cody spun toward him.

			“Do what?”

			“Teach Jake how to fix stuff? You’re not going to just ditch him at home or something, are you?”

			“No, of course not. Why would I...?” Dylan’s voice trailed off as he put the pieces together. The absentee father, the boys who had been raised by a single mom. The stoic, seemingly emotionless teenage boy, making sure his little brother wasn’t disappointed again. Dylan saw so much of Sam and himself in these two boys—or at least him and his brother when they were younger and got along. He could see the flicker of hope in Cody’s face, gone almost as fast as it appeared.

			“I meant what I said, Cody.” He met the teenager’s gaze and held it. “I’m going to teach both of you how to fix things. And your mom, if she wants to learn, too.”

			Cody considered that, then slid the plywood into the bed of the truck. “Okay. Good.”

			They put the rest of the supplies in the truck, finishing up just as Jake and Abby returned with the hot dogs. She glanced at her oldest son, then at Dylan. Cody hadn’t said much, but his mood had considerably brightened and Dylan could see the relief in Abby’s face.

			“Hey, thanks for grabbing lunch,” Dylan said.

			“You’re welcome. Though your arteries might argue with the menu choice.” She handed him one of the hot dogs. “Isn’t stopping me from having one, though. I swear, it’s been years since I ate a hot dog. I’m not big on junk food, as my boys will attest.”

			He shifted closer to her. “Life is short, Abby. You should have some really good junk food once in a while. It makes you appreciate the healthy stuff later.”

			She laughed. “I don’t know if I agree with that logic. But I’ll give it a try.”

			Cody took his lunch and climbed into the truck cab. Jake clambered up beside his big brother and started talking a mile a minute about the hot dog vendor, the bird he saw in the parking lot, the dollop of mustard on his shirt.

			Abby watched her sons with a bittersweet look in her eyes. “Those two boys are like night and day. I swear, Jake was born happy and talkative. Cody was always my quiet one. The good kid when he was a baby—a good sleeper, good eater. Jake had enough energy for ten kids—always squirming, never wanted to sleep. Now Cody’s become...” She sighed. “Maybe it’s just teenage stuff.”

			Dylan gave the cart a shove and sent it sailing into the corral. It nestled with the others with a soft clank. “They’re both good kids, Abby.”

			“Thanks.” A shy smile filled her face, and he could tell, this was the place where she was most easily touched. When it came to her kids, Abby allowed that wall to wobble ever so slightly. He liked that.

			He wasn’t going to slip into their lives and become Ward Cleaver, but he could enjoy a Saturday morning in her company and make it fun for her kids. Dylan took her trash and tossed it in a nearby can. “Let’s get back to the center. I can drop you off at home on the way, if you want, then bring the boys home when we’re done working. You don’t have to help.”

			“I want to. The center is important to me, too.” Abby climbed into her side of the truck and waited while Dylan got in the driver’s seat. “I’ve been trying to get Ty a grant so he can do some big improvements, maybe even expand. But grant writing isn’t my specialty, so I haven’t been successful yet.”

			He glanced over at her. Abby was the first person outside his aunt and uncle who seemed to care as deeply about the center as he did. It was an encouraging sign. A team effort, after all, worked far better than a solitary one. For the first time since he arrived, Dylan had a flicker of hope that maybe the center could be saved after all. “That’s great. I didn’t even know there was such a thing.”

			Abby shrugged. “It’s only great if it works out.”

			Dylan pulled into the parking lot of the grocery store. Abby was an efficient shopper and they were in and out of the first stop in less than thirty minutes. The boys helped load everything, then hopped back in for the short ride to the center. In the back seat, Cody had his head back, asleep, while Jake was working a handheld game. Quiet, for now. “I’m sure you’ll get that grant,” Dylan said. “Either way, everything you’re doing today is going to be appreciated. Ty can use all the help he can get, especially when it comes to getting that place back in shape.”

			“Even if it’s from people who can barely hold a hammer?”

			He shot her a grin. “By the end of the day, you’ll be an expert and the boys will be ready to open their own renovation business.”

			“I’m counting on that, Dylan.” She turned her attention to the window, her gaze on the passing houses.

			She didn’t share any of the troubles on her mind, not that he expected her to. Abby was clearly a woman used to shouldering her burdens alone, and given what little he’d heard about the boys’ father, Dylan suspected she’d been doing so for a long time.

			Abby glanced over at her sons from time to time, as if making sure they were still there. She checked her phone but otherwise kept to herself. A few minutes later, they pulled into the parking lot for the center.

			On Saturdays, the center didn’t open until three, a big departure from the early morning opening time that Dylan remembered. The hand-lettered sign announcing the new weekend times was undoubtedly put there by Ty, to minimize his hours at the center. In the old days, Ty and Virginia had planned game days and movie nights for Saturdays, but the schedule on the door was blank. Dylan wondered how long it had been since the center had been running at full speed. That river of guilt flowed over him again. If he had been here...

			But he hadn’t been, and there was nothing he could do to change that fact. Nothing except make the present better.

			When Dylan parked, Cody jerked awake. “We’re here, guys. Let’s get the truck unloaded and get to work. We only have a few hours before the kids arrive.”

			Cody slipped out of the truck without a word, and stood by the tailgate, perfecting his teenage attitude. Jake bounced up and down beside Dylan. “What are we gonna work on first? Are we gonna build something? Should I wear a tool belt? I don’t have one, but I can make one.” He tugged on the belt loops of his jeans.

			Dylan chuckled. “You’re good, Jake. And the first thing we’re going to work on is repairing the broken cabinets in the kitchen so that we can load in all the food and stuff we bought this morning.”

			“Cool!” Jake grabbed a bag of supplies and hurried over to the shelter door. He kept on bouncing, impatient for Dylan to grab a load and unlock the door. As soon as the door was open, Jake beelined for the kitchen.

			“I wish everyone who worked with me was that eager,” Dylan said to Abby.

			“Heck, I wish he was that eager about cleaning his room.” She shed her jacket once inside the building, then motioned to Cody. “Come on, Code. Let’s get started.”

			Cody muttered under his breath about it being too early, but came inside and dropped his coat on one of the sofas. He followed Dylan into the kitchen, where Abby was already waiting with Jake.

			Dylan laughed. “Okay, it’s only one cabinet, so I don’t need that much help. So why don’t I get you and Cody working on removing the broken tiles in the bathroom? It’s pretty easy and foolproof because the tiles are already broken and the grout is old and dried out.”

			“A job I can’t screw up?” Abby grinned. “Put me to work, sir.”

			The sir had his mind derailing down a whole other path. Dylan yanked himself back to the present, and to the toolbox. He found a couple hammers, chisels and a putty knife and handed them to Abby and Cody. “Jake, can you find me four of these screws—” he held up a wood screw, then handed Jake a small plastic tub “—while I show your mom and Cody what to do?”

			“Sure!” Jake scrambled onto one of the stools and started sorting through the container.

			Dylan, Abby and Cody headed for the single restroom. Down the road, Dylan would love to add another bathroom, just to help handle the amount of traffic. When Ty and Virginia opened this place, they converted an old house, which meant it also had old plumbing, old wiring and an old layout.

			Then he remembered that down the road, he’d be moving on. Which meant someone else would worry about the additional bathroom, the major changes the center would still need, even after he repaired and updated what he could in the space of a couple of weeks.

			“Okay, how do we do this?”

			He glanced at Abby and Cody, the two of them waiting in the small room for him to get his act together. He took a set of tools from her and knelt on the floor. “We only want to remove the broken tiles. First, you have to scrape out the grout.” He showed them how to do that with the edge of the chisel. “Be careful not to chip the nearby tiles. Then, use the hammer and chisel to break it up and remove it.”

			“Looks easy enough.” Abby put her hands out for the tools.

			“Not yet. You both need these.” He reached into his pocket and took out two pairs of safety glasses.

			“No way, man,” Cody said, warding them off. “I’m not wearing those dork goggles.”

			“You will if you don’t want tile chips in your eyes. Trust me, that’s no fun.” Dylan handed Abby a pair. She slipped them on, and he thought no one in the world had ever looked as cute with safety glasses on as she did. For a second, he imagined being alone in the close quarters of the bathroom with her. Then he glanced at her and remembered that Abby came with an entire package that he had no business being around.

			“Well, uh, you guys let me know if you run into any problems. I’ll be in the kitchen.”

			Then he headed back to the cabinets before he lingered too long with a woman who made him think about everything but the reason he was really here.

			 

			Abby knelt beside Cody and started working on the first tile while her son worked on one a few feet away. “I think we can handle this. What do you think, Cody?”

			Cody grunted.

			Abby sighed and sat back on her heels. “Cody, will you talk to me?”

			“I am.”

			“A grunt and two words is not talking to me. How’s school, how are your friends, how’s—”

			“School sucks. My friends are cool and I don’t want to talk about anything else.” He bent down and started chiseling away at the grout.

			“Be careful, remember what Dylan said—”

			“I’m not a baby, Mom. Quit telling me what to do.”

			Abby sighed again. When had everything shifted between her and Cody? When had the boy who had rushed into her arms at the end of the school day turned into this distant almost-man?

			A part of her was envious that Dylan had gotten through to her eldest. What secret was she missing?

			They worked together for the next half hour. Abby tried, over and over, to get Cody to talk, but he’d gone back to grunts and single-word answers. The chisels made more noise in the bathroom than her son did.

			“I’ve finished my section.” Abby got to her feet and wiped the dust off her jeans. “I’m just going to check on your brother. Or do you want me to help...?”

			“I’ve got it, Mom.” Cody kept his back to her and went on working.

			Abby headed toward the kitchen, her mind still heavy with worry about her eldest son. Every day, he seemed to grow more and more detached. Did he blame her for his father’s absence? For the long hours she worked to make ends meet? Or was it all normal teenage attitude?

			As she neared the kitchen, she could hear Jake talking to Dylan. Her youngest was, as always, excited and chipper, going a mile a minute, telling him all about the puppies next door and how he’d named them and thought the littlest one was the cutest and the loneliest. Dylan was indulgent and patient with Jake, which made Abby like him even more. He had a way of relating to her kids that was nice. Reassuring.

			Easy to get attached to.

			That sent the red warning flag up in her head. Something she had better pay attention to, regardless of how a few conversations went.

			“Can we fix more stuff, Dylan?” Jake was saying. “Can we fix my window? Cuz Mommy says it’s broken and when it’s hot, I wanna open my window. And if I get a puppy, he’ll get hot, too.”

			Dylan chuckled. “I can fix that later. But right now, let’s fix the stuff we have here. Now, do you want to help me replace the wall outside the office?”

			“A whole wall? Sure!”

			Dylan emerged from the kitchen and drew up short when he saw Abby. “Hey.”

			“Hey.” She stood there like an idiot for a long second, then remembered why she had sought him out. “We finished taking out the broken tiles.”

			“Great. I’ll lay the new ones when the center closes for the night. They need time to set before people start walking on them.”

			“Did you finish the cabinet repair?”

			“Yup. Me and my trusty helper. Then we put the groceries away. They might not be exactly where Ty expects them to be but—”

			“I’m sure it’s all fine. Thank you, Dylan. It was really sweet.” She shifted closer to him, intrigued, attracted, despite her common sense. This man, who connected with her kids, did thoughtful things to help her out... Every time she saw him, all she did was crave more of all that.

			He shrugged, but his gaze locked on hers, held. A heartbeat filled the space between them. Another. “No problem.”

			Jake sauntered out of the kitchen then, a kid-size hammer tucked in his jeans pocket. “I was a big help, Mommy. Dylan said so.”

			“That’s right. And now he’s going to help me fix a wall.” Dylan looked at Abby. “You want in on that fun, too?”

			“Sure.” She flexed a biceps. “I’ll add it to my list of skills.”

			“Stick with me and you’ll have a killer handywoman résumé in no time.” Dylan grinned, then headed out to the truck.

			Stick with me. Why did those words impact her? Why did her gaze linger on him, and more, her thoughts? She’d found herself smiling a hundred times more today than she had in weeks. She told herself it was because she was spending time with her boys. Nothing more.

			When Dylan returned with two panels of Sheetrock, with a thrilled Jake rushing to hold the door and start up his endless stream of questions again, Abby found that smile returning. Even though she had a stack of work waiting for her at home, she felt light, happy. Unstressed.

			Dylan laid the Sheetrock against the wall, then popped his head in the bathroom. “Cody, wanna help do some demo work?”

			“Does that mean I get to destroy something?” Cody said.

			“Yup. Bring your hammer.”

			“Cool.” Cody ambled into the room, his hammer tucked in his pocket, just like Jake. His little brother ran up beside him, mimicking Cody’s stance. Cody leaned over and ruffled Jake’s hair.

			Well, heck, if that’s what it took to get her teenager to come out from under that perpetual dark storm cloud, maybe she should have Dylan come over and figure out something they could demo in her house. Of course, that would probably mean Dylan would get sweaty and have to take off his shirt—

			Not productive. Not one bit.

			Dylan positioned the three of them along the long wall in the hallway. Water damage from a leak in the roof last spring had crumbled part of the wall, left the rest a rusty tan color. “All right, Cody, you start here. Jake, you start over here, and Abby, you start here.”

			“Wait, me?” she said when she realized Dylan had moved her to a place at the end.

			Dylan shifted closer to her. His smile drew her in, like the proverbial moth to the flame. He had an easy smile that fit him well, like a comfortable pair of jeans. “You have a little stress you want to work off?”

			“Uh...yeah.” Except it wasn’t stress burning in her right now. It was the curiosity about kissing him. Wondering what it would be like to be in his arms.

			This man was all wrong for her—a charmer, a wanderer. A man who didn’t seem to want or need any ties.

			Yet that didn’t stop her from wanting more. From fantasizing about him. From wanting him. And from “accidentally” bumping into him a couple times today. All of which left her discombobulated and flustered.

			“Yeah, uh, I have some stress,” she said. “Where do I hit?”

			Dylan pulled a marker out of his back pocket and drew three X’s on the wall. “Right there. After you punch a hole in the wall, start tearing out the old Sheetrock. Trust me, this is going to be better than therapy.”

			“What about the electricity?” She pointed at the wall socket. “The mom in me doesn’t want to make any emergency room trips today.”

			“I turned off the power already, and I’m handling the section with the wiring, as a double precaution. You guys should be just fine.” He waved toward the wall. “So...have at it.”

			Jake hit the wall first, making a hammer-size dent. Cody followed, sending his hammer through with a crash. A chunk of wall tumbled onto the floor. Dylan and Cody turned to look at her.

			“Have at it, Abby,” Dylan said. “Let her rip.”

			Abby gripped her hammer with two hands, took a deep breath, then swung it at the X. She hit a little wide of the target, but hard enough to punch a hole in the wall. Sheetrock cracked, then dropped to her feet. “Wow. I did it.”

			“You did.” Dylan’s eyes held a measure of pride and wonder. “Now let’s rip the rest of the wall down.”

			They went at the damaged Sheetrock like a pack of wolves, hitting, tearing and yanking, then tossing the debris on the floor. Most of it yielded easily, softened by the water leak. Abby latched on to an edge, pulled, then leaned back and pulled some more. The wall tore in one giant, satisfying piece.

			A few minutes later, the four of them stepped back and assessed their work. All that remained was a few wires from the electrical outlet and the studs.

			Abby had had no idea how awesome it would feel to tear something apart. The whole experience was...liberating. Powerful. Unleashed. Wild. All the things she had avoided in her life for so long.

			“Well, that was great,” Abby said. “More therapeutic than I expected.”

			“Can I say I told you so?” Dylan said.

			She laughed. “I think I deserve that. Okay, what do we get to demo next?”

			“Hold on there, Bob Vila. Let’s clean this up, hang the new wall, then move on to another project.”

			“That was so cool, Dylan!” Jake said. “I hit it with my hammer. Lots of times!”

			“You did great, Jake,” Dylan said, then turned to her oldest. “You, too, Cody. You’re a natural at this.”

			“Thanks.” Cody toed at the floor. “Can I, uh, help you hang up the new wall?”

			Abby glanced at Dylan. Cody had been an unwilling participant today until just now. She half expected Dylan to do what her ex always did, tell the kids no, and do the job himself. Her ex-husband had been around so little that the boys were perpetually hopeful whenever he was home that he’d let them spend time with him—help out while he did stuff around the house. He’d always said it was easier, faster to do the work himself. And the boys would be left watching from the outside while their dad hung a picture or changed the brake pads in his car.

			“Sure, Cody. Let’s just get the old stuff cleaned up and then I’ll show both you and your brother how to hang the new wall.” Dylan swung a trash can into place. “The least fun part of demo—cleaning up.”

			Cody nodded, then grabbed a big dustpan and scooped up the chunks, dumping them into the trash without complaint. Jake did his best, but his littler hands didn’t do the job of his older brother. When they were done, Cody took the initiative to grab the first piece of Sheetrock.

			Dylan nodded toward the wall. “Go ahead, put it up. Then the three of us will nail it into place.” He dropped some nails into Abby’s palm.

			They worked together as a team. Cody held the wall while Abby hammered on one end and Dylan and Jake did the other end. Dylan would drive a couple nails, then hold one for Jake and let him take a swing at it. Even when Jake hit Dylan’s thumb a few times, Dylan went on letting Jake try. It was sweet, and for a moment, Abby found herself wondering what their childhoods would have been like if Dylan had been around the boys in those days without a father.

			Then she drew herself up and faced reality—she already knew what happened with men like him. Men who had no real ties or commitments. They might be good for a while, but eventually, they left. And they let her down. More than that, they let her sons down.

			And that was the one price Abby wasn’t willing to pay, no matter how much she liked Dylan’s smile.

			 

			With his motley crew, Dylan managed to make his way through a lot of the repairs before three. For sure, the wall demo had been the most popular activity of the day. The boys had been cooperative—Jake clearly eager to learn; Cody unable to pretend he didn’t care. Even Abby had been enthusiastic and, in the process, picked up a few skills.

			Abby.

			Every time he’d looked at her, he lost his concentration. She had this way of knitting her brows when she was struggling to understand something. He thought it was...

			Cute.

			Okay, so he really was becoming a softie. It had to be being back in this town. Being around all these kids. Even now, several hours after he’d brought Abby and her boys back home, and he’d returned to run the center for the rest of the day, he found his mind straying to her. Wondering what she was doing.

			At six, he said goodbye to the last of the teens as they left, shut the doors and turned off most of the lights. He spent an hour laying the new tile in the bathroom, then picked up his phone. No texts from Abby. No contact at all.

			He didn’t know why he was disappointed. After all, they weren’t dating, weren’t even really friends. She was a woman he’d met a couple days ago who’d helped him tear down a wall. Nothing more. And either way, he wasn’t the kind of man who settled down with a dog—as soon as Jake wore Abby down—and kids. He wasn’t even remotely cut out for that. He needed to remind himself of that.

			He locked the building and headed out to the parking lot. And saw his older brother, Sam, waiting for him.

			Sam hadn’t aged much in the years they’d been apart. His hair was a little shorter, his frame a little heavier, and the scowl Dylan had come to know well still sat on Sam’s face.

			“When were you going to tell me you were in town?” Sam asked.

			Dylan rolled his eyes. Why was he surprised Sam had started with criticism? “Hello to you, too.”

			“I would have said hello if I didn’t have to find out from Sadie at the grocery store, who found out from Mavis Beacham, that my long-lost brother has returned to Stone Gap. And is staying at the Stone Gap Inn, but apparently forgot to call and let his older brother know.”

			As usual, Sam had attacked first, assuming the worst. When had their relationship turned into this adversarial clash of swords? It seemed like one day they’d been normal brothers, the next, antagonists from different planets.

			“I didn’t call you because I’m pretty sure the last words you said to me were don’t bother calling me, I won’t pick up. Forgive me if I didn’t want to rush into a confrontation with you.” Dylan shook his head. Every time he and Sam got together, it was an argument.

			Sam let out a gust. “It’s the same old thing with you, isn’t it? Blame everyone but yourself.”

			Dylan threw up his hands. “I don’t have time for this conversation.”

			Sam looked away. He stood there for a long moment, as if mulling his next words. His gaze swung back to Dylan. “What are you doing here anyway?”

			Dylan debated not answering. He thought about just getting in his Jeep and leaving. His relationship with Sam had been rocky for years, and that wasn’t going to change anytime soon. Sam still saw him as the family screwup, while Sam was the one who did it all right. Settled down, got married, had kids. Even after his wife died, Sam had stayed here, juggling kids and work and now, a new fiancée. The storybook life—the same one Dylan had stayed away from. Because he’d learned years ago that family could let you down. Family could hurt you. And family could turn away when you needed them most.

			His older brother was the one who was supposed to support and protect him. Be there, no matter what. But Sam’s love had limits, it turned out. The last time Dylan had gotten in trouble and Sam had gone to the Stone Gap Police Department to pick him up, Sam had been by his brother’s side. But when it was all over, Sam stood in the driveway and shook his head in disgust. “I give up. Nothing gets through to you,” Sam had said. The words had hurt then, and still did.

			Yet, there was a part of Dylan that remembered the older brother who had given his little brother a hoisting hand up into their tree house. The older brother who had skipped math to sneak out to the playground and confront a bully preying on Dylan at recess. The same older brother shielded him from their father’s anger, who had tucked Dylan in on the nights when the house reverberated with shouting and anger. Was any of that still there, in Sam? Or was it a lost cause? Was Dylan an idiot for hoping again?

			“I’m working at the center,” Dylan said. Maybe if he told Sam about that, his brother would offer to pitch in. The two of them, working together, like when they were young. “Helping Uncle Ty out. He’s not up to running it since he lost Aunt Virginia.”

			Sam arched a brow. “Ty put you in charge?”

			“Yeah.” Dylan bristled. “Why wouldn’t he?”

			“Because you’re not going to be here in five minutes, Dylan. I know you, and I know you have all the sticking power of wet tape.”

			Dylan let out a gust. Why had he let himself get sentimental? “Same old Sam. Telling me all the ways I screw up my life. Thanks for the reminder, big brother, that I’m not as perfect as you.”

			“I’m not saying that.” Sam took a step closer. “I just don’t want to see Uncle Ty left in a bind when you leave.”

			The implication was clear—that Dylan would let the family down again. He’d had a long day and didn’t need to deal with this. Not now, not ever. Sam had been here to deliver a lecture, not a reunion.

			Dylan thumbed the remote for his Jeep and unlocked the doors. “Thanks for the vote of confidence. See you around, Sam.”

			Then he climbed in the truck and left, before he said something he’d regret. In the rearview mirror, he saw Sam, still standing in the parking lot and watching him leave. For a second, Dylan debated turning around. Then he caught a green light and the urge disappeared.

		
	
		
			Chapter Five

			Dusk had fallen over Stone Gap, broken by porch lights flicking on and streetlights that dropped yellow pools on the road. Dylan stopped at the intersection in the center of downtown. Left took him back to the Stone Gap Inn. Right took him to Abby’s house. After the conversation with Sam, a part of Dylan just wanted to go to a bar and forget it all with a few beers. But all that would give him was a headache and a few more regrets. He hesitated and then turned right.

			He made one stop before he got there and pulled into Abby’s driveway a little before eight. The lights were still on, and he could hear the sound of a radio. He climbed the porch steps and through the large front windows, he saw Abby.

			Dancing. With Jake.

			She swung back and forth, laughing, while Jake kept time with his mother, the two of them holding hands and stepping together. The radio was playing an old seventies song, one of those catchy one-hit wonders that struck a familiar chord.

			What hit him hardest, though, was how...homey the whole scene was. How warm. Just a mom and her son, dancing in the living room on a Saturday night. It was a world so foreign to him, something he didn’t think really existed. If he’d been a different man, maybe he would have dreamed of such a scene. But he wasn’t, and he shouldn’t.

			He almost hated to ring the doorbell. Came close to turning around and leaving, because he didn’t want to intrude on Abby and her sons. Then he remembered the stop he’d made and figured he had a good enough reason for being here.

			Dylan pressed the doorbell. Abby flicked off the music and peeked through the window, her face narrow with suspicion. By the time she opened the door to him, the suspicion had been replaced by a smile. “Dylan. What are you doing here?”

			It was the second time he’d been asked that question in the space of twenty minutes. But coming from Abby, the words sounded sweet, genuine. “I, uh, wanted to thank you guys for your hard work today. So I brought ice cream.” He held up the bag in his hand.

			“Ice cream!” Jake raced to the door and poked his head outside. “What kind? I love ice cream! I love chocolate the best. Or maybe cookie dough. I love that one, too.”

			Abby blushed and put a calming hand on Jake’s shoulder. “Sorry. You just happen to have brought over Jake’s favorite dessert.”

			Was it also her favorite dessert? He wanted to ask but figured that would show interest, and Dylan wasn’t interested in Abby.

			Uh-huh. That’s why he was on her doorstep with three melting quarts of ice cream instead of back at the bed-and-breakfast, getting a good night’s sleep after a very long day.

			“I did get cookie dough, Jake,” Dylan said. “And chocolate. And vanilla. Just in case.”

			Abby smiled. “Something to make everyone happy.”

			“As long as I grabbed your favorite, that is.” Then he caught himself and added, “and, uh, Cody’s.”

