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He never believed in love at first sight - until he met her...
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CHAPTER 1

	 

	“I need to run into the office for a minute and scream,” Holly McGinty muttered as she strode past the harried man in the narrow hallway. Lyle Chambers just grinned, and headed back to the kitchen. But even as Holly made tracks for her office, she and Lyle both knew she wouldn’t scream. There were simply too many customers in the dining room for her to give in to her frustration, at least in such an audible way.

	Once the door was safely closed, however, she did take a moment to run slender fingers through her auburn curls, hard enough that she actually pulled a few strands loose. Not that it mattered. Thanks to an early morning monsoon, followed by an unprecedented and endless stream of customers, there was no denying that it was just going to be a bad hair day all the way around. And it was only eleven-forty-five…in the morning. Some people weren’t even out of bed yet. Holly sure wished she numbered among the ranks of that privileged group.

	With a sigh she collapsed in the chair behind her desk and started making a list. Ground beef, buns, French fries... One after another, more items were added, and she knew this shopping trip wouldn’t be a quick one. Thank God Meijer’s was open on holidays. At least every holiday except Christmas. And today was definitely not Christmas.

	In the almost five years that she’d run McGinty’s Family Restaurant, Holly couldn’t ever remember running out of nearly everything on hand. Or nearly running out, as they were today. She couldn’t remember ever being quite this busy, with no letup…for more than four straight hours…either.

	List done she let out a gusty sigh, grabbed the company credit card, her purse, car keys and the mile-long list, and dashed out to her Jeep Grand Cherokee, more grateful today than she’d ever been to own it. A mere car would be unable to handle the load of food that would soon be crammed into every available space.

	“Doesn’t anyone stay home on the Fourth,” she muttered under her breath, as she watched an endless stream of cars flying by the driveway. She knew it would be futile to hope she could make a left onto Saginaw Street, but hope she did. Meijer’s was just a couple of miles down the road but, at this rate, it might as well be fifty.

	Of all days for this to happen. She’d promised to accompany nine Boy Scouts on a trip to Battle Creek to watch what was promised to be an awesome fireworks display…after spending the entire afternoon at the fair. Among the kids were her nine year old son Zack and his baby brother, four and a half year old Billy. And Sam Jensen, their scout leader.

	Their extremely handsome scout leader.

	She felt her face flushing just thinking about the man. Unfortunately it wasn’t an unusual occurrence as Sam Jenson occupied her thoughts more often than not. Like a gorgeous, wealthy man would be interested in a divorced mother of two. One who spent more waking hours at her restaurant than she did at home.

	Whipping into a parking spot about ten miles from the entrance of the store, Holly locked the jeep and sprinted inside, sweat trickling between her shoulder blades in the humid July heat. It was just as well she’d have a couple of shopping carts on the way out because no matter how late she was running, she wouldn’t be doing that again.

	Her hopes of setting a speed record while in the pleasantly air conditioned store, however, were dashed. While she was convinced that fifty percent of the population was outside clogging up the roadways the rest, it seemed, were right here…blocking almost every aisle she needed to be in.

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	“Holly, just go,” Lyle said firmly, about ninety minutes later. He and a bus boy had unloaded the jeep in record time, and were now stuffing two huge coolers in the back. “We’ve got everything covered. You need to get moving. You’re over an hour late already.”

	“Everything I need is in those?” she asked, nodding toward the coolers. Lyle managed to look amused and offended at the same time. Holly smiled apologetically.

	Hiring Lyle Chambers three years ago had been the smartest thing she’d ever done. He’d taken to the job of manager like a duck to water. In fact, she wasn’t sure how she ever got along without him.

	“You’ve got enough drinks, side dishes and meat to feed a small army. Sound about right?”

	“It does. I’m sorry for doubting you,” she sighed. “This has just been such a hectic day that I don’t know what I’m doing anymore.”

	“And it’s going to get nothing but worse if you don’t get a move on. Billy’s going to be beside himself if you don’t get yourself home.”