			“Cody is out with his friends. And I’m a chocolate kind of girl.” She hesitated a second, then opened the door wider. “Come on in, Dylan.”

			Abby’s house was just as welcoming as he’d expected it to be. Wide wood floors, pale cream walls, and a dark brown leather couch that looked as soft as a marshmallow. Framed photos of her boys filled the walls of the hallway, and dominated the fireplace mantel. A pile of clean, folded shirts sat on the second step, with a basket of toys on the first. The house was organized but comfortable.

			He felt both at home and out of place, following her down the hall to the sunny yellow kitchen with a bright spray of flowers in the center of the round maple table. Before they reached the kitchen, Abby’s doorbell rang again. Jake spun on his heel and barreled for the door.

			“I get the door, Jake, not you.” Abby put a hand on his shoulder, then opened the door. “Besides, buddy, it’s past your bedtime.”

			An elderly woman stood on the other side, holding the same puppy Dylan had seen before. “I thought I’d bring this little guy by for Jake to play with.”

			“Mrs. Reynolds, it’s late and Jake has to get to bed. Besides, we can’t get a dog. I work so many hours—”

			“I know, dear.” The older woman had a kind face behind cat’s-eye glasses. She put a hand on Abby’s and gave her a soft smile. “But Jake loves these dogs so much, and if he can play with them a little, it wears the little guys out and gives Jake his puppy fix.”

			“Can I, Mommy? Can I? Please?” Jake bounced up and down, all but lunging for the dog.

			“Okay, but only for a few minutes. Bedtime, remember?” Jake leaned forward, took the dog from Mrs. Reynolds, then spun around. “And keep him in the kitchen. I don’t want any accidents on the carpet.”

			“I’ll be back in a little bit,” Mrs. Reynolds said.

			“Thanks.” Abby shut the door, then let out a long sigh. “How can I keep telling him no? He’s going to get attached.”

			“That might not be such a bad thing,” Dylan said. “Dogs teach kids responsibility.”

			“He’s four years old, so let’s not pretend most of the responsibility would fall on him. I have my hands full, Mr. Single and Unattached to So Much as a Potted Plant. The last thing I need is another mouth to feed and clean up after.” Abby shook her head. “You wouldn’t understand.”

			She was right about him. He had no attachments. But as he watched Jake love on that puppy with tight hugs and hundreds of kisses, he wondered if that was such a good thing. Jake talked to the dog nonstop for a solid five minutes, clearly attached despite Abby’s wishes, before Abby said it was time to bring Dudley—the dog’s name, according to Jake—home. “He needs to go to bed early,” Abby said. “And then you can come back and have ice cream.”

			“Okay.” Jake frowned. He plodded behind his mother, and the two of them returned the dog while Dylan waited in the kitchen. By the time they returned, Abby must have said something because Jake was back to his usual bouncy self. He spied the tubs of ice cream melting on the counter and reached for one of the containers. “I want a lot of ice cream,” Jake said. “Please, Mommy?”

			She grabbed three bowls out of the cabinet and set them on the counter. “First, wash your hands.”

			Jake rose on his tiptoes and rubbed his hands under the water from the kitchen faucet. Abby dished up the ice cream, chocolate in one bowl, cookie dough in another. She hesitated over the third bowl. “Which is your favorite, Dylan?”

			“Oh, I...” He looked at the sunflower-printed dish towel hanging off the stove. The refrigerator peppered with Jake’s drawings and candid photos of the boys. The carved wooden sign above the window that read simply Family. “I wasn’t planning on staying. I just wanted to drop that off as a thank-you.”

			“You’re not staying?” Jake pouted. “But I wanted to show you my dinosaurs.”

			Dylan arched a brow. “Dinosaurs?”

			“Jake’s favorite thing in the whole world, besides a P-U-P-P-Y, is dinosaurs.” Abby ignored his answer about not staying and put a bowl of half chocolate and half vanilla in front of him. “I’ll warn you, though, once you get him started talking about them, it’s hard to get him to stop.”

			Dinosaurs.

			Dylan saw another kitchen in his mind, heard another boy’s voice. The memory slid through him, crystal clear and just as biting all these years later. His father, coming home after a long day at the office. He could still see Dad setting his briefcase in its customary place by the front door with one hand while he loosened his tie with the other. Dylan had been four or five, still caught in that world where he believed his father would one day just come home and be a dad like the ones on TV. With piggyback rides and baseball lessons and campfire stories. Dad, look at my dinosaur! Mom bought it for me today. Because I was good in the store. It’s a T. rex and he’s mean! Rrrr!

			His dad had given the toy a half a glance, then told Dylan to go outside to play. I need a moment to breathe when I get home, not a kid and a bunch of toys all over me. Where’s Sam? I want to see his book report.

			Maybe that was when Dylan had started to pull away. When he’d stopped believing in happy homes and loving parents. When he’d realized that, beside his brother, there wasn’t going to be a male role model there to make a big deal about his new dinosaur or teach him how to pop a fly ball or tell him a ghost story on a camping trip.

			As Dylan ate his ice cream, he looked over at Jake, who was sitting at the bar, a ring of ice cream around his mouth, his eyes wide and waiting. And hopeful.

			How could Dylan let him down? The kid had just had to give back a puppy, for Pete’s sake. Dylan couldn’t say no to this request. Even if Dylan was far from father material, he could at least do this.

			“Sure, I’d love to see your dinosaurs. They’re my favorite, too,” Dylan said. “I used to have some when I was your age.”

			Jake’s eyes widened. “You did? Did you have a bron-o-saurus?”

			“I did. My favorite was Tyrannosaurus rex. Do you have one of those?”

			“I do! Lemme go get him!” Jake scrambled off the chair, the last of his ice cream forgotten. He barreled out of the room, then ran back in five seconds later, his arms stuffed with plastic dinosaurs of all shapes, sizes and colors. He stopped in the center of the kitchen and let the pile tumble to the floor. “Look at all my dinosaurs, Dylan.”

			Dylan gave Abby a grin. “You weren’t kidding about the collection.”

			“Makes birthday gifts pretty easy.” She nodded toward her son. “Jake, why don’t you show Dylan your triceratops?”

			Jake dug through the pile of plastic toys until he found the three-horned dinosaur. “I named him Joe.”

			Dylan chuckled. “Joe’s a great name.”

			“And this one is Mack and this one is...” Jake went through every single dinosaur—maybe three dozen in all—and told Dylan their names and explained what he knew about what they ate. Kid clearly knew his dinosaurs. Maybe better than Dylan had at that age. Jake then started going on about movies with dinosaurs—apparently there was one with many sequels—and scientists who studied dinosaurs, and books that had dinosaurs in them, until his mother put a hand on his shoulder.

			“Jakester, why don’t you take the dinosaurs back up to your room and get ready for bed? I’m going to talk to Dylan for a minute, then I’ll come tuck you in.”

			Jake pouted, but did as he was told and gathered up his toys. “Do I have to brush my teeth?”

			Abby smiled. “Always.”

			Jake trudged out of the room and up the stairs. A second later, they heard the clatter of the dinosaurs hitting the floor, followed by the sound of running water.

			“Thank you for indulging him.” Abby said. “I’m sorry he ran on so much.”

			Dylan waved that off. “I was just like him when I was young. My dad didn’t really care all that much, and I always wanted him to. Uncle Ty was the one who would listen to my stories about dinosaurs or ask me to draw a picture and hang it in his office.”

			“Your uncle is such a great guy. Everyone needs an Uncle Ty.”

			He nodded. “They do indeed.” As far as he could tell, Abby’s boys didn’t have a close male relative. And given how depressed Ty had been lately, he probably wasn’t being much of a surrogate relative to Abby’s kids, either. If listening to Jake talk about dinosaurs for a little while could help with that, Dylan would do it.

			“Also, thank you for the ice cream,” Abby said. She was leaning against the counter, her empty bowl beside her hand. “It was a nice thing to do.”

			He shrugged. “It was no big deal. I wanted to thank you all for helping me so much.” And have a chance to see her again, though he didn’t say that out loud. Because that would mean admitting he was interested in her, that he was thinking about her—and wishing he wasn’t leaving at the end of his two weeks.

			Abby had changed into a fresh pair of jeans and a soft coral sweater with an enticing V-neck. Her feet were bare, bright red toenails a contrast to the light tile.

			There was something both innocent and sexy about her standing there barefooted. That drew him to her, like a chain coiling into a winch. He got to his feet, grabbed his empty bowl, then closed the distance between them. Abby raised her gaze to Dylan’s, her eyes wide. Her lips parted and her cheeks flushed, but she didn’t move.

			The heat from her body merged with his. Her perfume floated in the space between them, something darkly floral. It enticed him, drew him even closer. He leaned over her shoulder and reached behind her to ostensibly put down the bowl. “I should put this in the sink.”

			She stayed where she was, her chest rising and falling with each breath. “Thanks.” The word escaped in a whisper.

			As he drew back, Dylan paused and pressed a kiss to the valley of her neck. Damn, she tasted good. Better than the ice cream. Better, in fact, than anything he could remember tasting in a long, long time. He kissed farther up her neck, her skin soft and sweet and warm. Another kiss, a fourth, inching his way along that delicate curve, then the underside of her jaw.

			Abby let out a little mew, then drew in a sharp breath and leaned toward him. Dylan planted his hands on either side of her, then kissed her jaw, the soft fullness of her cheek, then drifted closer to her mouth. Her breathing hastened but she stood stock-still, waiting, anticipating.

			When his lips finally met hers, Abby opened to him. Her arms slid around and up his back. Dylan planted his legs on either side of her, and she shifted into that space. Desire surged inside him, overriding common sense, the dozens of reasons he had for not getting involved. All he knew right now was Abby. All he wanted was Abby. Their kiss deepened, becoming hotter, faster, hands sliding along backs and waists and—

			“Mommy? You coming to tuck me in?” Jake’s voice, echoing in the staircase.

			Abby jerked back and put her hands on Dylan’s chest. “Uh, yeah, Jake.” She turned back to Dylan. Even though her cheeks were flushed and she was still breathing hard, cool distance had replaced the warmth in her. “You should go. I have... I have...”

			“People to tuck in,” he finished for her.

			“Yes.” She stepped to the side and smoothed her hair. She cleared her throat. “Uh, thank you for the ice cream. It was a nice thing to do.”

			“You said that already.” Dylan grinned. Was it possible that the strong and confident Abby was just as flustered as he was by that kiss? A little part of him hoped so.

			“Oh, well, yes, uh, I forgot.” She started walking out of the kitchen, with Dylan following behind. She opened the front door, the message clear—leave now, we’re not returning to that kiss. “Thank you again.”

			“Anytime.” The word was one of those throwaway ones, the kind people said without really thinking about it. But when Dylan thought of stopping by Abby’s anytime, a little rush ran through him.

			Insane. She represented home and hearth and kids—and he was unattached, unburdened, unhomey. Just because he enjoyed a dish of ice cream in her kitchen or got a little sentimental when he watched her dance with her son didn’t mean he walked in the same world she did. Or even should.

			“See you at the center.” Dylan reached for the door handle.

			“Mommy, can Dylan read me my story tonight? Please?”

			Dylan turned and saw Jake, wearing dinosaur pajamas, the buttons a little askew, and holding a hardcover book. Dylan could see himself in those pajamas, with that book, waiting for a dad who was never going to get involved, never going to take the time to read a story. His mom had done the work of two parents, always excusing her husband from his parental duties with excuses about stress or exhaustion. Dad’s tired tonight. Or Dad had a hard day at work. Or Dad’s grumpy because he’s stressed about work.

			Sam had read Dylan stories at night—the two of them propped up against Dylan’s headboard in the room that they shared. Sam had read about pirates and lost treasures, adventurous dogs and amateur detective twins. Then Sam had gotten older, found girls and basketball and moved into his own room that had been cobbled together from an unused corner of the basement. By then Dylan could read on his own, of course, but he remembered being hurt and wondering why his brother no longer hung out with him in the evenings.

			Can Dylan read me my story tonight? Please? He could see the hope in Jake’s face, the need in his voice.

			“Jake, Dylan’s going home,” Abby said. “He—”

			“Would love to read a story,” Dylan said.

			She turned toward him. “Really, you don’t have to. I mean, it’s a lot for Jake to ask.”

			“I don’t mind, Abby. I remember being that age and wanting the same thing.” Besides, how hard could it be? Dylan could read—way better than when he was a kid, after all—and Jake was just a little boy. It would take five, ten minutes, tops.

			Besides, Jake was kind of growing on Dylan. He was a cute kid, who was curious and bright and funny. And reading to Jake might make Dylan a little more comfortable relating to the kids at the community center.

			Yeah, that’s why he was doing it. To relate better. Not because he could hear the echoes of his own childhood in Jake’s voice.

			“Okay,” Abby said to Jake. “But just one story.”

			“Aw, Mom...”

			“One.” She and Dylan made their way up the stairs to the first room on the right. It was a small bedroom, with a twin bed in the shape of a red race car, a set of bookshelves filled with toys and books, and two toy chests overrun with stuffed animals and cars and robots. Jake’s dinosaurs were in a pile at the foot of his bed, with Joe the triceratops on Jake’s nightstand, basking under the light of a dinosaur-themed lamp.

			Jake scooted over on his bed. “Dylan, you can sit here. I mades room.”

			“Uh, okay.” Dylan lowered himself onto Jake’s bed and sat back against the headboard. He settled in, while Abby went back downstairs to load the dishwasher.

			“Here. I wanna read this book.” Jake gave him a hardcover copy of a book about a lonely dinosaur who goes on a cross-country adventure.

			Dylan opened the book and started to read. At first, the words were as stiff as Dylan’s posture, but as he read, he settled into both. Jake shifted, then snuggled up against Dylan, his little head resting on Dylan’s left arm. Dylan hesitated for a moment, caught in the middle of a sentence.

			“Uh, and then the dinosaur said...” Dylan looked at the page, then over at Jake’s head, nestled into the soft cotton of Dylan’s T-shirt. It could have been him and Sam, years ago. And something in Dylan’s heart melted.

			“He said he wanted a friend,” Jake said. “And then he meets a friend. And then he’s happy. And then they go on adventures. I love this story. Mommy reads it a lot.”

			Which made Dylan wonder anew why Jake wanted him to read the book. Had Jake tired of his mother’s reading? Or was there something more here, something that Dylan didn’t want to see?

			That maybe Jake had already latched on to Dylan and begun to see him as a pseudo-father figure? If so, that was far from the role Dylan, of all people, should be playing. Sam was the one with kids, the one who had settled down, made a life in this town. Dylan was only here for a short time, and then he’d be gone. And with his past, he wasn’t cut out to be anyone’s father, substitute or otherwise.

			But was it worse to let Jake down tonight or to give him this time to be happy and then let him down weeks from now? Either choice would leave this little boy with heartbreak. The last thing Dylan wanted to see on any child’s face.

			Or on the face of that child’s mother.

			 

			Abby paused outside Jake’s bedroom door. Her breath caught in her throat, lodging with a thick lump. Jake sitting there, curled up against Dylan, a smile on his face, while Dylan read about the lonely dinosaur traveling the world to find a friend. The book was a favorite of Jake’s, one she herself had read to him, oh, two hundred times.

			The scene before her was one she had prayed for a thousand times when she’d been married to Keith. She’d always thought, given the chance, that he would step up and be a good dad. Take Jake on piggyback rides and shoot hoops with Cody. But in the end, Keith had checked out, spending more of his time away from home than with his family.

			But this was just a scene, a blip in time, and she knew better than to put her stock in a man who was only going to let her down. And worse, let her sons down. They had had enough of that for one lifetime. Even today, seeing Jake’s face when they brought back the dog, she’d wanted to cry. She felt like a terrible mother, saying no when she really wanted to say yes. Her baby had had to give up so much already—she hated the thought of him losing even more.

			Her tender feelings were about more than that, she knew. She was starting to care about Dylan. Enjoying spending time with him, seeing the way he smiled at her, the way he patiently taught her how to work on the floors and the walls, and the way being around him made her heart race like it hadn’t in a long, long time.

			Dylan finished the book and closed the cover. Jake had nodded off, so Dylan slid out from under him and pulled the covers up to Jake’s shoulders. He turned, then noticed Abby. “Oh, hey. Didn’t see you there.”

			“I was only here for a second.” Long enough to see the look of adoration and hope on Jake’s face, the little smile that lingered after he fell asleep. Long enough to know that men like Dylan didn’t hang around and that she was going to be the one left to pick up the pieces in his wake, for her kids and herself. Better to remember that than to let a smile and a racing pulse affect her decisions.

			Dylan stepped into the hall, leaving Jake’s door ajar. “He’s a busy kid, but fun and smart.”

			“He is.” Abby smiled. “I got lucky. A lot of women say their second child is more difficult but Jake has been sweet from the day he was born.”

			“I think a lot of that is due to you. You’re so great with him, with both boys.”

			Here, in the dim hall, Abby was a hundred times more aware of Dylan. Their kiss still simmered on her lips, and the desire still rumbled in her veins. A part of her wanted to take his hand and bring him down the hall to her bedroom and finish what they had started.

			The insane part, clearly. Her son was starting to lean on and believe in a man who wasn’t going to stay—but he still believed in Santa Claus and the tooth fairy, too. It was crazy of her to do the same thing.

			“Well, thanks again,” she said. “I’ll show you out.”

			“No problem.” He followed her down the stairs and back to the front door. At the last second, he pivoted back to face her. “Tomorrow, the center is closed, so I have a rare day off. I was going to do some reno work in the morning, but what do you think about going fishing later in the morning? Uncle Ty has a pontoon boat he keeps down at Stone Gap Lake, and he said I’m welcome to use it. I’m hoping I can get him out, too, to get some sun and maybe catch a few bass.”

			“Fishing?”

			“It’ll be fun. I’ll even bait your hook for you.”

			She put a fist on her hip. “Do you think I look so girly I can’t do that?”

			“Well, no, but you know, most women I’ve known don’t like to handle worms and stuff like that.”

			She gave him a sassy look. “I’ll have you know I’ve been fishing since I was five years old. In fact, I bet I’ll be the first one to catch a fish.”

			He grinned. “Are you challenging me? Because I’ve been fishing all my life, too. And Uncle Ty has won a few titles, in the years he isn’t beaten by Ernie Morris.”

			This was where she was comfortable, with teasing and jokes and activities. Not with those quiet moments in her kitchen when she imagined things that were never going to come true. When she started to fall for a man who wasn’t going to be here down the road. So she’d fish with him and leave it at that.

			She put out her hand. “Want to put a wager on it?”

			“Okay.” He thought a second. “Ten bucks says I catch a fish faster than you do.”

			“Make it twenty and I’m in.” They shook and she laughed. As she watched him leave, she realized she was feeling light, happy and, most of all, anticipating spending another day with Dylan.

			Damn it. Just when she had convinced herself to let him leave and not see him again, Dylan had come up with an idea she couldn’t resist. She didn’t want to like this guy—

			But she did.

			And the worst part? Her sons liked him, too.

		
	
		
			Chapter Six

			Uncle Ty put his feet up and shook his head. “You kids go without me. I’ve got a football game to watch later.”

			Dylan looked around at Ty’s ranch-style house. He and Aunt Virginia had lived here for their entire marriage. When Aunt Virginia had been alive, the house had been bright, merry. But now, it seemed as if the light had gone out of the space. The curtains hung despondent and limp and the air held a musty, sad scent. “I need you on my team, Uncle Ty. I made a bet with Abby that I could catch the first fish.”

			Uncle Ty scoffed. “Dylan, you know I love you like a son, but your fishing skills suck.”

			“Exactly why I need you along.” And one of the things Dylan didn’t want to admit to Abby. Call it manly pride, but he didn’t want her to think he was bad at anything. “Your superior fishing ability should balance out my inability to hook anything.”

			Ty sat back in his recliner and fiddled with the remote. He’d muted the TV when Dylan came in. The images of Bruce Willis and Sylvester Stallone filled the screen in one of those guy movies with a lot of guns and not a lot of plot. “I wouldn’t be good company,” Uncle Ty said finally.

			“And sitting here all day is better?” Dylan sighed. “Aunt Virginia would be mad as hell at you for doing that. She’d want you to get out of the house and go fishing with Abby and her boys. Not to mention your favorite nephew.”

			Ty let out a short laugh and shook his head. “You’re a pain in the butt, you know that?”

			“Yup. I do indeed.” Dylan held out the canvas hat he had grabbed from the hook by the door earlier. His uncle didn’t take it. “Here’s your lucky fishing cap. All it needs is you to be wearing it.”

			Ty didn’t say anything for so long, Dylan was sure he wasn’t going to go. Then Ty flicked off the TV, popped the footrest back into his recliner and got to his feet. He reached for the cap and plopped it on his head. “How much money do we have riding on this bet?”

			Dylan chuckled. “With you on my side, not nearly enough.”

			There was a small shift in Uncle Ty’s mood as he headed out of the house. His steps hesitated when he approached the truck, but he got in and made small talk while Dylan drove.

			On the way over to the lake, Dylan stopped at the community center to show Uncle Ty the renovations he’d done so far, hoping maybe that would bring his uncle out of his funk. Ty made all the appropriate sounds and words, but his enthusiasm for the center was still low. Give it time, Dylan told himself. Soon enough, Ty would be back at work, and that meant Dylan could get back up to Maine and to the job waiting for him there.

			All of this—the ice cream, the fishing, the work at the center—was temporary. His real life was far from Stone Gap, far from women like Abby Cooper. Yet he forgot all of that the second he saw her and started thinking about the kind of life he was far from equipped to have.

			They pulled up to the dock and got out of the Jeep. Abby and her sons were already waiting there, Cody leaning against Abby’s car and texting on his phone, Jake holding his mother’s hand and dancing from foot to foot. “Dylan! We’re goin’ fishin!”

			Dylan chuckled. “Yup, we are. But first, you’re gonna need this.” He reached over and into the pontoon and pulled out a life jacket.

			Jake pouted and argued, but in the end, Abby told him he had to wear the life jacket or forget fishing. Abby bent down and fitted the life jacket around a wriggling, impatient Jake. When she was done, Jake looked down at the thick orange vest with a pout. “But Cody isn’t wearing one.”

			“Cody, you know how to swim?” Dylan said.

			Cody shrugged. “Sorta.”

			Dylan grabbed a second life jacket and tossed it at Cody. The teenager caught it with one hand. “Then you get to wear one, too.”

			“Yay! Me and Cody are the same now!” Jake ran over to his brother. “Mine has a whistle on it. Does yours have a whistle? Can we blow the whistle?”

			“That’s just for emergencies, Jake,” Dylan said. “Like if you fall in and you need us to come get you.”

			Jake’s eyes widened. His gaze darted from Dylan to Abby, to the water and back again. “Am I gonna fall in?”

			“No, sweetie, you won’t fall in.” Abby put a hand on her son’s shoulder and knelt down to his level. She checked the belt on the life jacket and tightened it a bit. “Just be sure to listen to Dylan and Ty, okay? They’re the bosses today.”

			Dylan had to laugh at the idea of being the boss of anyone. Sure, he’d run construction crews before, but that was different than commanding a family of three on a fishing trip. Uncle Ty was the one used to being in charge, but as he glanced at his uncle, he saw that Ty still wore a look of disengagement. Somehow, Dylan had to get his uncle to plug in today. Maybe then the cloud over Ty would begin to lighten.

			Dylan glanced at the group, all of them waiting on him to do or say something. “Well, it looks like everyone’s all set. How about we get on that boat and catch us some dinner?”

			“Wait. I brought a cooler,” Abby said. She reached into her back seat and pulled out a small dark blue container. “Snacks and some water bottles, in case we’re out here a long time.”

			A smile flickered on Ty’s face. “And that, nephew, is why you always invite a woman on a fishing trip. They think of the important things like food and drinks. Your Aunt Virginia always made me two ham-and-cheese sandwiches and tucked my favorite soda into the cooler.” His eyes misted and he shook his head. When he spoke again, his voice was thick, and his hands trembled. “I sure miss those sandwiches.”

			Abby put a hand on Ty’s shoulder, kindness and understanding filling her features. “I thought you might be feeling that way, Ty, so I made you two ham-and-cheese sandwiches and packed a Dr. Pepper.”

			Ty’s eyes widened. “How did you know?”

			Dylan wondered the same thing. It was such a sweet gesture from Abby, and one that left Dylan feeling a weird bit of envy. He’d never dated a woman who paid attention like that, who did thoughtful things for him, with no expectations in return.

			“You’re not the only one who talked about your spouse with a whole lot of love.” Abby’s smile was tender, soft. “Virginia used to tell me how much she loved taking care of you.”

			“And she did a wonderful job of it.” Ty cleared his throat, then resettled his fishing cap on his head. “The fish are biting, so we better get a move on while they’re still hungry.”

			The shift in his uncle was nearly imperceptible, but it was there, and it gave Dylan hope that maybe things were starting to turn around. And maybe this outing was going to go better than he expected.

			Uncle Ty boarded first, then put out a hand to help Jake and Cody up the gangplank and onto the pontoon boat. Dylan reached for Abby’s hand as she stepped onto the wobbly crossing. She glanced at him but didn’t take his hand. “Thanks. I’ve got it.”

			Of course, she was a grown woman, not a kid like Jake. And from what she’d said the previous night, he knew she had been on a boat before and knew how to steady herself. Even knowing all that, a little shiver of disappointment went through Dylan. He shook it off and climbed onto the boat, unlatched the gangplank and released the ropes holding the boat to the dock.

			Uncle Ty hadn’t stepped up to start the engine or steer the pontoon out into the water. He dropped the keys into Dylan’s palm, then took a seat on one of the cushioned benches at the front of the boat. Jake clambered up beside him, kneeling on the seat to look over the bow. Abby sat down beside her son and put a cautionary hand on his back. Cody joined them, still immersed in his phone.

			Dylan started the boat and began to back away from the dock, then pivoted the pontoon toward the open water of the lake. It was a sunny day, and the deep blue lake sparkled with gold. A few boats dotted the expanse of Stone Gap Lake, most of them fishermen out for an afternoon of fun and maybe a good catch.

			“Uncle Ty, where’s that great fishing place you always go to?” Dylan knew the answer but figured asking might engage Ty a little more. The melancholy mood was washing over Ty in waves. For a second, the waters would be calm, then his grief and depression would roll in again and the light in his eyes would dim.

			His uncle sat there, staring out at the lake, sadness heavy on his shoulders. “Wherever you think, Dylan.”

			“I remember this spot over by a little grove of trees that we used to go to a lot. Sort of tucked away? Which direction is that?”

			Ty waved vaguely toward the east side of the lake, and Dylan turned. The old pontoon boat—not made for speed—putt-putted across the lake, its cranky engine clearly in need of a tune-up. Item number 753 on the things Dylan needed to do for his uncle before going back to Maine.

			Abby came up beside him. The breeze made her hair dance around her shoulders, and the slight chill in the air added a little color to her cheeks. She was wearing jeans and a thick sweatshirt. The outfit made her look casual, comfortable, like the kind of woman a man could come home to at the end of the day and share a pizza with.

			Where the hell had that thought come from? It was the ham sandwiches, Dylan told himself. One touching moment, and he got all hearth-and-home.

			“In case I forget to say it, thank you for today,” she said.

			He shot her a grin. “We haven’t even started fishing yet.”

			“I know. But Jake is already having the time of his life. Even Cody is starting to loosen up a little.”

			At the front of the boat, Cody had moved next to his little brother. The two of them were talking, with Ty throwing in a word or two, about the water, what kind of fish they would catch, how fast the boat was moving. Jake did most of the talking, of course. Still, Dylan could see the engagement in Cody’s face, the relaxed posture. And the phone that was now tucked in his back pocket.

			Abby sighed and leaned against the railing beside Dylan. “It’s been hard, being both mom and dad. And working full-time.” Then she shook her head. “Sorry. I don’t usually complain about my life.”

			“Or rely on anyone else?”

			She let out a short laugh. “You noticed that?”

			“I do believe you gave me a good lecture about that when we were making PB&Js.” He didn’t add that it had intrigued him, the way she had been both stubborn and confident. He’d met very few women who challenged him like Abby did. He liked that. A lot. Maybe too much.

			“I’m sorry. I’ve just been let down so many times...” She shrugged. “It’s just easier to have no expectations. I grew up relying on myself and I guess it was easier just to keep on doing that.”

			Dylan wanted to shake some sense into the man who had left Abby to raise her sons alone. Even though he wasn’t a father, if he’d had children of his own, he never would have done that. Kids required parents who were there, parents who supported instead of criticized. Abby was like that, and Dylan had no doubt her sons were lucky to have a mother like her.

			He thought about what she’d said, growing up and relying on herself, and realized he had more in common with her than he’d thought. “Where were your parents when you were a kid?”

			“In a bar or on the road.” Abby shrugged, like it was no big deal, but he could see the lingering pain in her eyes. “My mom was busy with her things and my dad traveled for work. Most of the time, it was just me and my sister, home alone. I learned how to make my own breakfast at five, and by the time I was ten, I was getting myself ready and out the door for school every day.”

			“That had to be tough.” It was a life he understood, a childhood that seemed deflated, empty of the essentials other kids had. “You turned out pretty well, though, considering.”

			She shrugged again. “I grew up, I became a different mom. It all worked out.”

			“My parents weren’t too plugged in, either. I had an older brother, as you know, but once he got to high school... I was kind of left behind, being a not-so-cool middle schooler still. When I was seventeen, I went out on my own and pretty much never looked back.” His gaze scanned the water’s edge. Stone Gap lay just beyond the trees, a small town so many people loved—so many people other than him. “I’ve lived everywhere but here.”

			“Why not here?”

			“I’m not much for small-town life.” The expectations that came with that. The disappointments. Far better to keep his roots loose and movable.

			“So neither one of us relies on other people.” She gave him a half smile, her eyes unreadable behind dark sunglasses. “I wouldn’t have thought we had that in common.”

			He wouldn’t have, either. From the minute he met Abby, he saw her as the two-point-five kids, white-picket fence, house and husband type, the kind who built connections and relationships with everyone around her. But she was far more complex than that, and ten times more independent. Every layer of her that he uncovered made him like and admire her more. She’d done things he couldn’t imagine doing—like raising two kids alone.

			“For the most part, I’m the kind who doesn’t rely on others, but I have found that sometimes people surprise you.” Dylan turned a little more north, aiming for the outcropping of trees that marked the edge of Uncle Ty’s fishing spot. “First time I ever ran a construction crew, I had a hard time letting go, letting the guys do their thing. I only trusted myself, you know? I had this one kid who worked for me. He was maybe nineteen or twenty and a real go-getter. Always trying to go above and beyond, prove himself to the guys who had a few years on him. He’d ask me, over and over, for more responsibility.”

			“Did you give it to him?”

			He chuckled. “Eventually, he wore me down. So I put him in charge of a tile job that had to be done over the weekend. Figured he could handle it—he’d laid tile with me dozens of times and this job was fairly small. I took the day off, thinking I’d come back and check on his progress that afternoon.” Dylan slowed the boat as they neared the trees. A few more minutes, and they’d drop anchor.

			“What happened?”

			“When I got there in the afternoon, the kid was gone. The guys said he was there for an hour that morning, then said he was going to grab coffee and never came back. I was really ticked off. I finished up the job with the other guys, then went to his house. He wasn’t there. His mom said he hadn’t come home.” Dylan turned a little left, to avoid the stump he knew lurked underneath the lake’s tranquil waters. Uncle Ty had hit it more than once. Dinged up the boat one time badly enough that they’d had to do an emergency repair before heading for home. “I decided I wasn’t going to trust anyone again. Do it all myself, you know, and not let anyone let me down again. A month later, who comes back to work, but the kid.”

			“Really?”

			“Yup. A part of me was mad as hell at him, but another part was glad to see him. Because you know what?” Dylan stopped the boat and shut off the motor. At the bow, Uncle Ty was showing Jake the best place to cast his line. Dylan paused a moment, watching a stick float by them. “I saw myself in that kid. I used to be the person no one could depend on. The one who would take off at the slightest issue. He got scared that day, he said, worried that he would screw up and ruin the job, so he left. I did that once, too, when I was around his age. Responsibility mixed with someone whose age still ends in teen doesn’t always work. Eventually, I grew up. Realized that wasn’t the way to live my life. Though some would say I’m still as undependable as I was when I was a teenager.”

			Some people like Sam. His parents. Dylan’s family had never seen him as anything other than an irresponsible, fickle kid. Yeah, maybe he’d switched from job to job more than the average person, and maybe he did move often, but once he’d grown up and got a clue, he’d never walked out on a job, never let a boss down. Never walked away from someone who needed him.

			“Did you hire the kid back?”

			“Yup.” Dylan tossed the anchor over, then leaned back against the console. “Turned out to be one of the smartest things I ever did. I gave him a second chance and a big lecture, and he turned out to be one of the best workers I’ve ever had.”

			“That gives me hope,” Abby said quietly. Her gaze was on the water, far from him.

			“Hope for what?” Dylan asked.

			But she didn’t answer. Instead Abby pushed off from the railing and crossed to her boys. “Who’s ready for Mom to teach them some killer fishing skills?”

			 

			Abby concentrated on fishing and not on Dylan. Or at least, she tried to. The five of them were at the bow of the boat, a wide and generous space because the steering wheel was close to the rear. Ty, Dylan and Cody were fishing on one side of the boat while Abby and Jake fished from the other side.

			Jake was eager to learn but impatient with the fish. Every ten seconds he thought he had a nibble and yanked his pole up. “Mommy, when am I going to catch a fish?”

			“When you sit down and wait a bit,” Abby said. “You have to be patient.”

			Jake sighed and plopped onto the seat. “Okay.”

			Abby glanced over at Dylan. He’d surprised her, with the story about the kid who worked for him. Based on how he was with the teens at the center and with Cody, she could see him doing exactly that with one of his workers—but she understood how he had seen himself in that kid, too. He seemed to be a good guy, but there was a lot of wanderlust in him. Ty had mentioned once that his nephew Dylan had worked all over the country, the kind of guy who got tired of the day-to-day grind and would constantly set off on another adventure.

			Exactly the kind of man she didn’t need in her life. Nor did she need her boys relying on someone like that. At the same time, she couldn’t deny the connection the boys had with Dylan. The way they talked to him, asked him for advice, and interacted with him. Cody was engaging with them, and Jake was slowing down, paying attention, learning whatever Dylan had to share. For the first time in a long time, she was seeing a change in her sons, and she wasn’t ready to walk away from that yet.

			Not to mention the attraction she felt for him. He was sweet and tender, and a hundred times she caught him watching her. She found herself glancing at him just as often, wondering if he was thinking of her as much as she was thinking of him.

			Across from them, Cody let out a whoop. “Hey! I got one.”

			“Great job, Code,” Dylan said, clapping him on the back. “You beat your mom, too.”

			“Let me see!” Jake ran across the bow just as Abby grabbed his pole and saved it from landing in the water. “Wow! It’s a big fishy!”

			“Awesome, Cody,” Abby said. “You might beat us all.”

			“There’s a competition?” Cody asked.

			Dylan grinned at Abby, and she smiled back. “Well, it was a bet between Abby and me, but I think we should include everyone. Whoever catches the most fish...” His voice trailed off, leaving her to fill in the blanks.

			“Gets to decide where we go for dinner,” Abby said.

			Cody perked up at that. “Even if it’s fast food?”

			The forbidden food that Abby only allowed her boys to eat once in a while. Most nights, she had something healthy that she made in the slow cooker, which constantly earned complaints from Cody, who would live on a diet of cheeseburgers and pizza if she let him.

			Fast food or not, this was one of the few times she’d seen her son interested and she wasn’t about to let that go over some fries.

			“Even if it’s fast food,” Abby said. She cast her line into the water. “But if I win, we’re going to that vegetarian place on Fourth Street.”

			Cody groaned. “God, Mom, I hate that place.”

			“Then you better get fishing.” She grinned at her son, and for just a second, he smiled back. It was a start. A really nice start.

			Dylan’s gaze connected with hers. For a second, she thought how nice this was, a family moment, with her boys laughing and having fun. But it was, she reminded herself, just a moment. Dylan wasn’t her husband or even her boyfriend. He was just a guy, a guy who would one day be far away and not here to depend upon.

			When they pulled back up to the dock, Dylan would leave and she would go back to being a single mom. Far better to focus on that than imagine a future that was never going to happen.

		
	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Dylan stowed the fishing poles in the storage bins on the pontoon boat, then grabbed Abby’s cooler and joined everyone on the dock. Uncle Ty looked tired, which surprised Dylan, who remembered a constantly moving, optimistic uncle with more energy than a roomful of preschoolers. Ty said a quick goodbye to Abby and her boys, then headed off to Dylan’s truck, climbed inside and laid his head against the headrest.

			Dylan sighed. The day had been a moderate success. Uncle Ty hadn’t been his usual jovial self, but he had helped Jake fish and taught Cody a few things about giving the line well-timed tugs to entice the fish closer. After Cody noticed the lures attached to Ty’s lucky cap, they had a long talk about the benefits of spinnerbaits over crankbaits.

			But it was Abby whom Dylan noticed the most. She hadn’t been kidding—she was a great fisherman. For the first time since he’d met her, he saw her truly relax, her mood light, her smile wide, as she hooked one fish after another. Cody had the lead until the very end, when his mother nabbed two fish back-to-back. They threw all their catches back into the lake, mostly because Jake worried that the fish were going to miss their families. It was kinda cute and something Dylan remembered saying when he was Jake’s age.

			He was stacking the life jackets in the bin at the front of the boat when Cody came up beside him. “Hey, Cody.”

			“Thanks for the fishing,” Cody said. “I had a good time. I’ve never gone, and it just seemed so...peaceful.” The teenager shook his head. “That sounds all weird and nerdy.”

			“Nah, it doesn’t,” Dylan said. “When the water is as smooth as glass and the sun is warm on your back, it feels like the world has stopped for a second. Now I sound weird and nerdy and like some Walt Whitman poem.”

			Cody laughed. “Yeah, I get that. Makes me forget about homework and grades and stuff like that.”

			Dylan arched a brow. “Are you saying homework is usually the first thing on your mind?”

			Cody scoffed. “Yeah, I guess not. But I was thinking about it a lot and I kinda want to change that. I guess I need school to have a job doing stuff like building houses or something.”

			The thought that Cody might follow in Dylan’s career footsteps warmed him. He wondered if that was what it was like to be a parent, to see your child admire and emulate you. Then a part of him remembered he was no role model for a troubled kid. Dylan may have gotten his life back on track but not without a lot of effort and missteps.

			“Building houses is all about figuring out angles and reading blueprints and negotiating contracts. If you want to get a contractor’s license, you have to take a test. So yeah, you kinda need to pay attention in school.”

			Cody toed at the deck, his face shadowed by the hood of his sweatshirt. “Can I ask you something?”

			“Sure.” Dylan straightened and leaned against the railing.

			“You said you and your dad didn’t get along and, like, he wasn’t there much.”

			“Yeah. I mean, he lived with us, but he worked a lot. And when he was home, he was closer to my older brother and I was the one who always seemed to be in trouble. But I had my Uncle Ty to take me fishing and teach me how to fix stuff.”

			“So, like, did you ever—” Cody let out a breath “—did you ever tell your dad that bothered you?”

			“Yeah.” It had been more than a decade, but Dylan could still hear the words ringing in his head, words he had flung at his father before Dylan packed his bags and hit the road. I was never anything but a disappointment to you.

			His father had stood there, silent. Even after the door shut and Dylan climbed in his car, Jonathon had stayed inside, stubborn to the very end. In the years since, there’d only been a handful of stilted phone calls on holidays and birthdays. In every one of them, his father had talked about how good Sam had turned out, with the implication that Dylan was still nothing but a disappointment.

			“I was hoping he’d change,” Dylan said, “but some people never do. The only way you find out if they’re gonna change, though, is to give them the opportunity.” He thought of the kid he had hired, the kid who had screwed up but come back twice as good after Dylan gave him a second chance.

			“I don’t think my dad’s gonna change,” Cody said. He shrugged, as if it didn’t matter, but clearly it did. “Thanks for the fishing.”

			“Anytime, Cody.” The teenager ambled off. Dylan waited a few minutes, busying himself with tidying up the pontoon boat, before following.

			Dylan stowed the coolers in the back of Abby’s car, then turned and noticed her holding a sleeping Jake in her arms and struggling under the weight of the four-year-old. Cody was already sitting in his mother’s car, ready to leave. The hoodie was over his face, and he was glued to his phone.

			“Here, let me take Jake,” Dylan said to Abby, reaching for her son.

			“You don’t have to—”

			“I know I don’t.” He put his arms out. Abby relented and transferred her son, who barely stirred.

			Jake’s weight settled over Dylan like a thick, heavy blanket. Dylan had never held a kid like this before. He’d had friends who had babies and kids, of course, but he’d never held any of them. There was something warm and nice about the way Jake nestled into Dylan’s shoulder, his arms going tight around Dylan’s back. He smelled of Johnson’s Baby Shampoo, which rocketed Dylan back to after-dinner baths and water fights with his brother.

			He followed Abby to her car and waited while she unlocked the doors. As he moved to lower Jake into his booster seat, the boy stirred. “T’ank you for fishing,” he said. “I had fun, Uncle Dylan.”

			Uncle Dylan?

			“Glad you had fun, Jake,” Dylan said, because he didn’t know what to say to the uncle thing, so instead he latched Jake’s seat belt.

			“Can we go again? Soon?” Jake asked. Beside his brother, Cody watched for Dylan’s answer, feigning teenage indifference.

			“Uh, sure.” But as Dylan made the promise, he realized he couldn’t necessarily keep it. Another week, and he was due to be in Maine. The projects at the center would be done by then, and hopefully Ty would be back at work, which would let Dylan hit the road. Leave Stone Gap.

			Leave Jake and Cody. And Abby.

			It would be best for all of them, he told himself. Before they all got too attached. Like Jake with the puppy. Except...the little boy had become attached to that dog within seconds.

			Abby stowed her purse in the car, then slipped into the driver’s seat. “Thank you, Dylan. I agree with Jake. It was a great day.”

			“You’re welcome. Glad you all had fun. And congrats on winning the fishing contest.” He gave her a grin. “I might have exaggerated my fishing skills.”

			She laughed. “You caught one. That’s better than none. And you still get to partake in the winner’s prize, if you want to come to dinner with us.”

			“Do we really have to go to that vegetarian place?” Cody leaned over the seat. “I hate that food, Mom. It makes me want to barf.”

			Abby chuckled, her mood still light and fun. Dylan liked her like this, unfettered, unstressed. “How about a compromise,” she said to her eldest son, “since you were one heck of a fisherman yourself today. Burgers on the grill?”

			Cody brightened, then he dimmed the emotion as if he was afraid to be caught looking happy. “Sure, that would be okay, I guess.”

			“Dylan, are you comin’ to our bar-b-cue?” Jake asked.

			Dylan hesitated. Abby had invited him to the restaurant a second ago, but he wasn’t sure if it was a real invitation or one of those people threw out to be polite. He should probably get some more work done anyway. The clock to his departure was ticktocking away. And the more he tied himself up with this family—this woman—the harder it would be to leave.

			“Jake, I’m sure Dylan has other things to do tonight,” Abby said. “We’ve already taken so much of his time.”

			“But I want him to come, Mom. He’s my friend.”

			The word hit Dylan smack in the chest. Friend. Uncle Dylan. In just a few short days, Jake had bonded with Dylan.

			The little boy didn’t see Dylan’s past or Dylan’s shortcomings. He took him at face value and saw him as a buddy. Someone with a shared affinity for dinosaurs and burgers.

			Which Dylan realized wasn’t such a bad feeling. He glanced over at Cody and saw the older boy was also waiting for Dylan’s answer. The two of them, depending on him. He wasn’t the kind of guy they could depend on, but he didn’t say that. There was something...magical in the air right now, that floated in the happy mood between the Cooper family and himself. Dylan didn’t want to be the one who brought that back to earth.

			Besides, it was just a barbecue, he told himself. Not a lifetime commitment.

			“How about I bring some potato salad?” he said.

			A smile curved across Abby’s face. “Sure. That would be nice. Come by after five.”

			“Great. See you then.” He waved to the boys, then shut Abby’s car door and headed back to his truck, his steps lighter. A barbecue. It didn’t get more American, apple-pie than that. Dylan climbed inside his Jeep and started the engine.

			“She’s a keeper,” Uncle Ty said.

			“Who?”

			His uncle gave him an unamused look. “Just because I’m old and a little slow doesn’t mean I’m dim-witted, too. Abby is who. She’s the kind of woman a smart man keeps for a lifetime.”

			Dylan put up his hands. “Whoa, whoa. I’m just going to a barbecue, Uncle Ty. Not a wedding.”

			“Then be careful. I saw how those boys look at you. They already see you as part of the family. And Abby...”

			“Abby what?” Dylan prompted. He was curious and also didn’t want to know at the same time. Because he already knew how Jake felt—Uncle Dylan—and if Abby was starting to depend on him, think about a future...

			Ty didn’t say anything for a moment. Dylan turned out of the parking lot, heading in the opposite direction of Abby. A moment later, her car disappeared from his rearview.

			“Just don’t break her heart,” his uncle said finally. “She’s a good woman, and like I told you, she’s been through a lot.”

			Dylan let out a gust. “Why does everyone expect the worst of me?”

			Ty shifted in his seat and gave his nephew a hard look. “I never said you were no good for her. I just said be careful and don’t hurt her. I know you’re not planning on staying around, and Abby is the staying-around kind.”

			“I know that already.” It was the exact war he’d been having in his own head.

			“I see how you look at her. It’s the same way I looked at Virginia when I first met her.”

			Dylan took a right, then a left, winding his way through Stone Gap and back to Uncle Ty’s house, a few blocks away from the center. When the weather was good, Ty and Virginia would walk to and from the center, hand in hand, talking the whole way, their laughter so frequent, it seemed to bubble between them with each step. Dylan had always thought his aunt and uncle had it right and perfect, one of those rare relationships where the two made for perfect complements.

			“Well, what you and Aunt Virginia had is about as common as a two-headed penny.”

			“That doesn’t mean it can’t happen to you, if you ever decide to stay in one place longer than five minutes and hitch your star to one woman.”

			Dylan scowled. “How did a simple fishing trip turn into a lecture about me settling down and getting married?”

			Ty grinned, the first smile Dylan had seen in hours on his uncle’s face. “Don’t you know, Dylan? Sometimes when you go fishing, you catch something completely unexpected. A real prize.”

			 

			Abby took a long hot shower after she got home from fishing. She shaved her legs, curled her hair, spritzed on a little perfume and redid her makeup.

			For a barbecue.

			She changed her outfit twice, finally settling on a pair of skinny jeans and a navy blue loose flowy blouse. She straightened a house that didn’t need straightening, rummaged through her pantry for a boxed dessert that she could whip up, then made the hamburger patties.

			When her phone rang at four thirty, Abby steeled herself, sure it was Dylan calling to cancel. Telling herself that would be best, because she was already starting to fall for him.

			Instead of Dylan, her sister Melanie’s name lit up the phone. “Hey, Mel,” Abby said when she answered. “How are you?”

			“Driving home from work in rush-hour traffic from hell. I thought leaving a little early would help me miss it, but no.” Melanie sighed. “I’ve got to go to a big meeting with an advertiser tonight. You know, fancy restaurant, the whole schmoozing thing.”

			“I can’t remember the last time I was in a fancy restaurant,” Abby said. “So how’s Adam?”

			A hesitation on Melanie’s end. “Everyone’s great. Just great. You know, the usual, working a lot, spending a lot, sleeping too little. I think we might take our winter vacation in Europe this year.”

			“Europe, huh?” Abby had to admit she felt a pang of envy. That was the kind of vacation she’d never be able to afford for her kids. Melanie was free and loose, without kids to tie her down. “Glad everything is going well. You sound great.”

			“Yeah, yeah. I am.”

			There was something off in Melanie’s voice, though, something that nagged at Abby. Maybe her sister wasn’t as happy as she made herself out to be. Or maybe the traffic just had her off center. “You doing okay?” Abby asked. “I mean, you don’t call me that often and—”

			“I’m just catching up, Abs.” Melanie let out an irritated sigh. “Why are you giving me the third degree?”

			“Sorry.” Abby switched topics, and forced a brightness into her tone. “Your birthday is coming up. Why don’t I buy you a plane ticket, and you can come down here and visit me? I know the kids would love to see you. Oh, and do you remember Harris McCarthy from high school? He’s been back in town recently. He’s a builder or something and was working on a project nearby for some retired baseball player. I saw it in the paper the other day. Small world, isn’t it?”

			Her sister seemed to hesitate. “Harris McCarthy? From high school? I... I hardly remember him.”

			Abby laughed. “Right. You were head over heels for him in high school. I always thought you two would end up together. Guess you hit the jackpot elsewhere, though.”

			“Yeah, well, happy endings don’t always come true.” Melanie let out a breath, then her voice brightened. “Anyway, I should go. I’ve got...traffic. Meeting. All that stuff. Bye, Ab!”

			Her sister was gone. Abby worried about Melanie’s out-of-the-blue call for a second, then brushed it off. Melanie had that jet-set life, was editor of a major magazine, married to a man who used to be a model. So what if she rarely called? Maybe reaching out signaled a change in their relationship. Besides, if there was one thing Melanie didn’t need, it was someone worrying.

			A little before five, her doorbell rang. Abby checked her hair and makeup in the hall mirror, then cursed herself for worrying what she looked like. This wasn’t a date, it was a cookout—a cookout her son had invited Dylan to attend. But when she pulled her door open and saw Dylan, it was a little hard to remember that.

			Dylan had showered and changed, too, and she could smell the soapy freshness of his skin. His hair was still damp, the longish dark brown locks curling at his neck and by his ears. He had on jeans and a dark green T-shirt that hugged his chest, rolling and dipping over muscles that seemed to beg her to touch. Abby had to remind herself to breathe.

			“Potato salad,” Dylan said, handing her a ceramic bowl topped with plastic wrap.

			She arched a brow. “Did you make this yourself?”

			“Nope.” He chuckled. “I have no cooking ability, remember? I asked Della where to find the best potato salad in Stone Gap, and she said, ‘right here in my own kitchen.’ Then she made up a batch and told me to make sure Jake and Cody got these for later, and for just them, not us grownups.” Dylan handed her a plastic sandwich bag stuffed with chocolate chip cookies.