	“Yeah. Tell me about it. And poor Sam is stuck in my yard with nine bored boys. Thanks again, Lyle,” she said, sliding in behind the steering wheel. “And don’t forget. I want everyone out of here by four. No later.”

	“Four on the dot,” he promised.

	Most holidays Holly closed the restaurant. Of those when she remained open, it was never for the full day, unless the holiday was something like Valentine’s or President’s Day. In her opinion, that kind didn’t really count. But picnics and fireworks mattered. Most of her staff had families and if she had any say in the matter, they would enjoy them.

	“See you tomorrow,” she promised, glancing at him one more time before easing out of the parking spot.

	“Drive carefully,” he called out after her.

	It seemed to take forever to get out of the city, but once she got on the freeway, and was cruising along at seventy, Holly relaxed a little. But only a little. She hated not being able to keep her word, and she’d promised to meet Sam and the boys at noon. It was going to be well after one-thirty before she even pulled into her driveway.

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	“Sam, when can we leave?” Tommy Sinclair whined for the fiftieth time. Sam’s patience was running out. Of all the boys in his troupe, Tommy was the one he had the most trouble liking, an admission that caused him no end of shame. While the rest of the boys were taking the delay in stride, playing an impromptu game of flag football in Holly’s yard, Tommy refused to join in.

	“Just as soon as Mrs. McGinty gets home,” he said kindly, because no matter how annoying Tommy could be, there was no way he could be impatient with a child. “I just called her manager at the restaurant, and he said she left about fifteen minutes ago. It won’t be long. Now go play with the other boys. The time will pass a lot quicker if you’re busy.”

	He’d hated to phone her at work, but had begun to worry when she was more than an hour late. He knew holiday traffic could be brutal and hated to think of her out in it alone. Anything could happen, a thought that made him cringe.

	It seemed like he’d been smitten with Holly McGinty forever, but it was actually just over a year since they’d first met. It had been the evening she’d come in to sign eight year old Zack up for Scouts. He remembered it as clearly as if it had been yesterday because, until then, he’d never believed in claims of love at first sight.

	Well, he was a believer now. Not that it had done him a whole lot of good. Though he used every excuse he could come up with to spend time with her and the boys, nothing had really changed romantically. At most he could say they were friends. Sort of. Maybe something like a cross between a friend and an acquaintance. There was probably a word for it but he’d be hard pressed to figure out what it might be.

	Whatever it was it certainly wasn’t girlfriend, fiancé, or wife. And those were the only important words when it came to Holly.

	“Sam?” He felt a tug on his pant leg and looked down to see Billy standing there. He squatted down and put a hand on his shoulder.

	“What’s up, buddy?”

	“Where’s my mom?” 

	“On her way. She should be home any time.”

	“You sure? I don’t wanna miss the fireworks.” Sam chuckled. So much for thinking he might be worried about his mother.

	“We won’t miss the fireworks. I promise. We’ll have time for our picnic, and for visiting the fair long before they start.”

	“An’ I can ride the ferri sweel?”

	“Absolutely.”

	“Okay.” With that he ran back and joined the older boys.

	Sam stood back up, grinning. Sometimes he was overwhelmed with his feelings for the McGinty’s. And someday, soon he hoped, they would be a family.

	“Mom’s here!” Zack shouted, darting toward the driveway, and away from the game that had held his interest for the past forty-five minutes.

	“Zack, stop!” Sam shouted, sprinting after the boy, and catching him before he reached the blacktop. Heart in his throat he said, “Son, you never run toward driveways or streets if a vehicle is moving.”

	“I was gonna stop in the grass,” he muttered, paying him little mind. His attention was on his mother, who was climbing out of her jeep. “We were getting worried, Mom. Why are you so late?”

	“It’s a long story, sweetie.” She hugged him to her, and Sam could see that she looked distressed.

	“Zack, why don’t you round up the boys? You should all use the bathroom before we leave.” After he’d gone, Sam looked at Holly and asked, “Are you all right?”

	“It’s just been a long day,” she said, trying to smile…and failing miserably.