			“Good thing I made brownies too, so I get my chocolate fix. Della is awesome. She spoils my boys rotten. I swear, she’s like everyone’s grandma.” Abby opened the door wider and waved Dylan in and then started talking a mile a minute to cover for her nerves. “For a while, she was babysitting your brother’s two kids. Jake and Henry got along really well. In fact, Henry and Libby are at the center at least once a week. You’ll probably see them soon. You should see how big Henry’s gotten. He talks as much as Jake, and when they’re together at preschool, they go on and on more than a Congressional debate. It’s nice to see how Sam’s kids have blossomed since Katie came into their lives.”

			“I’ve, ah, never met Libby or Henry.” Dylan grabbed the tray of hamburger patties and followed Abby into the backyard. “And who’s Katie?”

			He didn’t know about his brother’s fiancée? That seemed strange. Then she remembered he had said he didn’t get along that well with his brother anymore. She wondered what had driven them apart. She’d met Sam briefly—she knew his kids and fiancée much better—and found him to be a nice guy, sort of an older version of Dylan.

			“Katie is a sister to one of the Barlows and moved here a little while ago.” Abby pressed the button to light the grill. Flames whooshed under the steel grate. “Sam hired her to be his nanny, and five minutes later, he fell in love. You should see him. Sam goes around town, grinning like a total fool. They’re getting married at the end of the month.”

			“Guess I have been gone a long time.” A mix of emotions ran across Dylan’s features. She could see he was hurt that his brother had left him out of the loop about his life. Maybe, given enough time in Stone Gap, Dylan and Sam could mend their broken fences.

			Jake came barreling across the yard and plowed straight into Dylan’s legs. “You came to our party!”

			Abby laughed. “Jake, one guest doesn’t make a party.”

			Dylan bent down to her son’s level. “Thank you for inviting me, Jake,” he said. “And I think it’s a party if you have balloons.”

			Jake pouted. “I don’t have any balloons. Cuz it’s not my birthday.”

			Dylan fished in his pocket and pulled out a handful of brightly colored uninflated balloons. “If you help me blow these up, then we’ll have balloons. Even if it’s not anybody’s birthday.”

			Abby tended the burgers while Dylan and Jake competed to blow up balloons the fastest. In minutes, they had a dozen filled, and Jake took off, playing kickball with one of them and laughing when it floated away from his foot. Cody helped, too, tying the balloons for Jake and inflating a few of his own. Mrs. Reynolds came over and brought the puppies, who tumbled over their big feet, running after Jake and the balloons. Jake’s smile was as wide and bright as the North Carolina sky. Dylan dropped to the ground, while the puppies and Jake climbed all over him.

			She watched them and had the same feeling she’d had out on the lake. That this was what a family with two parents—two involved, caring parents—could look like. It was a dangerous thought, a very dangerous thought. She knew better than to dream of an impossible future.

			She’d always thought of herself as pragmatic, sensible. But when it came to her boys and the family she dreamed of having, the hopeless romantic kept trying to make her believe in some white picket fantasy. This was just a barbecue, just a handful of balloons. Not a life.

			And this man, no matter how much she was attracted to him or how much she craved his touch, wasn’t interested in anything permanent.

			“That was thoughtful of you to bring those. The kids are really having fun,” Abby said to Dylan. Such a simple thing, a handful of balloons, but the joy on Jake’s face caused a lump in Abby’s throat.

			How she didn’t want to like this guy, or rely on him, or bring him any further into their lives. Every time she thought she had resolve, he did something sweet, and all her resistance melted.

			Dylan shrugged. “I used to be a kid once. I saw these at the center when I stopped by there this morning with my uncle and thought Jake might like them. They’re not puppies, but they’re still fun.”

			Damn him for being so considerate. She turned away and concentrated on the burgers. Because that was easier than dealing with the conflicting emotions running through her.

			Dylan moved into the space beside her. The heat from his body mingled with the heat from the grill. She wanted to reach out and touch him, feel the muscles underneath his shirt. Lean into him for another of those amazing kisses.

			“Hey, you had a hard day,” Dylan said. “Hell, a hard week, between working, helping at the center, and taking care of the boys. Why don’t you let me grill?”

			“I thought you couldn’t cook.”

			“I can’t. But when it comes to tending something on a fire, I’m your man.” He flexed a biceps and gave her a grin.

			I’m your man.

			The words hit her hard and carved a chink in that wall Abby had kept around her heart for years. How she wanted to believe those words, even if he was saying them as a joke. How she wanted to trust that he was the kind of man who would stay around, who would be a role model for her boys, who would share the workload that weighed heavy on her shoulders, who would treat her with kindness and love.

			But she knew better. Dylan himself had told her he wasn’t hanging around. That he wasn’t the kind of guy to put down roots.

			“Thanks for the offer, but I’m okay on my own,” Abby said and pivoted away before Dylan could see the truth in her eyes.

			 

			Something had shifted in Abby after Dylan had given Jake the balloons. For a second, he’d seen her open up, warming to him, then that wall went up again and she was cool and distant.

			Maybe she’d read the change in Dylan after hearing about Sam’s fiancée. It had taken him a moment to absorb the news about the upcoming wedding—to which he hadn’t been invited—and to push his disappointment to the side. A part of Dylan was hurt that this information hadn’t come from Sam, but he knew that was par for the course. They rarely talked, and their last few exchanges had been terse.

			He was happy Sam had found love again. He and his older brother might not get along, but Dylan still wanted to see Sam and his kids happy and content. If Dylan hung around town long enough, maybe he could at least meet this fiancée, even if he wasn’t invited to the wedding.

			Wait. Hung around town long enough? He only had a week left before he had to drive to Maine. After these next few days, Dylan would be hundreds of miles away from Sam. From Jake and Cody. From Uncle Ty.

			From Abby.

			And that fact, Dylan was pretty damned sure, was the reason why Abby kept putting distance between them. He had made her no promises, nothing beyond his short stay here. But as he watched her, helping Jake dish some potato salad onto his plate, he caught her glancing at him, and something in his chest leaped.

			Cody left a minute later, as soon as his plate was clean, saying he was going to hang out with a friend. With dinner over, the still tired Jake went inside, sat down to watch TV and promptly fell asleep on the sofa, a plastic dinosaur clutched in his hand. Dylan helped Abby carry the dishes into the house, then started the water to wash them before she could.

			“You don’t have to do that,” she said.

			“I know.” He nodded toward the dish towel. “You want to dry?”

			He half expected her to make up another excuse to be away from him like she had earlier. When they’d all sat down to eat, Cody and Jake had sat together on one side of the picnic table, leaving Abby and Dylan on the other. But instead of sitting beside him, Abby had gotten up to shut off the grill, then bring everyone refills of their drinks, then extra napkins they didn’t need.

			He wondered if she’d done that because she wasn’t interested in him or because she was interested and was afraid to take it any further. He knew he hadn’t imagined the undercurrent between them, her responses to his kisses, his touch. He didn’t want the day to end, and if doing the dishes, heck, cleaning her whole house, kept him here a little longer, he was game. Even if he knew he was only prolonging a connection he couldn’t keep.

			Abby hesitated a second, then grabbed the towel and slipped into place beside him. He caught the dark floral notes of her perfume, a compliment to the sweet scent of the dish soap. Earlier, when the evening had been hotter, Abby had put her hair up into a clip, and he’d had the strongest urge to kiss the valley of her neck, then peel back the edge of her shirt and kiss the divot beside her shoulder—

			He turned, halfway through washing a plate. “Go out with me.”

			“Outside? We brought everything in already.”

			“I meant on a date.” The words had been spontaneous, but the sentiment had been there since the day he’d met her. Abby intrigued him, with the way she was both strong and fragile at the same time. The side of her that danced with her four-year-old son to oldies was such a beautiful contrast to the resilient, confident woman who baited her own hooks.

			He knew he was asking a lot. Knew he was leaving town soon, and there was no way this relationship could progress, and that a man like him shouldn’t be in a relationship, especially not one that was a package deal. But he also didn’t want to head to Maine without spending at least one night alone with Abby. Hearing her laugh. Seeing her smile. Holding her in his arms.

			Abby took the plate he’d washed and dried it. “I don’t know, Dylan. I mean, I suppose Cody could watch Jake, but he’s not always the most reliable teenager...”

			“Della could watch Jake. She told me herself she loves that kid. Or my uncle Ty. He’s great with kids, and having Jake around might bring him out of his grief for a little while.” He rinsed another plate and handed it to her. “When was the last time you went on a date?”

			She scoffed. “I can’t remember. How sad is that?”

			Pretty damned sad if you asked him. Abby was a smart, beautiful woman. Any man with half a brain cell in his head would ask her out. For the hundredth time, Dylan wondered what had made her ex-husband so blind to how amazing she was.

			“That’s all the more reason why we should go out.” He handed her another plate. She dried it in slow, concentric circles, turned to put it away and paused.

			“Why?” she asked. “Why go out on a date when you told me yourself you’re not staying in town? That this is a temporary stop for you?”

			She’d nailed the truth about him in a few words. The thought of leaving caused an ache in his chest, but Dylan told himself that feeling would ease. For right here, right now, he wanted to get to know Abby more. Find out what made her laugh. What she felt like beneath him. He wanted more—even though he knew she was right and he had no business asking her for anything.

			“Does everything in your life have to be permanent, Abby? We can go out, have fun and leave it at that.” One night. That would be enough. Wouldn’t it? He turned off the water, let it drain and put his back to the sink. “Loosen the reins a bit, Abby.”

			She shook her head. “I don’t do that, Dylan. I don’t change my schedule, I don’t take impromptu trips. This whole thing here—” she waved to indicate the house, her kids “—is like a well-oiled machine. Take one cog out and it falls apart.”

			“You spent a Saturday tearing down a wall, took an impromptu fishing trip, had a last-minute barbecue. Nothing fell apart.” He leaned closer to her, caught those blue-green eyes with his own. “I think you’re just scared.”

			She raised her chin. “I’m not scared to go out on a date.”

			“Then prove it. The center closes at six, so I’ll pick you up at six thirty tomorrow night. Wear something comfortable.”

			“I have a presentation to work on—”

			He leaned toward her, kissed that valley of her neck, then her lips. The protest died in her throat.

			She let out a soft sound as his lips continued their path along her neckline. That simple sound almost undid him. Her hands went to his waist, and her body swayed into his. Everything in him wanted to sweep her into his arms and carry her into her bedroom and take his sweet time exploring the lines of her curves. Instead, he pulled back, aware that a sleeping Jake was only a room away. Later, he told himself, later they could see where this led. “I’ll see you tomorrow night, Abby.”

			A smile curved across her face. “You’re stubborn, you know that?”

			“That’s what my mother tells me.” He almost hated to go but knew there was work to be done at the center yet tonight, so it could be ready for the kids tomorrow. And maybe getting out of this house, with all the toys and bedroom stories and warmth, would keep him from dreaming of things he couldn’t have. “Thanks for dinner.”

			“You did the cooking. And brought the side dish. All I did was provide a picnic table.”

			“And brownies. Don’t forget the brownies. It’s always nice to end with something sweet.” He grinned, then took Della’s clean dish and headed toward the door with Abby walking beside him. Jake was still sleeping on the couch as they walked by, so Dylan leaned over and gave Abby a quick kiss goodbye. “See you tomorrow.”

			“See you tomorrow, Dylan.” She said his name with a soft lilt in the middle. A lilt that almost had him staying.

			He left Abby’s house, his chest filled with anticipation. She lingered in his mind as he went to work at the center, repairing loose floorboards, grouting the new tiles and painting the wall the four of them had put up two days ago.

			He headed back to the inn a few hours later, his muscles tired, but his brain still running a mile a minute. That alone was a sign he was in too deep with Abby. He couldn’t remember the last time a woman had occupied his every waking thought. Hell, she’d been in his dreams, too. If he was honest with himself, he thought about her pretty much all the time.

			When he walked into the bed-and-breakfast, he saw the kitchen light burning. He headed down the hall and found Della Barlow sitting at the table, a pile of recipe books and a notepad beside her.

			“Oh, hi, Dylan. I’m just working on the menu for next week. We’ve got a few more visitors coming in on Friday.”

			Dylan put the clean dish away, then sank into the opposite chair. “That’s great. Business is doing well?”

			“Better than expected.” She pushed a covered plate toward him. “More of those chocolate chip cookies I made for the boys.”

			“Thank God.” He grabbed two and took a bite out of one. “I have to admit, I was a little jealous watching Jake eat them. Your cooking is the best, Della. The potato salad was a huge hit, too.” He was sure he’d gained at least five pounds in the time he’d been here, eating Della’s cooking. Not to mention the little treats Mavis often brought into the center.

			“You’re welcome.” She set her pen down and crossed her hands over the notepad. Her reading glasses slipped down on her nose, and she took them off. “How was the barbecue? How’s Abby?”

			“It was great. And Abby is...” He shrugged, as if he was blasé about the whole subject, but then a smile winged its way across his face. Hell, he could feel that smile all the way to his toes.

			“Something special, isn’t she?” Della gave him a knowing glance. “She’s only lived in Stone Gap for a few years, but she’s really been a great addition to town. She worked with Mavis and me on some marketing materials for the inn when we first opened. Wouldn’t take a dime for her time, either.”

			That sounded like the woman he knew. Stubborn yet generous with her time and talents. Like the way she helped at the center, kept applying for those grants, despite a demanding job and life as a single mom. “Well, whatever she did, it seems to be working if you’re booking up that fast.”

			“So,” Della said, fiddling with the pen. “Are you thinking about extending your stay here? There’s always plenty of renovation work in this area, especially being so close to the city. I know you’re only booked through the end of next week, but it seems you’ve fit back into Stone Gap like a missing puzzle piece.”

			“I never fit this puzzle, Della,” Dylan said. “I’m not a small town kind of guy.”

			“And what’s so bad about small towns?”

			“They close in on you. I like space, room to move and breathe.” He thought of all the judgment and expectations that came with this place.

			“And you can’t find that here?”

			“There’s not much for me here, Della. That’s why I left a long time ago.” There was his uncle, of course, and now Abby, but all of that came with the one thing he didn’t do—settling down. Staying put.

			Della covered Dylan’s hand with her own. He often wondered what it would have been like to grow up as a Barlow instead of a Millwright. “There’s a lot more than you think. Your uncle, the community center, your brother—”

			Dylan scoffed. “We don’t exactly get along. Uncle Ty will eventually get back to running the center alone and I’ll...”

			“Move on, leave.” Her kind eyes met his. As long as he’d known Della, she’d been a surrogate mom to everyone she met. Wise, kind and giving. “Or is it more running away again?”

			And right on the money. He kept telling himself this wasn’t running away...

			Except wasn’t that exactly what he was doing? Running before he got too close? Running before he found himself stuck here? Running...because it was easier than facing all the things he’d left in the first place? All those fears meeting Abby had awakened in him?

			“I’m too old to run away,” he said, though he wasn’t sure if he was telling Della or himself.

			Della nodded and got to her feet. “Good. I’m glad we agree on that. So, put you down for another week? Until you find a place of your own?”

			Dylan put up his hands. “Whoa, whoa. I’m not moving back to Stone Gap. I have a job waiting for me in Maine—”

			“And a family needing you here.” Della stacked up her recipe books and stowed them on a shelf. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned in my life after raising three boys and welcoming a stepson and a whole bunch of daughters-in-law into the family, it’s that family is the most important thing in your life. You can find a new job. You can find a new house. But finding a new family... That’s not something you can just pluck out of the classified ads.”

			“I have commitments in Maine, Della. I can’t just break them.”

			“Okay. Can’t blame me for trying to keep you around, and don’t think this means I won’t mention it again sometime. You’ve always been like an extra son to me.” Della put a hand on his shoulder. “Good night, Dylan. Mavis is making waffles for tomorrow morning’s breakfast. She knows you like them.” Della went home to her husband Bobby every night while single Mavis lived at the inn. They took turns doing the cooking and cleaning, with Mavis mainly handling the morning routines and Della taking over at night.

			“Thanks, Della.” He waited until he heard her leave. Then he snagged another cookie and headed up to his room. But the last chocolate chip cookie didn’t taste as sweet. And sleep took a long time to come.

		
	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Abby spent her workday distracted. Twice, she’d been caught daydreaming in a client meeting. Her mind kept drifting to the date she had tonight. With Dylan. A man who was all wrong for her, but she couldn’t seem to remember that whenever he was nearby.

			She left work a few minutes early, then headed to the community center to pick up the boys. When she walked in, Jake scrambled to his feet, leaving his craft project on the table. He plowed into her legs and gave her a tight hug. She hoisted Jake onto her hip—he was almost too heavy for her to keep doing this—then asked him about his day.

			Cody was sitting on the sofas with the other boys, in a repeat of the other day. Dylan sat in the armchair at the center of the group, talking with the teenagers about the latest Star Wars movie. He looked up, saw her and gave her a quick, private smile. A little thrill ran through Abby and she felt her face heat.

			Dylan excused himself from the teen circle and crossed to her. “Hey. You’re here early.”

			“I wanted to get the boys over to Ty’s house so I’d have time to change out of my work clothes.” Just the thought of changing clothes had her mind derailing to thoughts of being in a bedroom with Dylan, taking off her shirt—

			She cleared her throat. “Are you sure Ty is okay with watching them?”

			Dylan nodded. “I talked to him earlier today. I think the fishing trip really helped bring him out of his dark mood. The boys are good for him.”

			“Good.” She shifted Jake’s weight, aware her youngest son was paying attention to every word of the adult conversation. “Well... I...uh, should get going. See you at six thirty?”

			“You can count on it.” He smiled at her, and heat rushed through every inch of Abby.

			Oh, this was bad. Very bad.

			But that didn’t stop her from humming under her breath as she gathered her sons and headed out of the community center. She drove over to Ty’s house with the boys, her mind on Dylan instead of on the continual stream of chatter from Jake, who interjected can we get a puppy in between every sentence.

			Ty came out onto the porch when she pulled in. He still looked too thin and too pale, but there was a little more spring in his step. “How you doing, Abby?”

			“Great. Brought you a couple of troublemakers to keep you company.”

			Jake looked up at his mother. “I’m not a troublemaker.”

			Abby laughed. “I know, Jakester. I was just joking.”

			Ty chuckled. “Well, they’re my favorite troublemakers in this whole town. Boys, I rented a movie and ordered a pizza. Sound good to you?”

			Cody nodded. “Yeah, sure.”

			She’d expected Cody to complain and ask to go to a friend’s house. But he seemed okay staying here with his brother, so she didn’t question it. “You guys all set? I have to run home and change before I go out tonight.”

			Jake nodded, then bounced up and down when he noticed the video in Ty’s hands. “I’m gonna help Ty put the movie on! It’s about dinosaurs!”

			“Somebody told me they’re your favorite thing,” Ty said. He glanced at Abby. “My nephew apparently was very impressed with Jake’s knowledge of T. rexes.”

			Dylan had remembered and thought to tell Ty, so Jake would have a good time. Every time she thought she had this guy figured out, he did something that surprised her, like kissing her in her kitchen and leaving her breathless and thinking of him long into the night.

			Abby gave Jake a kiss and a hug, then Ty and Jake headed down the hall. Abby turned to go.

			“Wait, Mom.” Cody reached in his backpack. “Can you, uh, sign my progress report?”

			By the end of the last school year, Cody had been on the edge of failing. After multiple meetings with his teachers, they’d finally settled on a weekly progress report that Abby had to sign, so everyone could keep an eye on his grades. She’d asked the teachers for his junior year to keep the practice in place, so she wouldn’t be caught off guard and end up having to send Cody to summer school again.

			She took the paper from him, expecting the same report as always. Lots of Ds and Fs, and a whole lot of needs to participate more, missing assignments, negative attitude in the comments column. She hadn’t seen a grade with any of the first three letters of the alphabet in at least a year.

			She scanned the pink sheet, then read it again. Four Ds, no Fs, and one C in math. Attitude improved. Did all homework this week. Abby raised her gaze to her son. “You brought up your math grade?”

			Cody shrugged. “Dylan helped me with my homework. I finally get the Pythagorean theorem. It’s not really that hard. He just told me to think about it like building a house.”

			Abby stared at Cody. Was this the same son she’d been nagging a week ago to bring a book home once in a while? The same son who had told her he wanted to drop out? The same son who said math was pointless? “That’s...that’s great, Cody. Way to go. I’m really proud of you.”

			Cody toed at the floor. “Yeah, like I said, it was no big deal.”

			Before her son could escape, she drew him into a tight hug. Cody stood there, stiff, for a moment, then eased into his mother’s embrace. “Well, it’s a big deal to me, Cody. And I’m really, really proud.”

			Cody untangled himself and stepped back. “Yeah, well, I’m gonna go see what Ty has to eat.” Cody ambled off, and Abby had to choke back some tears when she got back in her car.

			Dylan was changing her son’s life. Redirecting her lost teenager. Bringing light into her world.

			And making it extremely hard for Abby to remember why she shouldn’t get involved with him.

			 

			Dylan had never been a man who was known for romantic gestures. That kind of thing had always befuddled him, and he’d usually opted for the easy way out, with a fast casual dinner in some chain restaurant. But tonight, with Abby, he wanted to make it special. To make her feel special.

			He’d debated all afternoon between some big grand gesture, a few smaller ones, or just eschewing the romantic part all together. But then he’d think of Abby and how hard she worked to raise her sons, to do her job and to help other people, and decided she deserved far more than a half-hearted effort on his part. Not to mention a part of him wanted to impress her, to see her smile light her eyes.

			At 6:29, he was standing on her doorstep, a thin bead of sweat on his forehead and a too-tight collar on his neck. He’d run around like a crazy man after he left the center and barely made it to her house in time. There was no music coming from inside, no dancing this afternoon. The boys, Dylan knew, were already at his uncle’s house. He’d stopped by there first, to make sure Ty had it under control, and was surprised to see his uncle sitting at the coffee table, playing Monopoly with Cody while Jake watched a cartoon movie about dinosaurs.

			Abby opened the door, and Dylan had to remind himself to breathe. She looked stunning, in hip-hugging dark jeans, a blue patterned V-neck shirt and a soft cream cardigan. Her hair was down, curling loosely around her shoulders, and she was wearing a soft red lipstick that begged him to kiss her.

			“Hi,” she said, her voice quiet and shy.

			“Hi.” It was like they hardly knew each other. He blamed it on the collared shirt, so foreign to Dylan that it might as well have been a straitjacket.

			“Nice shirt.” Abby smirked.

			“Figured I’d try to impress you.” He held out his hands. “Did it work?”

			“Well, to be honest, even though you look handsome—”

			He heard the handsome and figured that was worth this strangulation collar.

			“—what someone wears doesn’t impress me.” Abby grabbed her purse and pulled the door shut behind her. “Actions do.”

			It was a good policy. Dylan had always hired workers based on the way they handled the job, not on what color their hair was, how many piercings they had, or whether they had a sleeve of tattoos. But her words had him wondering if his actions had been the impressive type, because he was really starting to fall for this woman. “So how am I doing in the actions department?”

			The shy smile filled her face again. “Not bad, Dylan. Not bad at all.”

			Damn. When she looked at him like that, it took all he had not to run up the stairs with her and make love to her. He cleared his throat. “Are you ready to go?”

			She locked the door and pivoted toward him, nearly colliding. She caught her breath, her eyes wide and luminous in the dim light from the porch. “Am I, uh, dressed okay? You said to wear something comfortable.”

			“You’re perfect, Abby. Absolutely perfect.” The words hung in the tense, heavy air between them. He wanted to say more but was afraid the words would trip in his throat, make promises he couldn’t keep.

			A blush filled her cheeks. She held his gaze for a moment, then looked away. “We should probably get going. I don’t want to leave the boys at Ty’s too late.”

			He led her down to his Jeep, opening the door for her before coming around to the driver’s side. He’d taken it to the car wash early this morning, scrubbing down almost every surface inside and out until the leather and glass resembled its much-former new self. As he drove, they exchanged small talk about the center, the nice weather Stone Gap had been enjoying all week, Jake’s newest toy dinosaur.

			“So, you grew up here?” Abby asked.

			“Yup. Born and raised.”

			“Did you like Stone Gap when you were a kid?”

			Dylan thought about that for a moment. “I guess I did when I was little. The town, anyway. My school. My friends. My brother. It wasn’t until I got older, high school age, that my mind changed.”

			She shifted in the seat to face him. “So what happened? I’m not trying to pry, I’m just...trying to understand my own son.”

			“Because you see a lot of Cody in me?”

			“In who you used to be,” she said.

			Who he used to be. Had he really changed all that much? He thought of what Della had said, about how he was only running away again. Was he really? Or was he just moving on to the next opportunity?

			He liked to think he had grown up, changed, evolved. But he was in his thirties and had yet to put down roots or even have a relationship that lasted longer than a few months. He’d never really fallen in love, never really connected with anyone too much. His entire life, it seemed, was transitory. For years, he’d liked that, but now, admitting it out loud made it all sound...sad.

			“It was gradual,” Dylan said. “I was always close to Sam, and he made life here good. We’d go fishing, build forts in the woods, stay up too late watching movies and eating junk food. Then my brother grew up, got a car and his own life. My dad was never much of a father, especially to me. I think he resented having a second child because it meant he had to work more, you know? Sam was always the one who could do no wrong, and when Sam was gone, my father laid into me twice as hard. So instead of trying harder, I rebelled. Flunking out of school, committed a string of petty crimes, that kind of thing.”

			“A rebel without a cause?”

			He chuckled. “Yeah, I guess that’s how you could describe it. But really, I spent more time with the truant officer and talking to the Stone Gap cops than anyone should. I guess I just felt like Stone Gap had all these rules and restrictions, and I just wanted to escape them.”

			“Like you wanted to with your father,” Abby said softly.

			He’d never thought of it that way. When he’d run away, he’d told everyone it was because he was sick of being held down, of being told what to do, of being in trouble. He’d thought he was escaping the town that seemed to judge his every move, the neighbors who shied away because they thought he was trouble. The brother who had rejected him.

			He’d never seen it as an escape from his father.

			“I understand that,” Abby said. “I was so anxious to get out on my own and get away from my parents that I married the first guy who asked. I’d say it was the biggest mistake of my life, but I was blessed with two sons from that relationship so... I guess it had its pluses.”

			“Everything in life has an up and a down side.” Dylan shook his head. “Now I sound like some fortune cookie philosopher.”

			It was being around Abby and her boys that had him thinking like that. Had him questioning his choices, decisions. Made him wonder how his life would have been different if he had followed the same route as Sam. Would he be married to a woman like Abby? Raising a couple of boys? Maybe a little girl?

			Speculation, that’s all that was. His life was what it was, and he liked it. He wasn’t lacking for anything. And he certainly wasn’t cut from the same cloth as Sam, who seemed made for the role of family man.

			But as he glanced at the beautiful woman beside him, he had to wonder if he was fooling himself.

			They wound their way through the town and at last Dylan turned onto a dirt road that led to the edge of Stone Gap Lake, away from the few private homes on the lake and the dock where Ty’s pontoon was parked, and down to the western side of the lake. The Jeep bounced a little on the rough surface, sending Abby’s arm crashing into his. He didn’t complain.

			A quartet of small cabins sat on either side of the road’s end. To the right, stacked logs formed a circle around a stone firepit. The rest of the buildings had fallen into disrepair, but these four still stood strong. Maybe they’d been built later or with better materials. Whatever the reason, he was glad they were still here. There were some things in Stone Gap that he liked to be able to count on. This place was one of them.

			“Where are we?” Abby asked.

			“It used to be a campground. I went here in the summers with my uncle, my brother and some of my friends. It was a group outing that Ty organized every year. The campground shut down about ten years ago when the owner died.”

			He had hundreds of happy memories from those years. When he and Sam had first started going to the Little Otter Summer Camp, Dylan had been only five, his brother almost ten. He and Sam had roomed together, staying up late long into the night talking or playing card games. Those were the years filled with swimming and boating and fishing and bonds Dylan was sure would never break.

			But just like the campground had fallen apart, so, too, had his relationship with Sam. I give up on you, Sam had said as the police left after Sam had gotten Dylan out of yet another scrape. You’re just going to let everyone down again.

			Dylan wasn’t that kid anymore. He’d cleaned up his act, stopped doing stupid things like knocking over mailboxes or spray-painting the sides of buildings. That night in the police station had been the wake-up call he’d needed. The problem? Sam didn’t see any of those changes in Dylan and probably never would. And until Sam stopped seeing him as the family screwup, their relationship was destined to be a failure.

			“This must have been a great place to camp,” Abby said. “What a view.”

			“It was. It’s one of my favorite places in Stone Gap.” He parked, shut off the car.

			The lake spread before them, blue and deep. The sun was setting, and the lake began to tint with purples and pinks. They got out of the car and Dylan came around to the passenger’s side. He took Abby’s hand and led her down the trail to the water’s edge and to the little tableau he’d set up earlier.

			He’d borrowed a thick blanket from Della and spread it on the grass. He’d set a cooler on one corner, then laid two wineglasses and a chilling bottle of white wine in the center, flanked by a spray of wildflowers. It was simple and rustic and he prayed she liked it.

			“Wow. This is really nice, Dylan.” Abby gave him a smile. “I love it.”

			The praise warmed him. He hadn’t realized until then that he’d been holding his breath, waiting for her reaction. All that told him that he was in too deep, but right now, in this place, with this woman, the first woman he’d ever taken here, Dylan didn’t care.

			“Thanks. I... I didn’t know what you liked so I got a few different things to eat.” He knelt on the blanket, pulled a book of matches out of his pocket and lit two candles sitting in mason jars. The gold light flickered over the blue patterned quilt. “There. Ambiance.”

			“Perfect.” Abby lowered herself into a sitting position on the blanket, then leaned back on her hands. “The lake is so quiet and still.”

			Dylan sat beside her. “This used to be my favorite time of day when I camped here in the summers. I’d sneak out after dinner started and sit here to eat. Most of the fishermen were gone, and the swimmers were out of the water, so it was just me, a few loons and the occasional fish jumping. I liked the quiet. I still do.”

			“Do you find a lot of that where you live?”

			“Yeah. When I’m not working, I’m doing the same thing. Either camping in the woods or fishing in a lake. I’ve always loved being outdoors.”

			“Me, too. Though I spend far too much time indoors. When I was a little girl, my grandpa would take me fishing. My dad was never much for that kind of thing, nor was my sister, so it was just me and my grandpa.” Abby smiled. “Whenever I visited him in Connecticut, I made sure to get at least one afternoon out on the water with him. He died five years ago, and I haven’t been fishing since you took us out on the water. I was so glad to share that with my boys, especially Jake, who has never gotten to do those things.”

			“Is that where you grew up? Connecticut?” He couldn’t imagine her in a place like Connecticut, which had always seemed so upper crust to him. Abby was more like...

			Well, more like Stone Gap. At least the good parts of it. The parts he used to love.

			He’d never met a woman like her. He’d dated all kinds of women, but none had that calm centeredness mixed with sweet temptation that Abby had. It was a contradiction that intrigued him and attracted him in ways he’d never felt before.

			“I grew up in a little town much like this one,” Abby said. “I moved down here after I got divorced. I really wanted a small town for my kids to grow up in, and when I got the job offer at the marketing agency a couple towns over, I looked at a house here in Stone Gap and fell in love with the area. I’ve been here ever since.”

			He scoffed. He didn’t get people who said they fell in love with this sleepy North Carolina town. “All I wanted to do when I got older was leave this place. I can’t understand anyone who wants to stay.”

			“But why? Stone Gap is a great place. You have a job that can go anywhere. And you have family here—”

			“I’m only close to my uncle. My parents moved to Arizona a few years back and I rarely see them. That leaves just my brother, Sam, and my niece and nephew.”

			“Why not try to make amends with Sam?” Abby said. “I’ve met him, and he seems like a really nice guy.”

			You’re just going to let everyone down again.

			“My brother still sees me as the same headstrong foolish seventeen-year-old who dropped out of school and took off on his own.” The teenager who hit the road and never looked back. The adult who hadn’t been there when Sam’s wife died, or when Aunt Virginia died. The man who had let his family down too many times to count. If he could go back and make amends for all that, Dylan would. But life just didn’t work that way.

			“That’s...sad,” Abby said. “I don’t get along really well with my sister, but I am glad she’s part of my life. We talk a couple times a month. We can trade stories about my mom’s apple pie or what our uncle Sal is up to now. There’s no one else you can do that with but family.”

			Dylan turned and reached in the cooler. The topic of his family was a sore one for him, the kind that made him question all his life choices. Maybe if things had been different... But they hadn’t been, so dwelling on that didn’t do anyone any good.

			“So, I brought some roast chicken, a salad and this pasta thing that looked good at the market.”

			Abby laughed. “Change of subject?”

			“Yup.” He held up the container of chicken. “Do you want some?”

			“Let’s start with the wine and watch the sun set.”

			“Sounds like a plan.” Dylan pushed Play on his phone, sending a soft undertone of Sinatra into the air while he poured two glasses of wine. The music calmed the tension in his chest, recentered him to the quiet of the setting, the beauty of the woman beside him. “To unforgettable evenings,” he said and clinked his glass against hers.

			“Sinatra? Wine? A sweet toast? You surprise me, Dylan Millwright.”

			“Good. That was my plan.” He was sure there were other men who could do something far more romantic and memorable, but when Abby settled against his shoulder, he figured he’d added just the right amount of romance. They sipped their wine and watched the world ease into dark while Frank Sinatra crooned in the background.

			Being with Abby was so enjoyable, unpressured, unhurried. He liked being around her, having her close. She was the kind of woman he didn’t feel he had to force conversation with. The silence between them felt...relaxed. A first for him on a date. At the same time, every inch of him was acutely aware of her, of the scent of her perfume, of how close she sat, close enough to be warmed by the heat from her body.

			“This is nice,” Abby said with a long, happy sigh. “Really nice. I can’t remember the last time I just...sat and enjoyed an evening.”

			“Me, either. Most days I’m too exhausted to do much more than eat and go to bed. The projects I get hired to work on are usually so time-consuming, I haven’t had too many weekends off.” He also hadn’t had the desire to have time off. Work kept him from thinking, kept him from dwelling on his choices, his life. Nor had he had a woman he wanted to spend time with as much as he wanted to be with Abby. He’d seen her every day since he arrived in Stone Gap, and still it didn’t feel like enough.

			She turned to him, her eyes bright in the moonlight. “You’re a good man, you know that?”

			The words took him by surprise, especially since Uncle Ty had said them just a few days ago. The praise didn’t feel as if it fit him, like an oversize suit. “What makes you say that?”

			“The way you pitched in with your uncle, how you led the teen group. And how you’re changing my boys’ lives.”

			He shook his head. She had him all wrong. “I’m not doing anything really.”

			“You’re doing more than you know. Cody’s math grade went up.” Abby clasped Dylan’s hand and met his gaze. “I haven’t seen that boy get anything higher than a D in a year. This week, he has a C in math. He did all his homework for the week and he said he finally understands the Pythagorean theorem, and all because of you.”

			Dylan hadn’t been sure that Cody was listening when they’d talked. The conversation about solving triangle problems came up when they’d been working together on the repairs for the center. “I didn’t do much. Just put it into terms he understood. He really likes working with his hands and doing construction work, so when I rephrased the word problems into that kind of thing, he understood it.”

			“It’s more than that, though, Dylan. My boys have been...lost for a while. I really do the best I can, but I’m a mom, not a dad. And I think it’s important for them to have a strong male role model. It’s why I started bringing them to the community center. By then Ty pretty much checked out, and it wasn’t until they met you that I saw real changes, especially in Cody.” Her eyes welled. “I thought I’d lost him. And now... I think he’s coming around.”

			Dylan wanted to tell her she was putting her faith in the wrong man, that he wasn’t this picture-perfect man she painted him out to be. And strong male role model? He was the last man on earth anyone should hold up like that. “I told you, you’re a great mom. That’s important, more important than a fishing trip or a few minutes repairing a wall and talking about math problems.”

			She shifted to sit up and lean over him. “You made a difference, and I can’t begin to tell you how much I appreciate that.”

			“You’re...welcome.” The words didn’t feel right, because he didn’t feel like he’d earned them. And yet, he wasn’t going to argue any further with her because he had to admit he really liked seeing the gratitude in Abby’s face, seeing her so happy. And all because he’d helped Cody solve for C in a triangle. “I just... I really like you, Abby, and hanging out with your kids seemed natural.”

			“You really like me?”

			He grinned. That was a lot easier to say than you’re on my mind all the time and I’m not sure what to do about that. “You think I break out the Sinatra for every girl I meet?”

			“Well, I don’t know. Do you? For all I know, the Little Otter Summer Camp could be your secret love nest.” Her smile was edged with something devilish. Something he liked very much.

			He cupped her jaw and ran his thumb along the edge of her lips. “It’s most definitely not. It is my favorite place in this town, but I’ve never taken anyone I dated here before.”

			“Why me?”

			“Because I wanted to give you something...special. Because... I’m falling for you, Abby Cooper.”

			Damn. He’d said that out loud. The words hung in the air. He shouldn’t have said them, shouldn’t have taken this any further, knowing he was leaving in a week. But every time he looked in her eyes or felt her touch, all rational thought fled.

			“I’m falling for you, too, Dylan,” she whispered.

			His heart soared and he didn’t give a damn about timelines or expectations or anything other than being with Abby. He’d worry about tomorrow in the morning.

			He pulled her down to him, until she was on his chest, and her mouth was inches from his. “This could get dangerous.”

			“I’m kinda hoping it does.” Then she smiled again, and that was all the answer Dylan needed.

			He kissed Abby, not a soft, easy kiss like before, but hard, hot, fast. The desire he’d tamped down from the minute he met her surged to the surface. She met his fire with equal passion, running her hands down his shirt, over the buttons, then as his kiss deepened and the desire became a full-on inferno, she fumbled with the buttons, undoing them one at a time.

			Dylan was tempted to rip the shirt off, but there was something sexy and sweet about her unbuttoning his shirt. He vowed to wear this kind of shirt around her often. A lot more often.

			She parted the panels of his shirt, then slid a hand along his chest. “God, your chest is...amazing,” she said. “So sexy.”

			“Hang enough Sheetrock and you can have these muscles, too.”

			“No thank you, sir. I’ll stick to my computer and my weak biceps.” She straddled him. “And running my fingers over your chest instead.” She did just that and he groaned. Her hands were smooth and soft, her touch igniting every nerve she brushed against.

			“I think we should be equal in that regard.” He slipped off her sweater, then slid his palms under her shirt and lifted it over her head. She wore a lacy pink bra underneath, and he wondered if she had done that on purpose, for him. He sure hoped so.

			His fingers danced above the lacy edge, and her nipples hardened against his palms. Damn. “You are beautiful.”

			She blushed, and for some reason, that made him fall for her even more. Abby had no idea how mesmerizing she was, how amazing, and he liked that little bit of vulnerability. It was damned sexy.

			Dylan rose into a sitting position, with Abby settling in his lap. He kissed her again, his hands tangling in her long, dark hair, then slid his palms down her back, to the tiny clasp at the back of the bra. Abby gasped when the lace cups fell forward, exposing her skin to the cool night air.

			He was hard beneath her, his body urging him to hurry up, to quench the need burning inside him, but he didn’t want to rush this. He wanted to savor her, to savor this moment, the beauty of her in the moonlight. He bent his head, kissing a trail from her shoulders to the top of her breasts. When he brushed against her nipple, Abby arched against him.

			He took her nipple in his mouth, tasting it delicately at first, then harder, teasing the bud until she was gasping and writhing against him. “Good Lord, Dylan,” she said. “Just that...and oh...oh my. Yes, that.”

			She ran her fingers through his hair, urging his mouth closer. He switched to the other side, and in an instant, she was moaning again. He lifted his head, cupping her jaw with his hands, and kissed her, deep, slow, easy. Then he pulled back and shifted to the side, laying her down on the blanket.

			The moonlight danced on her bare skin, and he took a moment just to drink in that image. Then she smiled that sexy, devilish smile again, and he forgot all about moonlight and savoring. He undid the clasp on her jeans, slid them over her hips and tossed them to the side, then did the same with his own jeans.

			“Are we really doing this?” Abby asked.

			“Do you want to?”

			She nodded. “But...it’s been a long time for me, and... I may be out of practice.”

			“Then I say we practice.” He ran a finger under the edge of her pink lace panties. “A lot.”

			“That sounds like an incredibly good idea, Mr. Millwright.” Her laughter was throaty, sexy, and when she surged into his arms, he lost all rational thought. A second later, they were both naked under the moonlight, the food and wine forgotten, and he was fumbling for the condom in his wallet.

			When he entered her, she arched and gasped, digging her fingers into his back. Being inside Abby felt like coming home, warm, sweet, delicious and perfect. She matched him, stroke for stroke, their lovemaking hard and furious and hungry. She cried out, her voice lost among the trees and the night birds.

			He increased his pace and she gasped his name in his ear, over and over again, until her orgasm crested and she let out a long, happy sigh. He came a minute later, holding tight to her long after they were finished. For those endless sweet minutes, the world was perfect, and there was nothing in his mind, in his heart, except for Abby Cooper.

			He rolled to the side, curling her against his chest, and realized one thing. Dylan had fallen hard for Abby Cooper—

			And leaving Stone Gap was not going to be as easy as he’d thought.

		
	
		
			Chapter Nine

			Abby woke up the next morning, long before the alarm rang. Her day stretched before her, filled with To Do lists and lunches to make and kids to worry about, but her mind lingered on the night before. On the picnic with Dylan. The lovemaking that had left her more satisfied than she could ever remember—twice.

			He had been a considerate and tender lover, especially the second time. In those moments under the moon, she had felt special and treasured and—

			Hooked.

			As much as she hadn’t wanted to, Abby had fallen in love with sweet and considerate Dylan Millwright. The man who was all wrong for her, and was undoubtedly going to leave her brokenhearted. Except there was the tiny part of her that saw the way he connected with this town, with his uncle, with the center and with her and her boys, and began to hope that maybe he was going to stay.

			She got up, pulled on a robe and went out to the kitchen. The coffeepot, set on a timer the night before, already had fresh hot brew waiting for her. She poured a cup, powered up her laptop and got to work, first checking on the status of a grant she’d applied for a month ago for the center, then on a client presentation she needed to make on Friday. She had about an hour before the boys had to get up for school, and instead of trying to chase elusive sleep, she’d be smart to work.

			Because when it came down to it, focusing on a man wasn’t going to pay her bills or feed her children. The only one she could rely on to do that was herself.

			Uh-huh. Then why did her thoughts keep roaming to last night? To being touched by him, kissed by him, and wanting so much more in that private little grove by the campground. Abby shook her head and refocused on work. On being practical.

			She answered what felt like a thousand emails in between typing up presentation notes and creating a few more PowerPoint slides. Three cups of coffee later, Jake came bounding into the kitchen. “Morning, Mommy!”

			“Morning, Jakester.” Abby refilled her coffee again, then set a cereal bowl on the kitchen table. “You’re up bright and early and all by yourself. Good job, buddy.”

			He’d even dressed himself, in a striped T-shirt and a worn pair of jeans. His socks didn’t match, but she let that go. Just the fact that Jake had taken the initiative to get ready on his own told her that her littlest son was growing up. As proud as she was, a tiny part of her was sad.

			Jake climbed into the chair and waited for his mother to pour him some cereal. “I wanna go help Dylan build more things today!”

			“You can’t sweetie. It’s a school day. You and Cody have to get ready.” She grabbed the milk and added some to Jake’s bowl, then got him a spoon. “After school, you can go to the center. Mavis will be there, so you can make a new craft.”

			“I wanna build things. Like a house. For my dinosaurs!” Jake dug into his cereal, hurrying through his breakfast. “Can I do that? I don’t wanna do a craft.”

			Abby chuckled. “Well, let me talk to Dylan later and see if he needs your help. Right now, I need you and your brother to get ready for school.” She dropped her attention back to the presentation. Just one more slide—

			“Cody’s not goin’,” Jake said between spoonfuls. “He came in my room and told me. He said he had to go somewhere else.”

			The hairs on the back of Abby’s neck rose. She froze. “Somewhere else?”

			Jake nodded. “Can I watch SpongeBob?”

			Abby flicked on the TV, breaking her no-television-during-meals rule, just to keep Jake distracted for a minute. There was no way Cody was going to skip school again. He’d promised her, promised Dylan. His grades were improving; he’d be crazy to start skipping again. Maybe Jake had misunderstood.

			She headed down the hall toward Cody’s room. The door was closed, as usual, with its bright red Keep Out sign tacked outside. Abby knocked twice. “Cody? Time to get up for school.”

			No reply.

			She knocked again, harder. “Cody? Come on, wake up. I’ll make you some eggs if you want. Or one of those burritos you can eat in the car. Let’s go, I don’t want to be late for work.”

			No response. Par for the course with a teenager who slept like the dead and hated waking up before seven. Abby turned the handle, opened the door and poked her head inside. Cody’s room was dark, save for the soft blue glow coming from his computer’s power supply. She took a few steps into the room. “Cody? Hey, sleeping in is—”

			The bed was empty. The covers shoved aside, the pillow on the floor.

			And the bedroom window open. A chilly breeze floated the dark blue curtains in, out, in, out. She crossed to the window and saw nothing outside except for the deep impression of two footprints in the dewy grass, then a trail leading around to the side of the house.

			That couldn’t be from Cody. He had to be here somewhere. He’d never run away before. And things were going so well—why would he do that now?

			Abby spun on her heel and darted into the bathroom the boys shared. Empty. She checked Jake’s room, her bathroom and bedroom, the living room. No Cody. She paused on the stairs, looked out into the yard and noticed Cody’s bike wasn’t in its customary spot propped against the side of the shed.

			Abby ran into the kitchen, her heart in her throat, panic rising in her chest. Jake was still at the table, eating while SpongeBob prattled on about Krabby Patties. “Jake? What did Cody say to you this morning? Exactly.”

			Jake shrugged, his gaze on SpongeBob’s debate with Mr. Krabs. “I dunno. He said goodbye.”

			Goodbye didn’t mean anything. Cody could have gone to school early or to a friend’s house—

			But there was no text on her phone, no note on the table. Not that Cody told her when he was going to skip school. Something about this departure, though, felt different, wrong, and Abby’s Mom SpideySense was tingling.

			“Did he say where he was going?” Every word got shriller, worry hitting her in a wave. Cody skipped school, broke curfew and snuck out at night when he was grounded, but never had he left early in the morning, without a word.

			Jake turned and looked at his mother. “Mommy, what’s wrong?”

			“Cody’s not in his room,” Abby said, and saying it made it real, and the feeling of wrongness multiplied. Calm down, she told herself, don’t get Jake all worked up. It’s probably nothing. “He’s not in trouble, but I do need to know where he told you he was going, because moms should always know where their kids are, right? So, Jake, can you think really hard and tell me everything he said to you?”

			Jake thought a minute. “He said, ‘Bye-bye, Jakester. I gotta go. I’m gonna go see Dad.’ He said Dylan said he should.”

			Keith lived two states away, in Georgia. She wasn’t even sure Cody had his father’s address, since it had been at least a year since the boys had received so much as a Christmas card. Cody had no money, no means of transportation beside his bike. How on earth was he going to get there?

			“Come on, Jake, we have to go now.” She picked up the half-empty bowl and put it in the sink. “Go get your shoes on as fast as you can. We’re not going to school today.”

			“Yay! Are we gonna go see Dylan?”

			“Yes,” Abby said, the word ground out between her teeth. “We are definitely starting with Dylan.”

			 

			Dylan had arrived at the community center shortly after six in the morning, his To Do list long and full, the pressure to finish doubled after a late-night phone call from his boss in Maine. The job’s timeline had been moved up, and Jay wanted him back as soon as possible—and if Dylan wasn’t able to return to take on the role, he’d need to immediately hire someone else. Which meant instead of a week before he had to hit the road, Dylan had two days.

			Today was Tuesday. He needed to drive back to Maine on Thursday, meet with his boss as soon as he got back and be ready to break ground on the first house in the development on Monday.

			But after last night with Abby, Dylan’s desire to leave quickly had been cut in half. He wanted the full week, wanted every minute he could have with her. He knew it was impossible to make this new relationship last once he returned to Maine, but—

			He still wanted to see if there was a way. Abby was strong and confident and beautiful and unlike any woman he had ever met. She lingered in his mind, hung on the fringes of every thought, every breath.

			So he got to work, because that was the only thing that kept him from running back over to Abby’s house, just to see her smile, or even better, kiss her, touch her again. Given how often that urge hit him, he was going to end up renovating the entire building in a single day.

			The door to the center opened, and even though Dylan knew it was too early and that she was undoubtedly either dropping kids at school or heading to work, his heart hoped to see Abby walking in. Instead, Uncle Ty headed inside and Dylan had to pretend he wasn’t disappointed.

			“Hey, Uncle Ty.” He put down his paintbrush, crossed the room and gave his uncle a quick hug. “What are you doing here so early?”

			Ty rocked back on his heels, paused a minute before he spoke. “Here to help, if you want a hand.”

			Dylan swallowed his surprise. “That would be great.”

			“Sorry it took me so long to get back on track.” His uncle drew in a deep breath. “I always believed life was a journey on a winding road, you know? You hit a bump, you get up and keep going. Until I hit a detour and lost my Virginia and I came to a dead stop.” His eyes watered. “But I gotta keep moving, even if it’s harder than hell. Like you said, Virginia wouldn’t want me sitting around, living in shadows the rest of my life. She’d want me to...”

			“Move forward.” Instead of staying in one place. That had always been Dylan’s reasoning for moving from place to place, job to job. He’d told himself he was moving forward. But for some reason lately, it felt an awful lot like staying in the same place.

			His uncle glanced around the center, at the newly repaired walls, the fixed window, the broken door that had been rehung. “You’ve done a great job here, Dylan, in a really short amount of time.”

			Uncle Ty had always been more of a father to Dylan than his own father, and his uncle’s praise warmed him. “Thanks.”

			Ty brushed his hands together. “All right. Enough of that emotional crap. Where do we start?”

			“Actually, I have to run over to the home improvement store and pick up the replacement piece of countertop I ordered.” Dylan thumbed toward the paint and brush he had left in the corner. “If you want to finish painting that game cabinet while I’m gone, that would be great.”

			“Sure. Sounds good.”

			“When I get back, I have a few things to finish up here, then I thought I’d check out your truck this afternoon. Sounds like you need a tune-up. And then...” Dylan took in a deep breath. Better to say it sooner than later, even if the anticipation he’d felt earlier when he’d talked to Jay had begun to wither. “I’ve got to go back to Maine a little sooner than I expected. The timeline for the new build got moved up. My boss wants to put me in charge of the entire project, but only if I can get there in the next few days.”

			“That’s great,” Ty said, beaming at his nephew. “I always knew you’d be a success.”

			Dylan scoffed. Success? He wasn’t sure he even thought of himself that way. Sure, he’d gotten his GED, advanced in the construction world until he became a general contractor, but it wasn’t like he’d cured cancer or anything. “Nobody thought I’d be a success.”

			Ty put a hand on his nephew’s heart. “Doesn’t matter what anyone else thinks. If you’re a success in here, then you are. As long as you’re proud of yourself, that’s all that matters.”

			Dylan had never thought about that before. Was he proud of who he was? What he had become in those years since he’d left this town? The man he’d been for the last couple weeks?

			The same man who was leaving all this in his rearview mirror soon?

			Instead of answering those questions, he nodded toward the door. “I should get the countertop.”

			Uncle Ty reached in his back pocket and tugged out his wallet. “Let me pay you for—”

			“You don’t owe me anything, Uncle Ty. Not a single dime.” Dylan pushed the wallet away. “You changed my life when I was younger, and that’s payment enough.”

			“Success, right there.” Ty gave his nephew a wide smile. “That’s what makes me proud of myself, Dylan. It’s not the money I’ve made or the house I’ve bought. It’s opening this place and changing a life, one person at a time. It’s why Virginia and I put so many years into this place and why I’m back again. You change one kid’s life, and I’ll tell you, it’s the best feeling in the world. It’s the kind of feeling that makes you want to stay around and keep on doing that.”

			Dylan grinned. “Is that a hint?”

			“Well, I’m not getting any younger, and this center’s going to need someone to keep it going. Someone young and enthusiastic.” Ty arched a brow. “Hint, hint.”

			Him? Run the center? Dylan had enjoyed his time here, no doubt about that, but he didn’t see himself as the kind of person who should be influencing kids. He didn’t have the steady way that Ty had or Aunt Virginia’s experience. “Nobody could replace you, Uncle Ty.”

			“No, there’s one somebody who could.” Ty gave him another smile, then gestured toward the door. “Go ahead, go get the countertop. I’ll hold down the fort here. But think about what I said, okay?”

			“Yeah.” Dylan walked out of the center and climbed in his Jeep. Uncle Ty was crazy if he thought Dylan should be the one to take over the center. Dylan certainly hadn’t done much to change anyone’s life here in the past week or so—one changed grade for Cody didn’t equal a life-changing moment—and he doubted he’d ever be the kind of role model Ty had been to him.

			No, it was best if he got on the road and got back to Maine. Before he got any more wrapped up in a fantasy life he wasn’t made for having.

			 

			Abby tried Dylan’s phone but there was no answer. She tried calling Cody, leaving several messages, but he didn’t answer, either. She drove through town toward the community center, frantic, looking for her son and his bike.

			Nothing. She told herself Cody couldn’t have gone that far. It had only been, what, at most an hour since he left? She didn’t know for sure, and that was what scared her most. Cody could be anywhere by now.

			Maybe he was just blowing off some steam. But no matter how many times she checked her phone, she didn’t see a message from Dylan or Cody.

			“Mommy, where are we going?”

			Jake had sat in the back seat, playing with one of his dinosaurs, unaware of the rising worry in Abby’s mind. “I was thinking we’d stop by and see Dylan, then maybe you can play at Ty’s house today.” She tried to keep her voice light, happy, in the this-is-an-adventure tone. She glanced at Jake in the rearview mirror. “Does that sound good?”

			“Yup. I like Ty. He’s really nice and he made me popcorn. And he likes dinosaurs, too.”

			“That’s great,” Abby said, barely hearing as Jake went on about Ty’s favorite prehistoric creatures. Her mind raced while her gaze darted from one side to the other, peering down every street she passed. No sign of her son, of his bike.

			A little after seven, Abby pulled up to the community center. Dylan’s car wasn’t in the lot, but Ty’s was. She parked, not bothering to stay within the lines, then unbuckled Jake and dashed inside. She slowed her steps when she got inside, said a quick hello to Dylan’s uncle, then plopped Jake in front of the TV. “Why don’t you watch a cartoon while I talk to Ty?”

			“SpongeBob?”

			“Sure, sure.” She handed Jake the remote, then crossed the room to Ty. “Has Cody been here?”

			Ty paused in touching up the paint job on a cabinet that usually held games and books. “No, I haven’t. Isn’t he supposed to be in school?”

			Abby lowered her voice and tried to curb her growing worry and impatience. “He told Jake he was leaving to go see his father. He said that Dylan told him to do it.”

			“Dylan?” Ty’s brows creased. “He wouldn’t tell Cody to run away.”

			But hadn’t Dylan been a runaway himself? Had he told Cody about his life and Cody had taken that as a sign he should do the same? Didn’t it stand to reason that if Dylan could persuade Cody to do his math homework, he could also influence him in running away? Or was she just being overly suspicious because she was worried and scared?

			“Maybe he didn’t. But maybe he just made his choices sound glamorous to a teenager who didn’t need a negative influence.” She let out a gusty sigh. She should have known better than to trust a man who had wanderlust in his blood. “I never should have fallen for him.”

			“Whoa, whoa. Don’t blame this all on Dylan. Let’s talk to Cody first—”

			Abby threw up her hands. “I don’t know where he is. He’s on his bike and he doesn’t have any money, and I don’t know what to do.” Tears burned the backs of her eyes, but she willed them away. She had to hold it together, had to think. “I tried calling Dylan, but he didn’t answer.”

			Ty nodded toward the table. “Left his cell here when he ran over to the home improvement store. He should be back in about a half hour.”

			“I don’t have that kind of time, Ty. I need to find Cody before he does something stupid.” She glanced around the center again, as if she could find her eldest son asleep on a sofa, unnoticed by everyone. All she saw was Jake, thankfully engrossed in the cartoon and unaware of her worry. “Can you stay here, watch Jake and call me if Cody shows up?”

			“Of course. And when Dylan gets back—”

			Dylan. The mistake she’d made. He had gotten close to her and her boys and just when she’d let down her defenses, he’d gone and told Cody something stupid. Or if he hadn’t said the words, he’d at the very least set the example.

			“He’s made things bad enough. I don’t need his help.” Then she turned and headed out of the building.

			Doing exactly what she should have done all along—relying on herself and no one else.

		
	
		
			Chapter Ten

			They were a family.

			Dylan sat at the stop sign in downtown Stone Gap and watched his brother with his fiancée and his kids in the park. Laughing, smiling. Having fun.

			The kids, both brown-haired like Dylan and Sam had been as kids, were dressed in jackets, with book bags and lunchboxes set on the bench. Probably making a quick stop at the park before school. It seemed like something Sam would do. Sam always had been the nurturing kind. Dylan had no doubt he was an excellent dad.

			Dylan sat at the stop sign, his Jeep idling, for a long time, debating. Then someone pulled up behind him and beeped, forcing him into a decision. Dylan went through the intersection, pulled into a space on the right, then jogged across the street.

			He didn’t know what made him enter the park. Something deep inside him urged him closer to his brother, to that picture-perfect family on the swing set. Maybe it was the sense of things unfinished or the urge to set things right before he left again. Or maybe it was seeing Sam’s kids, laughing and playing together, that reminded him of days like that decades ago.

			When Dylan neared, Sam stopped pushing the swing his daughter was on and raised a brow in surprise. “Dylan. What are you doing here?”

			The distrust in Sam’s voice almost made Dylan turn around. But then he looked at the two kids, a girl about eight and a little boy the same age as Jake, and he saw himself and Sam in their curious faces. Dylan thought of Jake and Cody and how awful it would be if the two of them grew up and stopped talking to each other. Jake clearly idolized Cody, and Cody had a way of being protective and tender with his little brother, much like Sam had always been with Dylan. Before Dylan took several wrong turns and their relationship went south.

			Why had he gone so many years without talking to Sam? Did it really matter what they had said to each other when they were both still young and hot-headed? Dylan’s heart ached for the connection he’d once had with Sam. The memories he’d missed out on, the conversations they hadn’t had.

			More than a decade had passed. Wasn’t it time to let go and move on?

			Dylan took two steps forward. “Meeting my brother’s family, if that’s okay. Sorry it took me so long to get here.”

			Sam glanced at the brunette woman beside him—Katie was her name, Dylan remembered. She gave Sam a slight nod and a tender smile. Sam stepped away from the swing, and Katie slipped into his place and started pushing Libby first, then Henry, alternating between the kids.

			Dylan held his breath. Sam stood there another minute, assessing Dylan. Finally, the steel in Sam’s face eased. The two of them, so alike, so close. Dylan could almost feel the years of animosity rolling back.

			“Better late than never,” Sam said. He reached forward, and drew Dylan into a hug. Dylan held stone still for a second, surprised, then as Sam kept on hugging him, he was five again, scared of the sounds of yet another argument floating up the staircase. Sam telling him it was all going to be all right. Making up a story about a pirate and a hidden treasure, until Sam’s voice drowned out the anger on the floor below them.

			His older brother. Not just a sibling but a friend. A friend he had missed more than he realized.

			“Damn, I’m sorry, Sam, for everything,” Dylan said, drawing back. All the words that Dylan hadn’t spoken, words that had lain in wait for the moment when he was ready to face his past, repair his mistakes. “I didn’t mean to drag you into my trouble all those years ago. I should have called Dad the night I was arrested instead of you but you were...you were my best friend.”

			Sam had been the only one Dylan trusted. The only one he’d ever felt was on his side.

			“Don’t apologize. I’m glad you called me,” Sam said. “Dad would have just yelled at you and probably left you in that police station overnight. I never understood why he had such a beef with you.”

			Dylan had done a lot of thinking about that very fact ever since he’d left home. It had taken years for him to see his father clearly, to understand the anger and criticism. Now he was older, presumably wiser, he could see his father’s viewpoint. Didn’t mean he agreed with it, but it brought some peace to Dylan to know it wasn’t really personal. “I heard him and Mom arguing one time and he said he would have left her a long time ago, except she got pregnant again. I think he just always saw me as the reason he had to work so many hours and not get whatever life he wanted.”

			Sam shook his head in disgust. “That’s just wrong. I’d never think that about one of my kids.”

			“That’s why you’re the kind of dad everyone wishes they had.” Dylan glanced at Henry and Libby, who were clearly happy and content. How would Dylan’s life had been different—or for that matter, Jake and Cody’s lives—with two loving, supportive parents? “That’s why I called you that night. I knew you’d take care of me.”

			And Sam had. After he’d bailed Dylan out, he’d talked to the police and the shop owner, getting them to drop all charges so that Dylan could go free. Then Sam had come home and started lecturing Dylan, not out of some need to emulate their father, Dylan realized now, but out of fear that his little brother was going to end up in jail or worse. Dylan had been too angry in those years to see what his brother had done for him. Too immature to realize that leaving town wasn’t the answer to his problems. Facing them and tackling them was.

			Sam smiled. “You think I’m a good dad?”

			“You know I do. But if you ask me in public, I’ll deny everything.”

			The brothers laughed, then Dylan sighed and faced all the things that he had avoided for so long, all the mistakes he had made. Sam hadn’t let Dylan down—he’d been trying to protect him. Whereas Dylan, caught in misguided resentment, had left Sam alone when he needed support the most. “I’m sorry I missed out on getting to know Libby and Henry earlier. Or not being here after your wife died. I was too caught up in my own crap to be good brother. I’m so, so sorry.”

			“I don’t blame you. Hell, I wouldn’t have talked to me, either.” Sam shook his head. “I said a lot of things to you that night that I never should have. I was young and I was just...”

			“Just what?” Dylan prompted when Sam stopped talking.

			His brother watched his kids swinging for a while. “I was mad. You were leaving, Dylan. Leaving me, leaving me with them. And I was mad that you were getting out of here and I was...staying behind.”

			Dylan had never looked at it that way. For so many years, his own hurt feelings had gotten in the way of him seeing things from Sam’s point of view. When Dylan was away, Sam had handled their parents, dealt with them almost daily. Helped them move to their retirement home in Arizona. “I had no idea. I didn’t leave town because I was mad at you. I left because I didn’t see another way out.”

			Sam considered those words, then waved a hand in dismissal. There was the Sam that Dylan had known as a kid, quick to forgive and forget. “It’s been more than ten years. I think that’s long enough, don’t you?”

			“Yeah,” Dylan said. “More than long enough.”

			Sam’s face broke into a wide grin. He clapped Dylan on the shoulder, then drew him into another hug. And just like that, the brothers erased years of distance. The renewed connection to Sam settled over Dylan like a warm summer day. It was nice. Really nice.

			“Come on, Dylan.” Sam thumbed toward the swing set. “I’d like to introduce you to my family.”

			As they crossed to the playground, Dylan saw Katie’s face light up. She smiled at Sam first, one of those private smiles of someone in love. His brother had the same goofy grin on his face. A little surge of envy ran through Dylan. What would it be like to come home to a woman who smiled at him like that every day? Who made his world light up?

			Like Abby had, in the few days they’d been together. He pushed that thought away, to deal with when he wasn’t feeling all dorky and sentimental.

			“Dylan, this is my fiancée, Katie,” Sam said. “She’s related to the Barlows, but it’s a long story. I’ll tell you sometime over a beer.” Sam said that as if Dylan was putting down roots. Planning on being here for the next family barbecue or birthday party. The Barlows had—well, every one of them had settled into town. They’d been here for generations, the kind of people who put down roots. Like Sam had.

			Dylan had no doubt that he could return to Stone Gap in ten years and still find the Barlows here, and see Sam and Katie, happier than ever. And where would Dylan be?

			He had no idea. He could be in Maine, he could be in Florida, he could be in Timbuktu. For the first time that he could remember, that thought didn’t fill him with anticipation.

			“Nice to meet you, Katie,” Dylan said. “You must be a patient woman to put up with my brother.”

			Katie smiled up at Sam. “Oh, he’s not so bad.”

			“Yeah, he’s not,” Dylan said. “I’m happy for you both.”

			Sam called over his kids and introduced them. Libby and Henry were both cute, amiable kids. “You guys must know Jake Cooper,” Dylan said. “His mom said you two come to the community center sometimes.”

			Libby nodded. “We go on Tuesdays, when Mom Katie works late. She helps my daddy with his company.”

			Sam chuckled. “I don’t think being a corporate Realtor means I have a company of my own, but yeah, Katie helps me with the accounting.” He wrapped an arm around his soon-to-be-wife. She beamed up at him and put a hand on his chest. “She’s brilliant with numbers.”

			For a second, Dylan wanted to tell Sam about Abby, to add that his girlfriend was brilliant at marketing, that she had helped put the Stone Gap Inn on the map. But calling her his girlfriend implied something more permanent. Something that meant staying in town.

			As he said goodbye to his brother’s family, promising to stop by for dinner the next night, he had to wonder if maybe taking the road out of town had taken him in the wrong direction. Away from the very thing that Sam had and Dylan hadn’t thought he wanted until he saw how precious it was.

			 

			Abby spent another hour scouring Stone Gap and calling Cody’s cell phone. No response and no sign of her son. She called his school, texted his friends, but no one had seen or heard from him. She swung back by the community center, relieved to see Dylan’s car back in the parking lot. Finally.

			He was just getting out of his truck as she pulled in. He gave her a wave, then opened the back of his Jeep to pull out the section of countertop he’d ordered a few days ago. “Hey, Abby.”

			“Don’t you ‘hey’ me,” she said. Her temper was full-on now, powered by an almost frantic worry about where Cody could be. “What did you say to my son?”

			Dylan gave her a confused look. “Say to your son? Which one? Jake? Cody?”

			“Cody. He ran away and told Jake it was because of what you said.” She came closer, pointing at his chest. “What did you say to him? Did you tell him how great it was to run away? How it would be some kind of cool adventure or something?”

			Dylan shook his head. “I never told him to run away, Abby. That’s the last thing I’d say to any kid.”

			She let out a gust. “Did you tell him to go look for his father?”

			“No. We never really talked about his father.” Dylan thought a minute. “Wait, yeah, we did one time, but only briefly.”

			“And what exactly did you say to him?”

			“He asked me if I’d ever confronted my dad about how he treated me when I was a kid. I told him that I had and that it hadn’t gone well. Cody asked if there was hope for his dad, and I said he wouldn’t know until he asked him. I’m sorry, Abby. I never thought he’d take off and go do that.”

			Cody, still aching for the father he’d never really had. The man who had provided him with DNA and not much else. Her heart broke for her son, who was looking for answers he might never get. “So you told him to go see his father and confront him?”

			“No. I didn’t. And Cody didn’t mention that he wanted to.” Dylan put the countertop down, then took Abby’s hands in his. “You have to believe me, Abby. I would never tell him to leave.”

			She wanted to lean into his touch, into the comfort of someone who knew Cody, someone who wanted to support her, but Dylan was the whole reason she was here. Maybe his intentions had been good, but the results were disastrous. She pulled her hands out of his. “Whatever you said, it made my son sneak out of the house before I woke up and get on his bike. His father lives in Georgia, Dylan. Is he planning on riding all the way there? Or God forbid, hitchhike? He has maybe ten bucks to his name. What do you think is going to happen to him out there?” Her voice had risen into that shrill panic again. Her heart thudded in her chest, the worry quadrupling as she realized how much she’d counted on Dylan having the answers she needed.

			Another dead end. Her son was out there, somewhere, and she couldn’t find him. Oh, God.

			She had already called the police, but they were nonchalant about a sixteen-year-old who had a history of not showing up at school. She was going to call again, and maybe they’d take her seriously this time.

			“Calm down, Abby. I’m sure if we think about it together, we can figure out where he is or what route he might have taken.”

			Calm down? Didn’t he realize what she was going through? The catastrophe his “words of advice” had created in her life? If something happened to Cody while he was out on the road...

			“I’m not doing anything together with you, Dylan. All you did is show up in this town, screw up my life and now you’re going to leave again, like a storm that blew through. Do me a favor and stay away from me and my boys.” She got back in her car and left the parking lot, then headed for the streets again.

			Alone. Because that was the best choice for her, all around.

			 

			Dylan watched Abby go, and for the second time in his life, felt like he had failed at everything. Had an innocuous conversation really driven Cody to try to make his way to Georgia? On a ten-speed and with ten bucks?

			He replayed the words he’d exchanged with Cody in his head again and again. There’d been nothing in their few words at the end of the fishing trip that said, run away and settle this, Dylan was sure of it.

			Cody was a smart kid. He would know he couldn’t travel through two states on a bike. And even if he was trying, chances were good he was still close by. But where?

			And if Abby hadn’t been able to find him, what made Dylan think he’d have better luck?

			He grabbed the countertop and headed into the center. Jake was sitting at a table, working on some kind of craft with glue and construction paper while Uncle Ty was fixing a loose door handle. When he saw Dylan, Ty stopped what he was doing and gestured toward the kitchen.

			Dylan laid the replacement countertop into the open slot, then turned to face his uncle. He kept his voice low, aware Jake was just a room away. “What happened? I just saw Abby in the parking lot and she said Cody ran away?”

			“I don’t know much more than you.” Worry etched the lines in Ty’s face. The kids at the center were Ty’s family, and whenever one of them got in trouble, got sick or hurt, it hit his uncle as hard as it did the parents. “She came here about an hour ago, looking for you. You’d forgotten your cell—”

			Dylan patted his pocket and cursed. Of all times to not have his phone on him.

			“So she left Jake here and went out searching.” Ty shook his head. “I told her you’d never say anything like that to Cody.”

			“And I didn’t. Not exactly.” Dylan recounted what he had told Abby in the parking lot. “I didn’t mean anything other than calling his dad up and having a conversation, if he thought it would help. Not take off and go there on his own. Even if he tried that, I don’t think Cody could have gotten very far.”

			“Unless he ditched the bike and started hitchhiking. Like you did.”

			The thought made Dylan shiver. Would Cody do that? Would he, like Dylan once had, think that thumbing his way from here to Georgia was a cool idea?

			Two years before Dylan left Stone Gap for good, he’d had a blowout fight with his father over his grades and lack of ambition and whatever else his father was mad at him for that day. Dylan had taken off on his bike, riding hard until the sun went down and the road ahead seemed endless. He’d hit a rock, blown a tire and been forced to leave the bike on the side of the road, then stick out a thumb.

			In the movies, hitchhiking always looked so cool. Some guy with an interesting story to tell picked up the lonely wanderer and they embarked on an adventure, building a lifelong friendship as the miles passed. But the first car that stopped was driven by a man who gave Dylan a long look that made his hair stand on end. He’d refused the ride and walked away, feeling the dark crowding in on him.

			A second set of headlights came up behind him a few seconds later and Dylan had started to break into a run, sure the creepy guy was coming to get him. Grab him and drag him away, in one of those hitchhiker scenarios that didn’t end with a fun adventure.

			But when he’d turned, he’d seen the headlights of a pickup truck, not a sedan. And behind the wheel, a much welcome and familiar face.

			“You brought me home that night,” Dylan said to his uncle. The gratitude he’d felt on that stretch of road still rung in his heart. “Somehow you found me, and you picked me up.”

			Before anything bad happened. The words were unspoken but had always hovered in the air. It was one of hundreds of tiny moments that had tied Dylan’s loyalty to his uncle. Ty was a good man, a good role model and one of the best things in Stone Gap. When Dylan had left town, he’d missed his uncle every single day.

			“It was easy to find you, Dylan. I knew you and figured you’d head for that campground on Stone Gap Lake. We did that group camping trip there every summer. You always loved that campground and said it was your favorite place in the world.” Ty shrugged, like it was no big deal, but for Dylan, who had grown up with a father who’d never understood him, Ty’s perceptiveness mattered. A lot.

			“I’m glad you remembered that, Uncle Ty. I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t come along.”

			“Well, I’m glad I did. Though I’m not so sure you liked the lecture I gave you on the way home about making smart choices. About staying around instead of running from your problems.”

			“I guess I didn’t really listen, since I was on the road again two years later.” He had hurt his uncle, hurt his brother, and now, he realized also hurt himself by severing these relationships that meant so much to him.

			Ty smiled. “You always were a stubborn learner, Dylan, but you came around. And hopefully you’ve stopped running.”

			Dylan didn’t know how to answer that. Was going back to his job in Maine running away? Or was it just doing the sensible thing? “I honestly don’t know, Uncle Ty.”

			“Did I ever tell you how I ran away from home when I was about that age?” When Dylan shook his head, Ty continued, “Probably because I didn’t want you to think it was a cool idea. But I’d had a fight with my parents, probably over the same things kids fight with their parents about now, and I decided I was better off on my own. I made it two miles out of town and spent the night camping in the woods. By the time I got back home, my mother was a mess and my father was talking to the police in the driveway. I’ve always regretted hurting them like that. When I saw the worry on their faces, I knew running away was the wrong choice. So when you did the same thing, I found you by thinking like I had when I ran away. That’s how you can help Abby find Cody. Which direction do you think he would go? And where do you think he would stop when it got scary and lonely?”

			Dylan didn’t know Cody that well. He’d only met the kid a little over a week ago. But from the start, he’d felt like they were kindred spirits. Loners with troubled relationships with their fathers.

			It wasn’t much to go on. But it was a start.

		
	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			Abby sat in her house and cried. She’d been all over Stone Gap, up and down every single street, then driving the outskirts, even hitting the highway for several miles in each direction, trying to find any sign of her son. She’d called all his friends, then the friends’ mothers, searched the penny candy store and the arcade and the bowling alley—

			No Cody.

			She picked up her phone and made the last call she wanted to make. When her ex-husband picked up, Abby braced herself. “Keith, I just wanted to let you know Cody might be on his way up to see you.”

			He sighed. “Did you kick him out or something?”

			The implication that it was her fault. “No. He’s just upset with you and I think he wants to talk to you in person. He didn’t think it through and just took off on his bike.”

			He cursed. “Can’t you keep an eye on those kids? I don’t have time to deal with this.”

			“Those kids are your sons, Keith.” How many times had she said those words and it hadn’t changed anything?

			When they first met, she’d been fresh out of high school and seen city-born and much older Keith as charming, exciting. A man who traveled the world, lived for experiences and spontaneity. It wasn’t until she was married and pregnant that she’d realized all of those things rotated around the very small axis of Keith. When he’d come back into her life, begging for a second chance, she’d convinced herself that he had changed, that the fairy tale she had dreamed of was finally coming to life. In the end, Keith had gone right back to focusing on the only thing that mattered—himself.

			“I’m the one who is here with them full-time, feeding them, raising them, so yes, I do keep an eye on them.”

			“Here we go again.” He sighed. “The bad-dad lecture.”

			“I don’t have to give you a lecture. You know you’re a terrible father. You haven’t been there for either one of them for longer than five minutes.” Keith had had brief moments of clarity when he’d come back into her life, vowing to be different, to try again to create a family with her. To stop wasting money on gambling and alcohol and idiocy. She’d thought the change was real, something to depend upon. But in the end, he’d gone right back to his old behavior, leaving her with two kids and a nearly empty bank account.

			“I have to work, Abby. It’s not like I just sit around all day. I’m busy.”

			“Too busy for your children?” She drew in a breath and bit her tongue before she said anything more and retread an argument she’d had five thousand times. None of that brought her son home. “Will you please just let me know if you hear from or see Cody?”

			“I don’t think I’ll see him. I’ve got meetings and sales calls and—”

			“Just text me or call me. Please.” She hung up, even more frustrated than she’d been before she had dialed. Keith was never going to step into fatherhood and be a good role model. The kind who read bedtime stories and took his sons fishing and showed them how to fix whatever was broken.

			Only one man had done that. Dylan.

			But he’d also given her son advice that had put her sixteen-year-old out on the road alone. Cody had been gone for five hours now, and she was no closer to finding him than she had been this morning.

			Abby sank into a chair and started to sob again. She’d failed as a parent. Failed to keep her child safe. Failed to be there when he needed her. And now, she may have lost Cody altogether.

			 

			When Dylan left Uncle Ty at the shelter with Jake, the two of them were working together to install the new countertop. The activity kept Jake distracted, kept him from asking every few minutes where his mother was and when his brother was coming back. On the other hand, the little boy peppered Uncle Ty with so many questions about the installation process—and everything else under the sun, including Ty’s favorite kind of dinosaur and whether he thought Jake should have a puppy—that the older man had no time to dwell on his grief. Dylan could see Ty’s enthusiasm for working with kids returning the more he interacted with Jake.

			Which meant Ty no longer really needed Dylan. He’d finished all the repairs on the center except for the roof and an engine tune-up for Ty’s aged pickup. If he had enough time before he left, he wanted to give the pontoon boat a spruce-up. And there was also the broken window at Abby’s—

			If he wanted to, Dylan could easily find enough things to keep him busy in Stone Gap for a month. The problem—he didn’t have a month. He had two days. And right now, the entire To Do list was on hold until he found Cody.

			He thought of what Uncle Ty had said, about trying to see Cody’s perspective and using that to figure out where he might have gone. For a while, Dylan drove aimlessly, while his mind turned over every conversation he’d had with the boy.

			Then, as he made his second loop of Stone Gap, his mind latched on to an idea. It was a long shot, but maybe...

			Dylan turned right, and as the Jeep left the main areas of Stone Gap, he began to accelerate. The long shot became more of a possibility the farther he drove. He turned off the main road, down a path he had taken just a couple days ago. His battered Jeep bumped and lurched over the dirt road, squeaky axles protesting the rough treatment.

			There was a flash of silver ahead of him. The frame of a bike, left in the grass of a ditch. Dylan’s chest squeezed. For a second, that was his bike and he was back on the road and trying to get away from the scary man in the sedan.

			What if the same thing had happened to Cody? What if Dylan was too late?

			The pocked road forced him to slow the Jeep. It had rained the night before, and the path that had been smooth just twenty-four hours earlier was now filled with muddy divots that were hardening in the North Carolina sun. He braced himself on the roof while he urged the Jeep farther down the path.

			Finally, Dylan rounded a corner and stopped. Stone Gap Lake lay before him, blue and sparkling and inviting. On any other day, the sight would have made Dylan feel peaceful.

			But when he noticed the empty dock, the space where Uncle Ty’s pontoon boat usually sat, any sense of peace evaporated. Undoubtedly the key tucked in the box under the steering wheel was used to start it, by a kid who had paid attention on a fishing trip.

			Dylan debated calling Abby. But he wasn’t sure that was Cody’s bike, and the pontoon could have been borrowed by one of Ty’s friends. Still, Dylan’s instincts told him otherwise. He’d check it out, then call her if he found something.

			Better to be sure than disappoint her again. He’d seen the look in her eyes, the hurt, the betrayal. Why did it seem that no matter how hard he tried, he still ended up hurting the people he cared about?

			Dylan jogged down the shore, until he reached the spit of land that held Ray Prescott’s cabin. At the top of the hill, he saw Jack Barlow, installing a new back deck on Ray’s house. His old friend from high school still had the haircut and lean body of his military days. “Hey, Jack!”

			The youngest Barlow son turned and gave Dylan a wave. Jack put down his hammer and the board in his hands, then ambled down the embankment. “Dylan! Nice to see you. My mom told me you were back in town.”

			He wasn’t surprised Della had mentioned his return to her sons, probably thinking they would all get together. Now was not the time to catch up, though. “Yeah, I’ve been here for almost two weeks. Listen, can I borrow Ray’s boat?”

			Jack shrugged. “Sure. I don’t think he’d mind. Is Ty’s broken down?”

			“No.” Dylan sighed. “I think Abby Cooper’s son Cody is out on the water in it. Abby’s been looking all over for him, and she’s frantic.”

			“Come to think of it, I did hear a boat go by maybe a couple hours ago. I was busy and didn’t look to see whose boat it was. But it went to the eastern side of the lake.”

			“Thanks, Jack.” Dylan turned to go back down the hill. Eastern side? Maybe Cody had taken the boat out fishing. Or maybe it wasn’t Cody at all and Dylan was chasing his own tail.

			“Hey, Dylan?”

			He turned back. “Yeah?”

			“It’s good to have you back in town. Maybe after you get this Cody thing straightened out, you could come to dinner at my house. Meri would love to see you, too.”

			Meri, clearly now Jack’s wife, given the gold ring on Jack’s left hand. “Sure. That’d be great.” He didn’t want to tell Jack that his time in Stone Gap was limited and the chances of dinner with them were slim. He thanked him again, then jogged down to the pier and untied Ray’s flat-bottom fishing boat from the cleats.

			There was water in the boat, from the rainstorm. Dylan scooped it out with furious moves, then turned to start the motor. The engine took a couple good pulls before it finally roared to life.

			Dylan steered the boat through the lake, scanning the wide expanse of water. He headed east, passing Uncle Ty’s favorite fishing spot on the way. No pontoon. No Cody.

			Dylan pushed the little outboard to go faster. He skirted the outside of the lake, then slowed to skim past the thick pocket of lilies that carpeted the water between the tiny island in the center of Stone Gap Lake and the water’s edge. Just as he rounded the island, he saw the pontoon.

			And Cody, sitting on the seats at the bow, his head on his knees. Relief flooded Dylan. He took out his cell phone to call Abby, but out here on the lake, he didn’t have a signal.

			Dylan pulled up alongside the pontoon, tied the fishing boat to the railing, then climbed aboard. “Cody! Hey, dude, we’ve been looking all over for you.”

			The teenager scowled. “I didn’t want to be found. I wanted to get out of here for a while.”

			He could have been parroting back Dylan’s exact words when he was that age. He could see the anger and distance in the set of Cody’s jaw, the hardness of his shoulders.

			Was anything Dylan could say going to make it better? Or would he only send Cody in the wrong direction again?

			He thought of that long drive home with Uncle Ty all those years ago, the words his uncle had said. Words Dylan hadn’t been ready to hear then, but maybe Cody would respond differently.

			Dylan lowered himself to the bench seat beside Cody. “Your mom said you were thinking of going to your dad’s house in Georgia.”

			“Yeah, well, he doesn’t want to see me. I called him and he said he was busy and maybe he could get me a plane ticket sometime instead.” Cody cursed. “I should have known he wasn’t going to change.”

			Dylan’s heart broke for Cody. He knew that disappointment. He wished he could wave a magic wand and make everything better, but life wasn’t a movie that ended with happy tears and rolling credits.

			“Some people never change,” Dylan said. “But if you ask me, your dad is the one losing out, not you. You’re a great kid, Cody. You’re smart and strong and so good to Jake.” Much like Sam had been with Dylan.

			Cody lifted his head. “You think I’m a great kid?”

			“Yeah, I do. I’ve really enjoyed getting to know you and spending time with you while I’ve been here.”

			Cody picked at the railing, his gaze averted. “My mom says you’re leaving.”

			“I have a job in Maine. So yes, I am leaving.” But the thought made Dylan’s chest ache. He looked out over the glass-smooth water, sparkling in the bright sun. It was a perfect day to be out here, absorbing some peace and quiet. He was going to miss this lake. Miss—

			This kid. His brother. And most of all, their mom.

			“So you’re gonna be just like my dad and bail.” Cody cursed and got to his feet. “Why don’t you just leave already? We don’t need you.”

			The sharp words slivered through Dylan. He could see the wall going up in Cody again, the boy adding the bricks as fast as he could, to head off another hurt. “I’m not bailing, Cody. I have a job and—”

			“There are jobs here, fixing up houses and running the center and things like that. You told me so yourself. That if I graduated and learned more of this stuff, I could work with a construction crew like you do.”

			“Yes, I could work here. But...” Dylan searched for an explanation, one that Cody would understand. And came up empty. “Maine is where my job is. I’m sorry.”

			“Just go, Dylan.” Cody’s face darkened and he waved Dylan off. “You don’t have to stay here and babysit me. I’m fine.”

			“Then why were you sitting on the bow? Not fishing or moving?”

			“Engine died.” He shrugged. “But I’ll just wait a bit and start it again. I mean, I don’t know much about engines, but I figured maybe it was just overheated or something.”

			There was no way Dylan was going to leave this kid on the water in a boat that wasn’t working. Though honestly, he wasn’t about to leave him until he was safe and back home with his mother.

			“Let me look at the motor.” Dylan waved to Cody. “Come on, you can help me.”

			They went to the back of the boat. Dylan tried starting the outboard himself, but it wouldn’t catch, so he tipped it forward and removed the cover. “We can check the spark plug and the fuel lines. See if the plug is bad or if one of the fuel lines is leaking.” He pointed out the parts to Cody as he went through the engine. “All of this seems to be okay.”

			“Then are we stuck out here?”

			“Nope. Couple more things we can check.” Dylan lowered the engine back into place, then pointed at a hatch. “Open that up and we’ll check the fuel vent.”

			Cody lifted the hatch, looked at the tank below him, then up at Dylan with confusion. “Uh, where’s the fuel vent?”

			“See that circular thing right there, attached to the fuel line? When that gets blocked, the engine can’t draw any fuel and it won’t start.”

			Cody looked inside, peered at the vent. “It looks like there’s some mud in there.”

			“Mud daubers—they’re kind of like wasps—like to build nests in there.” Dylan took out his penknife and handed it to Cody. “Be careful, but go ahead and clean that out.”

			“Me?”

			“You can do it, Code.” Dylan sat back and watched while the teenager cleaned the vent, then closed the hatch. “Okay, try to start it.”

			Cody turned the key. The outboard sputtered for a minute, then roared to life. Pride lit Cody’s face. “I did it.”

			“Yup.” Another victory in the life of a kid who’d had way too much disappointment, especially today. Dylan couldn’t repair all that, but he could fix this moment. “Now, let’s head for home.”

			Cody shook his head. “I can’t do that. My mom’s gonna kill me.”

			“She’ll be mad, yes. But she’ll also be so glad to see you that she’s probably going to hug you for a year.” Now whether Abby would forgive Dylan that quickly was a whole other story. He wasn’t going to put a wager on that, not after their argument this morning.

			Cody fiddled with the steering wheel. “She’s not such a bad mom, is she?”

			“She’s one of the best.” The kind of mom every kid deserved to have. A woman unlike any other that Dylan had ever met.

			Cody let out a long breath. “Is my dad ever going to change?”

			The question hung in the warm October air, heavy and thick. Dylan heard his own voice in Cody’s and would have done anything in that moment to fix everything for the boy. “I don’t know the answer to that, Cody. My dad is still the same as he was when I was a kid. I don’t know if people really change all that much.”

			“But you did, didn’t you? My friend Matt said his mom used to know you. She said you, like, dropped out and stuff, and people thought you were going to end up in jail, cuz you got arrested a lot when you were a kid.”

			Yeah, that was his reputation. People didn’t forget in this town, and he might as well have tattooed the information on his forehead.

			Except there were some people—Sam, Abby, her sons, Uncle Ty—who didn’t see Dylan’s past when they looked at him. They just saw him, as he was. You’re a good man, Abby had said.

			Words that Dylan still wasn’t sure he believed. He wondered if Abby still believed them, or if he’d let her down too much, too.

			“Once. I got arrested once,” Dylan said to Cody. “I was young and stupid and didn’t listen to anyone. My brother bailed me out and the charges were dropped, but it could have ended much, much worse, Cody. And yes, I did drop out, and floated around for years before I finally figured out what I wanted. If I could go back and do it all over again, I’d do a lot of things differently.”

			Cody waved that off. “All adults say that.”

			“Because it’s true.” Dylan glanced out over the water. “You know, you’ve got a great mom, a great life here. And a great future, if you just accept it instead of running from it. I ran from my life for too long, and I don’t want to do that anymore. There’s something nice about knowing where you’re going to be tomorrow and the day after that.”

			Cody thought about that for a second. “And where are you going to be, Dylan?”

			Dylan didn’t answer. He just took the wheel and steered the pontoon boat back to the dock.

			 

			Abby grabbed her car keys and headed out the door. She needed to make another sweep of Stone Gap, and if she still didn’t find Cody, she was going to call the police. Keith had texted to say he heard from Cody and told him not to come to Georgia. That they’d see each other another time.

			At least that took a two-state hitchhiking journey off the table. But it didn’t tell her where her son was.

			She pulled out her phone to call Ty and ask him to keep Jake a little longer when a Jeep pulled in her driveway. Dylan’s car. With Cody in the passenger seat. Thank God.

			Abby barreled down the stairs and flung open the car door. All the worry and anger disappeared the second she saw her son’s face.

			“Mom, I’m sorry—”

			“Thank God you’re okay.” She grabbed Cody in a bear hug, the tightest hug she’d given him since the day he was six and fell off the monkey bars and banged his head on the ground. She’d picked her son up that day and held him tight and long, thinking she would have died if she’d lost him. And now, ten years later, she felt exactly the same way. “I love you, Cody. I’m so glad you’re home.”

			Cody hugged his mother, just as he had when he was six. For the first time in a long time, Abby felt like she had her son truly and totally back. Gratitude overflowed in her heart and spilled out in her tears.

			“Don’t you ever do that again, Cody. You worried me so much.” Her words were muffled by his shoulder.

			“I won’t, Mom. I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”

			“You’re home now. That’s all that matters.” She hugged him tighter still. Over Cody’s head, she saw Dylan. She mouthed thank you. Dylan nodded in return, his face unreadable.

			After a while, Cody drew back. “Hey, where’s Jake?”

			“Over at the community center with Ty.” Abby brushed Cody’s hair off his forehead. He looked embarrassed but didn’t stop her. “We can go over there. I know he’ll be glad to see you.”

			“Why don’t we all go over there?” Dylan said. “Hop in, Abby. I’ll give you a ride.”

			She climbed in the back of the Jeep and the three of them made the short drive to the community center.

			Abby could hardly take her eyes off her son. He’d only been gone a few hours, but it had felt like a lifetime. Later, they would talk, maybe one of those late-night conversations she used to have with Cody before Keith left and Jake came along. She’d make him some hot cocoa and they’d sit at the kitchen table and get back to where they used to be before the schedules and the organization and the turmoil over grades and curfews.

			If there was one thing she’d learned in the last couple of weeks, it was that ditching the schedule sometimes didn’t necessarily result in catastrophe. It was in those moments when she’d had unscripted fun with her boys—fishing, barbecuing, tearing down a wall—when she had seen the connection knit more tightly between the three of them. In the future, she vowed, there’d be far more of that and far less of the rigid lines that had filled her life before.

			As soon as Dylan parked, Cody hopped out and headed inside. Abby lingered by the car. She’d loosened up with her kids in the last few weeks, and it had changed things in good ways, overall. Maybe it was time she loosened the cage she kept around her heart, too, and let someone in again. “Dylan, wait. I wanted to talk to you.”

			He turned back. “Sure.”

			“Thank you so much for finding Cody.” Abby could tell Dylan thank-you a thousand times and it still wouldn’t be enough to express the depths of her gratitude. He didn’t have to help her, didn’t have to come back here, knowing how she blamed him. But he had, and that meant a lot. “How did you do it? I looked everywhere, called all his friends.”

			“I was like him one time, and my uncle found me by thinking about where I would go. So I did the same with him. He said something to me on the fishing boat about how when he was out on the water, nothing bugged him. I thought he might have borrowed Ty’s boat.”

			The fishing trip. Of course. Cody had been open and relaxed that day, back to the son she remembered before his father had left for the second time. “Thank God you did. I was about to call the police and demand they put out a missing person report.” She shook her head, and now that the elation had passed, regret filled all the spaces inside her. “I feel like such a bad mom. How could I not see that he was hurting so badly?”

			Dylan put a hand on her shoulder and met her gaze. “At that age, they’re pretty good at keeping their feelings to themselves. Don’t beat yourself up.”

			She leaned into his touch, into the confidence he had in her. For so long, Abby had felt alone, struggling to balance a thousand things at once. But this man understood her, understood what she was going through. “It’s hard not to. When you’re the mom, you feel responsible for everything.”

			“Cody thinks you’re a great mom, Abby. Actually, he said, ‘she’s not a bad mom.’”

			She laughed. “Well, there’s a rousing endorsement, but I’ll take it.” Coming from a sixteen-year-old, that was the equivalent of a gold medal, Abby figured.

			Dylan stepped forward and tucked an errant lock of her hair behind her ear. She wanted to hold on to that moment, but his hand was already gone. “I think you’re not a bad woman myself.”

			“You’re a good man, Dylan. You really are.” She held his gaze and felt her body warm, responding to him as easily as a flower opening to the midday sun. She liked this man, liked him a lot.

			No, not just liked. Loved.

			She had fallen in love with Dylan Millwright somewhere between tearing down the wall and casting the first fishing line. He was considerate and tender and, most of all, welcomed the package deal that was Abby and her boys. She loved his smile, loved the way he touched her and the way he looked at her. Like maybe...he loved her, too. But instead of asking about that, she slipped into the easier space of a joke. “Not a bad woman, huh? I’ll take that as a compliment, too.”

			“Actually, you’re pretty incredible, Abby.” He cupped her jaw, and his thumb traced over her lips. She wanted him to kiss her. Wanted him to hold her. Wanted him to hold on and never let go. “I’m gonna miss you when I leave.”

			It took a moment. Then the reality of those words hit her, hard and cold. He was leaving. It wasn’t like she hadn’t known this all along, but some silly part of her had hoped he would fall in love with Stone Gap—fall in love with her—and stay. “So you really are going to Maine?”

			He gave her a sad nod. “The job’s starting earlier than I expected so I’m leaving Thursday afternoon.”

			Less than forty-eight hours. She’d thought he would be here at least until the end of the weekend. But he hadn’t made her any promises, hadn’t made any plans for the future. She should have known better than to fall in love with a man who had no intentions of staying put.

			“That’s what you do, isn’t it? You leave?” She shook her head and willed the tears threatening her eyes to stay back. “Why did I think there was a chance you’d change your mind?”

			“I never promised you anything, Abby. You knew all along that I had to go back to my job.”

			“No, you didn’t promise me. But I thought—” She shook her head, cursed, then drew in a breath. “I thought you had found something here that you couldn’t find in Maine or Virginia or Iowa.”

			Something like me. And my boys.

			Dylan started to protest, but she cut him off. “I’ve got to get inside. My boys and I need to go home. We’ll get a ride from Ty. We’ve had a long day, and I think we just need to order some Chinese food and chill tonight and go back to being a family of three.”

			She didn’t invite him over. Didn’t ask him to join them. They were back to being just three, and Abby told herself that was fine. She was fine. Or...

			She would be fine. Once she forgot about Dylan.

			Just when she’d started to fall for him. To see him as the kind of man she’d always wanted. Before Dylan could stop her, or twist her heart into another knot, Abby turned on her heel and went inside the center. It wasn’t until the door shut behind her that she allowed her tears to fall.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			Dylan sat in his Jeep on the hill overlooking Stone Gap on Thursday afternoon. The town lay before him, sleepy and still in the warm sunshine. It was the third time he’d sat here and looked at this town. Once to say goodbye, once to say hello. And now—

			The Jeep idled while Dylan debated. If he said goodbye, it would probably be for a long time. The project in Maine was two years’ worth of work, and the scale of the project meant it was something that would undoubtedly eat up all his free time.

			That’s what you do, isn’t it? You leave?

			Abby’s words had haunted his thoughts ever since Tuesday night. When she’d confronted him, a part of Dylan had wanted to leave right then and there, get back on the road, where no one expected anything of him—

			And where he wouldn’t let anybody down.

			That was the crux of it, wasn’t it? That he didn’t want to disappoint anyone again. But who had he really disappointed?

			Not Uncle Ty, who had said to him this morning that Dylan had brought him back from the edge of his despair. Ty had given him a long hug and thanked his nephew over and over again for all he had done. There’d been tears in Ty’s eyes and genuine love in his voice.

			Not Cody, who had come up to Dylan at the center today to show him his math test, with a very proud B in red at the top. Cody thanked Dylan for making the equations understandable. And for turning me around when I got lost, the teenager had added.

			Then there had been Jake, who had run into the center this afternoon, calling out Uncle Dylan with such joy in his voice that it nearly made Dylan choke up.

			And Abby—

			Dylan couldn’t even think about her without his chest tightening. She was the one person he had let down, and hurt. He could still see the tears in her eyes, hear the catch in her words. Damn. He sat in the Jeep for a long, long time, watching Stone Gap wind down for the day, families going home to each other, sitting down at the dinner table, passing rolls and jokes.

			Then he put the Jeep in gear and started to drive.

			 

			As soon as Abby pulled into the driveway on Thursday night, the boys were out of the car, dashing inside with the pizza she had picked up on the way home and the latest superhero movie she had rented. For all her talk about wanting to enjoy more spontaneity with her boys, though, all Abby wanted to do right now was crawl into bed and cry.

			Dylan had stopped in at the center this afternoon, said goodbye to both her sons and Ty, then stopped to say goodbye to her. His words were short, to the point. Nothing flowery, nothing romantic. He could have been saying goodbye to his dentist for all the emotion in his sentences.

			Her heart ached, her eyes burned, but she kept putting one foot in front of the other. Kept being the responsible one, the one who stayed and built roots.

			After she set the boys up with the movie, she poured a rare midweek glass of wine and went out to sit in the rocker on her front porch. How long had it been since she’d sat here and enjoyed watching Stone Gap ease into night? She used to love seeing the streetlights wink on, the parents coming home at the end of the day, the families getting in one last game of catch before bedtime.

			But tonight, all that made her incredibly sad. She sipped her wine and wondered if it was worse to try to go back inside and pretend she actually cared if a group of superheroes saved the world.

			Her phone rang, and her sister’s name lit up the screen. Two calls in the space of a week? Melanie must be either bored or homesick. “Hey, Mel.”

			“What’s up? You don’t sound like yourself.”

			“Just...” What was she supposed to say? I was let down by another charmer? I fell for Mr. Wrong again? “Drinking some wine and trying to forget a guy.”

			“It’s always about a guy, isn’t it?” Melanie sighed. “Was he nice?”

			“Yeah. And smart and good with the boys and...gone.”

			“Gone for good or just for now?”

			“I don’t know.” She didn’t quite want to accept yet that Dylan might never return to Stone Gap. A stubborn part of her clung to hope. Stubborn and stupid. She’d learned this lesson once before. She needed to let go of the fantasy of Dylan and accept the reality.

			“If you find a guy who’s smart and good with the boys and treats you well, hold on tight,” Melanie said. “Trust me, those men don’t come along every day.”

			“Good advice,” Abby said. But the words stung her throat. The man had come along and left again. There was no way to hold on to him—because he didn’t want to stay.

			“Listen, I think I will come down and visit you. Let me take a look at my schedule and see when I can fit in a visit, okay? I really need...” Melanie paused “...some sister time.”

			Abby thought of yesterday, of how overjoyed Jake had been to see his brother home again. She prayed her sons never lost that connection and stayed close long after they were adults. “I do, too, Mel. I really do.”

			They chatted a little while longer, while Abby went down to the box, retrieved the mail, then returned to her seat. After she hung up with her sister, Abby went through the envelopes—a thick stack because she’d forgotten all about getting the mail in yesterday’s madness.

			Bills, flyers, catalogs, an ad for a spa opening in a nearby town, then a letter. She opened the envelope and scanned the contents. She had to read it twice before she believed the words before her.

			She got up, opened the front door to go inside and make a call when a pair of headlights swung into her driveway. She blocked her eyes from the sudden glare, then blinked. She knew those headlights. Knew that vehicle.

			Knew that man.

			The engine cut off, the headlights blinked into darkness. The Jeep’s door opened and Dylan stepped out. He hesitated a second, reaching into the truck for something. Abby’s heart leaped, but she cautioned herself not to get too excited. He could be here because he forgot something or wanted to say goodbye to the boys again. She put down her wineglass and got to her feet.

			“So,” Dylan said as he approached, his voice still making her heart flip, “turns out I had a little trouble leaving town.”

			“Car trouble?”

			“Nope.” Then he came into the light and she saw what he had in his hands. One of the puppies from next door. Not just any puppy, but the puppy that Jake had named Dudley. The dog had fallen asleep but stirred when Abby approached. “I sat on the hill outside of town for a good hour, trying to find the motivation to get on the road and head to Maine. But as I looked down into Stone Gap, I realized everything I ever wanted was at the bottom of that hill, not a thousand miles away from here.”

			“Everything you ever wanted? As in a dog?” She didn’t dare let the hope come to life again. Almost didn’t dare to meet his gaze. She wanted to tell him about the letter she had received—the grant that had come through for the community center—but if he wasn’t staying, it wouldn’t matter to him.

			“I’ve been an idiot, Abby,” Dylan said. He put the dog on the chair on the porch, then took her hands in his and held tight. “I’ve spent my whole life running from this town because I thought I hated it. What I really hated was the person I used to be when I lived here. I was running away from him. From the mistakes I made, the reputation I had. But I couldn’t put enough miles in between all that. Not until I came back here and faced my past. And met you and your boys.”

			She held her breath, not sure where the conversation was going to go next. Only knowing she wanted him to keep talking. Even the yellow Lab was watching, tail beating a soft tune against the cushions. The hope in her chest began to bloom again.

			“You changed my life, Abby. From the minute we met, you looked at me and you saw just me. And you made me crave the very things I never thought I wanted. A family. A dog. And most of all, a woman who looks at me the way you look at me.”

			Her breath caught in her throat. “And how do I look at you?”

			“Like you love me.”

			She dipped her gaze. What if he didn’t love her in return? What if she was still being the foolish one? Because she did love him and couldn’t bear it if he didn’t feel the same.

			The puppy scrambled down from the chair and pawed at Dylan’s leg. He picked the dog up with one arm, then turned back to Abby. Dylan tipped her chin until she was looking at him. “And I look back at you like I love you, too.”

			“You do?”

			He smiled. “I do. I love the way you laugh and the way you smile. I love how you love your sons. I love how good you are at fishing and how easy you are to please, and most of all, I love how I feel when I’m with you.”

			“And how is that?”

			“Like I’ve come home, Abby. For the first time in my life.” He brushed away a tendril of her hair, and had such tenderness in his eyes, she nearly cried. “So I decided it’s about time I put down some roots and stayed here in Stone Gap. With you. And Dudley, if you’ll have us.”

			She wrapped her arms around him and the puppy, and laid her head on his shoulder. Everything she had dreamed of was all coming together in this one instant. She thought of her sister’s words, about finding a good man and holding on tight. She intended to do that, starting right now.

			“A PUPPY!!” Jake came barreling down the hallway, slamming into Abby’s legs. “I knew it!”

			Or maybe she’d do that in a minute, when they were alone again.

			Dylan bent down and handed the little dog over to Jake, making sure he had a solid grip on the squirming bundle of fur. “Dudley needs a home,” he said. “Think you can give him a good one?”

			Jake nodded. And nodded again. And nodded until Abby thought her son’s head might bounce off. “I can. I promise.”

			“You know, Jake... I think you’re going to need some help with this puppy,” Dylan added. “Walking him, training him. I should tell you, I am a pretty good puppy trainer.”

			“You are?” Jake’s eyes widened. “Can you help me?”

			“I’m planning on it, kid.” Dylan ruffled Jake’s hair.

			Cody stood in the hallway, watching it all, his face hopeful and scared and vulnerable. His chin jutted up and he eyed Dylan with a flicker of mistrust. “You mean it?”

			Dylan rose. He took Abby’s hand and drew her to his side. “I do.”

			Cody studied him for a long time, then gave Dylan a nod and a flash of a smile. An understanding passed between them, and the guardedness that Cody wore like an extra shirt began to melt. Cody put a hand on Jake’s shoulder. “Hey, squirt, what’s this mutt’s name again?”

			“Dudley. And he’s not a mutt.”

			Cody laughed. “I know. Come on. Let’s take him outside and let Mom talk to Dylan.”

			The boys headed outside, a burst of conversation flowing between them about the dog and a dog house and who was going to walk him first. When the back door opened, a breeze whispered through the house. Abby could swear it carried the scent of happiness.

			“Now where were we?” Abby asked.

			“I was right...” He pulled her against his chest. “Here. Exactly where I should be.” He kissed her then, long and slow and sweet, while the night birds began their evening calls and the families around them wound down for the day. Her grandfather used to call it the magic hour, and as Abby curved against Dylan, she thought that was a perfect description. An absolutely perfect description.

		
	
		
			Epilogue

			The grant for the community center had given them enough money to expand, adding a game room, a second bathroom and a bank of computers for the kids to use for homework. The center buzzed with life every day, just as it should. Ty was a new man, dividing his time between working there and working on his fishing skills.

			Dylan stood in the middle of the center and saw happy, busy kids. He’d started his construction business last month and already had contracts to build two new houses in nearby towns. He worked part-time at the center with his uncle, keeping his hours on the construction sites flexible enough to be here most afternoons.

			“Hey, Dylan, I had an idea.”

			Dylan turned to Cody. The kid had filled out in the last couple months. His grades were up, his eyes brighter, his face happier. He worked with Dylan on the weekends and really seemed to have a knack for building. “Sure. What is it?”

			“How about I lead the teen group today? I was thinking, you know, the whole peer-to-peer thing might work well.”

			Dylan nodded. “I think that’s a great idea. Go right ahead.”

			Cody grinned, then headed over to the center of the sofas. He got the attention of the other teenagers and exchanged a little small talk before turning the conversation to school and grades. “You know, I hate to say it, and probably wouldn’t in front of my mom, but doing homework actually does make the rest of it easier. I’m even thinking about going to college.”

			The other kids scoffed. “Why go to more school?” Matt asked.

			“Because it opens up doors,” Cody said. “Opportunities. Choices. And I like the idea of more choices. I like having more options?”

			The others nodded agreement, and the conversation shifted to jobs, then colleges. There were still several naysayers in the group, but Dylan heard many of the boys chiming in, supporting Cody.

			“He’s becoming quite the leader,” Uncle Ty said.

			“Yep. I’m proud of him.” And he was. It was weird, because Dylan wasn’t really Cody’s dad, but every day he spent with the two boys, he fell into that role more and more. There’d been more fishing trips, a couple overnight trips to the old campground, and a trip to a dinosaur museum with Jake. Every time he saw them, the bond between them grew until it felt like Cody and Jake had always been part of his life.

			“He reminds me of someone else I knew at that age.” Ty clapped Dylan on the back. “Good job, Dylan. You’ve really turned this place around.”

			“I’d say that was a team effort.”

			Ty smiled. “We do have one heck of a great team here, don’t we?”

			Dylan grinned. “We do indeed.” Between the boys, himself, Ty and Abby, the center had become a new place, even better than before. Aunt Virginia’s picture hung on the wall, her smile seeming to say she was well pleased with how her legacy was continuing.

			The door to the center opened, and Abby hurried in, with Jake by her side. Dudley brought up the rear, still all gangly puppy legs and too-big paws, but perfectly content to trot along beside Jake, who spoiled the dog rotten. Truth be told, Abby and Dylan did, too, and Cody had sneaked him bites at dinner more than once. The Lab had made a perfect addition to their family, and although Dylan came by every day to let the dog out and walk him, it wasn’t the same as actually going to sleep in the same house with Abby, Jake, Cody and Dudley.

			Abby stopped when she saw Dylan and smiled that smile he loved. Dylan patted his pocket and worked a smile to his own face, then strode forward to greet her. “Glad you’re here.”

			“Sorry I’m late. That presentation ran over, but it worked out well anyway. The agency landed the contract and put me in charge of the new account.” Abby beamed.

			“That’s great, Abby. I’m thrilled for you.” He ruffled Jake’s hair. “And how was school today?”

			“We talked about dinosaurs! Did you know a person who studies dinosaurs is called a pale-o-tologist?” Jake said. “That’s what I want to be when I grow up. Or maybe a vet...vetra-narian. Cuz I love dogs.”

			“Or maybe both, Jake.” Dylan pointed to the craft table. “Hey, I think Mavis is waiting for you.”

			“Great! Thanks!” Jake bounded off. His dog bounded after him, then settled at his feet under the table.

			Dylan grabbed Abby’s hand before she could head into the office to do any last-minute work. “Hold on a second. I want to show you something.”

			She gave him a curious glance. “Okay.”

			He led her through the center and into the hall where the four of them had installed a new wall just a few short months ago. His heart pounded in his throat, but the rest of him felt sure and confident. In fact, he’d never been surer about anything in his life.

			“There’s a problem with the wall we put in,” he said. “I don’t know if it’s going to last. It might need a stronger foundation. Why don’t you take a look at it and tell me what you think?”

			Abby stood back and assessed the wall. “I don’t see anything wrong, Dylan.” She paused, looked closer. The confusion on her face yielded to something tentative, cautious. “Wait. Did you write something on here?”

			By the time Abby read the words he’d scrawled on the unpainted wall earlier today, Dylan was already on one knee, the velvet ring box propped open. She turned to him and stared, mouth agape. “Dylan...what...what are you doing?”

			“The second smart thing I’ve done in a long time. The first was not going to Maine.” He leaned toward her. “Will you marry me, Abby?”

			Her smile bloomed into the biggest one he’d ever seen. She barely hesitated before the joy lit her eyes. “Yes, Dylan, yes! Of course I’ll marry you.”

			He let out a whoop, then rose and slid the ring onto her finger. He leaned around the corner and called out to his sons. He’d sat both of them down yesterday and asked them for permission to marry their mom. If the boys hadn’t been on board, Dylan would have waited. But both kids had been as overjoyed as Abby. And when Jake asked if he could call Dylan Dad, he almost broke down and cried. They were his sons, now and forever, and this was his family. Dylan was a bit overjoyed himself. “Cody, Jake, she said yes!”

			The boys rushed in and gathered Abby and Dylan in a celebratory hug. The four of them stood in the hall where they’d once rebuilt something that had been torn down, and now began to build a new family together. The family Dylan had always wanted, and the home he’d searched the world for and only found when he came back to the very place he left.
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			The Dating Arrangement

			by Kerri Carpenter

			Chapter One

			“I’m getting married.”

			Jack Wright nodded his head in response. Three things had brought him to this conclusion. Number one, she was carrying a stack of bridal magazines. Number two, she was wearing a rock on her ring finger that was so large, he had to wonder if it needed its own zip code.

			But the truly telling sign was the fact that she had mentioned it no less than ten times in the five minutes she’d been talking to him in The Wright Drink, his dad’s bar.

			My bar.

			Jack silently admonished himself. He now owned the bar and had to start acting like an entrepreneur. First order of business—dealing with the bride-to-be.

			“Ms. Mitchell,” he began.

			“Soon to be Mrs. Cross,” she added brightly, clutching the magazines to her light pink dress. “But please call me Trina.”

			“Right. Trina. I still don’t see how I can help you.”

			“My fiancé, Nick, and I met here a little over a year ago. Right over there, at the jukebox.” She gestured in that direction, with a dreamy expression on her face.

			“So you’d like to have your wedding here?”

			The look of horror that flashed onto her face was so severe, you would have thought he’d suggested she get married in a maximum-security prison.

			“I’d actually like to have my bachelorette party here. And Nick, my fiancé, wants to start his bachelor-party night here, as well.”

			While he’d attended his fair share of bachelor shindigs, he knew next to nothing about bachelorette parties. Jack pushed a hand through his dark hair and glanced around the gloomy, dank, unappealing bar. The gloomy, dank, unappealing bar that he now owned.

			As if reading his mind, Trina blushed. “Although, I hope you don’t mind me saying, this place seems a bit, um, different than when Nick and I met here.”

			What a polite way of saying it was a dump.

			He sighed. “Well, my dad recently passed away.”

			“I’m so sorry,” Trina said with true sincerity.

			“The bar was left to me and it’s hit a rough spot. I’m not sure that hosting a party—of any kind—is the best idea at the moment.”

			Trina’s eyes widened. “Oh please don’t say that. How about this? Why don’t you think about it? I’ll leave my cell number and you can give me a call.” She grabbed a napkin from the bar, scribbled her number and handed it over.

			Jack took the flimsy paper gingerly. He knew he needed to be frank with her.

			“Trina, since you’ve mentioned it, I know how the bar looks now. I have to wonder why you’re still so interested in having these parties here when you could go to a much nicer place.”

			“Because this place is special to us,” she said simply.

			Something about the statement clenched at Jack’s heart and he had to take a deep, steadying breath. The place meant something to her. Shouldn’t he feel the same way?

			He couldn’t reply, so he nodded his head again. A smile blossomed on Trina’s face. “Okay, just think about it. If I don’t hear from you in a week, I’ll follow up. Plenty of other wedding plans to keep me busy in the meantime.”

			He’d have to take her word for it, since he was hardly any kind of wedding aficionado.

			“Talk to you soon,” she said before flouncing out the front door.

			Since the bar wasn’t open for business yet, Jack flipped the lock. Not that customers would be clambering to get in when he did open the doors for happy hour. Aside from the engaged Ms. Mitchell, soon to be Mrs. Cross, interest in The Wright Drink lay only with a handful of regulars who had been frequenting the place since Jack was a child.

			Not for the first time today, his fingers twitched as he reached for the MIA pack of cigarettes he gave up six months ago.

			He walked to the back of the room and glanced at the pile of bills spread across the long, wooden bar in front of him. Jack cracked his knuckles. He probably needed reading glasses. Just like his old man had worn.

			His old man.

			Jack still couldn’t believe he was gone. While he knew his dad loved him, they hadn’t been particularly close in years. No games of catch in the backyard, after dinner. After all, it was hard to do anything after dinner when you didn’t usually sit down for a traditional meal. But that’s what came of a dad who owned a bar. He’d spent all of his time at The Wright Drink when Jack was a kid. And the bar had thrived.

			If he believed Trina’s account, and he had no reason not to, the bar had taken a turn for the worse within the last year. According to several of his dad’s friends, that’s when his father’s health had started to deteriorate. Not surprising for someone who had smoked for well over forty years. Still, no one could ever prepare for the call that their dad had passed away.

			Those same friends had also informed Jack that even though his dad’s health had been declining, he refused to stop working at the bar. He came in rain or snow, good health or bad. Looking around now, he could see that The Wright Drink had suffered as much as his dad.

			After high school graduation, Jack had gone off to college on a baseball scholarship and played in the minors for a couple of years, until a knee injury put an end to that. He’d decided to travel. Backpacked through Europe. Spent some time in both Brazil and Iceland—talk about polar opposites. Eventually he’d settled in Vegas. He’d begun dealing at the blackjack tables at a fancy casino, as a favor to a friend. He’d actually enjoyed interacting with different people every night. He had worked hard and moved up the ranks, until he was a supervisor, overseeing the whole casino floor.

			Jack began to pace; his long legs were eating up the distance from behind the bar, through the area of high-top tables and past the cluster of wall-mounted television sets. Another trait he’d inherited from his father.

			Still, no amount of walking was going to get him out of this jam. His father had died of a very sudden heart attack, and he’d left the bar and his house to Jack. The Wright Drink had seen better days. It needed a cosmetic overhaul. It also needed a financial miracle. The pile of bills wasn’t going to shrink itself.

			In their weekly—okay, sometimes more like biweekly—phone calls, James Wright had never let on that he was in trouble. If he had...

			Jack stopped pacing. He would have what? Dropped what he was doing and rushed back home to Virginia? Probably not. The painful grasp of guilt wrapped around his heart and squeezed.

			His mother had died when he was a freshman in high school. Both he and his dad took her death hard. His dad retreated into himself. As the owner of a business, he’d already spent a ton of time at the bar, but after his mother’s death, his dad had managed to devote even more time and attention to work. He’d stopped asking how school was going or putting in appearances at Jack’s baseball games.

			He’d stopped caring.

			Jack and this bar were the only things his father had. Although, only one of them seemed to get any attention from the old man.

			Jack tried—mostly unsuccessfully—to shake off the sullen mood. He started to make his way into the small room his dad used as an office, when someone rapped on the front door.

			Jack really wanted to tell whoever it was that the bar was still closed, but he was in no position to turn away possible business. He made easy work of crossing the room and opened the door to find his father’s lawyer and good friend standing there, holding a large tote bag, a small dog and a big grin.

			“Jack, my boy, how’s it going?”

			Fred Koda had been calling almost every day. Sadly, Jack’s answer to his standard greeting never changed.

			“Same.”

			Jack eyed the dog in Fred’s arms. He judged him to be about twenty, maybe twenty-five, pounds. He was a very light beige color and had lots of fur; he definitely had to be part poodle. He had a light brown nose, which his little pink tongue darted out to lick. Jack peered closer. The dog had green eyes. Very human-looking green eyes.

			“I didn’t know you had a dog,” Jack said.

			“I don’t.” Fred held the dog out to Jack. “But you do.”

			Jack froze. “Excuse me?”

			Fred pushed the dog into Jack’s arms. The dog immediately licked Jack’s chin. Fred waltzed into the bar. “This was your dad’s dog.”

			What the what? “My father never mentioned a dog, and I haven’t seen any dog-related stuff at my dad’s house.”

			“When James had his heart attack, I went over to the house and collected all of the food, treats, toys and beds I could find. He’s been living with me since that day. With you inheriting the bar and losing your dad, I didn’t want to bombard you.” He scratched the dog’s head. “Meet your new roommate, Cosmo.”

			“Cosmo? What kind of name is Cosmo?” The realization hit him fast and hard. His mother didn’t drink much, but when she did, she always had a cosmopolitan.

			Jack followed Fred into the bar. “Listen, Fred, I appreciate you taking care of this little guy. He is a guy, right?” Jack held the dog up and looked to his nether regions. “But I can’t take a dog.”

			Fred grinned wider. “He was left to you. You are Cosmo’s new owner. But I’m going to miss our man time,” he said to the dog. “Cosmo likes to snuggle and watch TV.”

			Swell. “That’s cute and all. But seriously, I can’t take this dog.”

			The ironic part was that Jack used to beg for hours on end to get a dog when he was a little kid. Now here he was, shunning that boyhood dream.

			Cosmo squirmed in Jack’s arms until he got comfortable. Then he licked Jack right on the mouth.

			“Yuck.”

			Fred chuckled. “He likes to give kisses.” He held up the tote bag before placing it on a nearby table. “Everything you need is in here. Food, toys, files from the vet. Cosmo’s a rescue.”

			“My dad rescued a dog?” It was so strange that he wouldn’t mention something like that to Jack.

			“Just about a year ago,” Fred said. “I think he needed a friend.”

			Jack let out a long exhale, which did nothing to alleviate the hurt and guilt Fred’s comment had lodged in his throat. Intuitively, Cosmo snuggled closer to Jack, wedging his little head under Jack’s chin.

			“Some other tips,” Fred said. “Cosmo is part poodle, but I’m not sure what he’s mixed with. So he doesn’t shed. He’s housebroken. He’s also very playful, takes two long walks a day, likes squeaky toys, hates the vacuum. Oh and he’s kind of a Velcro dog.”

			“Velcro dog? What does that mean?”

			Fred actually appeared to be a little sheepish. “He’s clingy.”

			Great. Jack sighed. “Fred, Cosmo is really cute.” And he was. He would have been exactly the kind of dog he’d wanted when he was little. “But I can’t take him. I don’t even know if I’m staying in town.”

			“Why wouldn’t you stay here? You have a place to live and you’re the new owner of the bar.”

			“A bar that never gets any customers.”

			Fred hesitated, then waved his hand as if to dismiss the idea. “Well, I’m sure it will pick up soon.”

			“I’m still trying to figure out what happened here, Fred. When I was growing up, the place was packed almost every night. Now there’s a handful of regulars and that’s about it.”

			The strangest part about this was the fact that The Wright Drink was located on King Street. As one of the busiest streets in the popular Old Town area, King Street generated enough foot traffic to make attracting thirsty customers a breeze. Locals and tourists alike always seemed charmed by Old Town Alexandria, with its quaint cobblestone streets, red brick sidewalks, the history and culture, the close proximity to Washington, DC, the view of the Potomac, and the restaurants and shops.

			“I’m not sure what to tell you, kid. I didn’t think much of it at the time, but looking back, your dad was acting a little weird for the last year or two.”

			Jack shifted. “What do you mean?”

			“Forgetful. Aloof. Not that he was ever Mr. Personality before.”

			Maybe something besides the lifelong smoking had been going on with his dad. With his health. His grandfather had had dementia. Perhaps his dad started to get the same thing.

			“Do you think that’s why most of the regulars haven’t paid their tabs? From the receipts and records I’ve gone through, it seems like my dad hadn’t asked them to settle for the last two years.”

			Fred shrugged. “Could be.”

			But would asking for money drive them away? Then the bar would truly be empty. Frustrated, Jack gritted his teeth. The only thing he knew about a bar was how to go to one and order a beer.

			With a sigh, he said, “Maybe I’m not cut out for this, Fred. I can always try to sell it.”

			“Nonsense,” Fred bellowed. “Your dad wanted you to have The Wright Drink. He told me many times.”

			“Would have been nice for him to tell me too.” He hadn’t meant to utter that out loud, but he couldn’t take it back now. Fred paused. Finally, he put a hand on Jack’s shoulder and squeezed.

			“I have to get going. I’m meeting a client near Mount Vernon and I heard the Parkway is backed up.”

			Panic washed over Jack. “But Cosmo?” he asked helplessly.

			Fred laughed as he quickly headed for the door. “You’ll be fine.”

			“He shouldn’t even be in here. There are health-code violations. Right?” Were there? He had no idea.

			“James had him in here all the time. Cosmo liked to sleep behind the bar.”

			“Fred, wait...”

			But Fred didn’t wait. Jack was alone with a little dog—and with his thoughts, which was even worse.

			He was in no better place than he was before. He still needed to figure out how to turn the bar around. Or sell. Despite Fred’s protests, Jack was considering the idea to be a very viable option.

			Ashamed of the thought, he walked to the middle of the bar. In the past, this would be the point where he stepped outside for a smoke. A little stress relief. Since that was no longer an option, Jack decided to have a much-needed tête-à-tête with Cosmo.

			He placed the dog on the floor. Cosmo looked up at him with adoring eyes. “Listen, I like dogs. I do. But I’m not the most stable guy on the planet.”

			Cosmo shifted and then lifted his leg and peed.

			Jack sighed again. Loudly. “You really going to do that in public? In the middle of a bar where people eat and drink?”

			Cosmo tilted his head, as if he were considering a reply. He just looked at Jack and walked to another corner of the bar and sat. And stared back at Jack.

			“Damn it.” Jack ran his hands through his hair. He swore the dog had a look on his face akin to “na-na na-na boo-boo.”

			Frustrated, he went to the supply closet and retrieved cleaning supplies. “Housebroken, my ass.”

			He cleaned up the mess and shoved the soiled paper towels into a trash bag. Then he rummaged through Cosmo’s luggage and found a blanket and small bed. He stuck them under the bar, and the dog pranced over to them and made himself comfortable.

			“Stay,” Jack said. “I’m going to throw out this little mess.”

			He didn’t think dogs really smiled, but this one looked to be grinning ear to ear.

			“I mean it, Prince Charming. Stay.”

			He pushed through the back door that led to the alley behind the bar. He threw the black bag into the dumpster. Hard.

			March was notorious for unpredictable weather, but today was beautiful. Mild temperature, with a nice breeze. Good day for a walk. Maybe a bit of exercise would help clear his mind. Bring a bit of clarity to his current situation.

			He stepped away from the dumpster and glanced up and down the alley. He was unfamiliar with these businesses. He’d have to meander down Prince Street to familiarize himself. He did know there was a seafood restaurant, off to the right, and the door on the left led to...was it a wedding-dress shop? The windows were a little too high to see inside and protected by blinds, in any case.

			Jack shook his head. So much had changed in this area of the city since he’d returned. He was actually rather proud to see Alexandria’s expansion.

			Then suddenly a movement out of the corner of his eye caught his attention. He turned as a blur of white ruffles began to pour out of the window he’d just been gazing at.

			What the hell?

			The mass of material made a strangled sound as it continued to shimmy out of the window. A few more inches and a head of curly auburn hair topped with a veil surfaced.

			He froze at the sight of a bride climbing out of the window. Either that or a life-size marshmallow had just exploded into the alley.

			Yep, that door definitely led to a bridal shop.

			“Gotta get out. Gotta get out,” the bride chanted breathlessly.

			He’d heard of runaway brides, but this was something else. He would have chuckled, but the woman suddenly slipped, leaving her and that massive dress dangling from the windowsill. He assumed her feet were under there somewhere, but it seemed like all of that fluff had swallowed them.

			She let out a squeak and Jack rushed over to help. “Hang on, I got you.”

			Another little yelp sounded and her arms shook right before she fell... Right on top of Jack. He tried to catch her, but with all that dress, he wasn’t sure what body part he had managed to grab hold of. All he knew was that he was falling to the hard ground of the alley, with a pile of lace and satin and soft woman covering him.

			A friend of his caught the bouquet at a wedding once. Apparently he’d taken it a step further and caught the bride.
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