	“If you’re not up to the trip, I can probably handle it on my own.” Not a pleasant thought, especially since he’d been looking forward to spending the day with her. But he’d never do anything that might make her life harder.

	“No. No, I want to go,” she said with a sigh. “I guess I’m feeling bad about messing up the plans. It’s just that Murphy got control of everything first thing this morning and it’s taken me until now to get it back.”

	“Murphy?” Sam asked, brows raised.

	“From Murphy’s Law fame.” Oh. Now he got it, and chuckled.

	“So everything that could go wrong did?”

	“Pretty much. I was beginning to think I’d never get home.” She gave him a condensed version of her day, and he was shocked to see tears in her eyes when she finished. “I really hate disappointing the boys.”

	“Hey, don’t sweat it,” he said softly, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. “Nobody is disappointed. Trust me. As a matter of fact, getting a late start is probably going to be a blessing in disguise.”

	“Oh right.” Holly sniffed, making a valiant effort to get hold of herself. Sam kind of hoped that it would take her a few more minutes because he was enjoying having her so close.

	“Really. We’ll have our picnic, ride a few rides, and sometime between then and when the fireworks start, they’re all going to be bored out of their minds. You saved us an hour and a half of misery.” That drew a small laugh from her.

	“You just got to experience it here instead.”

	“Not really. They’ve been having a ball playing football. Flag football,” he hastened to add, knowing what a protective mother she was.

	“Are you going to marry my mom now?” Billy asked, walking up to them with a puzzled expression on his face. While trying to decide the best way to respond to the question, he heard Holly make a choking sound.

	“Billy!” she gasped. “Why would you ask something like that?”

	“Well, Sam is hugging you.”

	“What?”

	“You hug me and you love me. So Sam must love you ’cause he’s hugging you.” Sam concealed a grin behind his hand. How right he was. “Me ’n Zack don’t mind. We want Sam to be our daddy.”

	“Yes!” Sam wanted to shout, but restrained himself as he thumped Holly on the back when this newest fit of choking turned out to be a bit worse than the first.

	“Lean over,” he told her, helping her to do just that. After a moment she finally caught her breath enough and looked up at her son, obviously mortified.

	“Billy- Honey, I- Uh-” Much as it pained him, Sam figured he’d better intervene here and, once again, squatted down to talk to the boy.

	“Billy, friends hug, too. That doesn’t mean your mom loves me though.” But he hoped very hard that she would. Eventually. Glancing up, he asked, “Do you need to get anything from the house before we go, Holly?

	“I don’t think so. But I would like to change first,” she said, her cheeks a pretty shade of pink. “Can you get the coolers out of the jeep? On second thought, let me help you with those before I change. They’re pretty heavy.”

	“No, you go on inside. If I can’t get them myself, we’ll move them when you’re finished.”

	“I’ll hurry,” she promised, hustling into her house and away from the embarrassing situation. Sam took a moment to give Billy a big hug.

	“I’m really flattered that you’d like me to be your dad, Billy. Know what?” Billy shook his head. “If I could pick any boys in the world to be my sons, I’d pick you and your brother.”

	“You would?”

	“I would.”

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	Holly could not believe those words had come pouring from the mouth of her son. Her baby. She’d known that both of her boys hero-worshipped Sam, and she understood why they did. The man was a saint when it came to dealing with children. He was patient. He was kind. And he was generous with both his time and resources. But she hadn’t realized that they’d been looking at their scout leader as anything more than a friend.

	Surprise.

	She slipped out of the black slacks and white blouse she’d worn to work that morning and into a pair of blue jean shorts, a pink scoop necked tee shirt, pink socks and her white tennis shoes. As she relived the horror of hearing that he and Zack would like Sam for a father, she ran a quick brush through her hair and tied it back with a white scarf, finally ready to get this show on the road.

	Maybe not ready to face Sam again so soon, though. He’d handled the situation with amazing tact. More so than she had, that was for sure. Unfortunately she had to admit to having thoughts pretty similar to her sons.

	Of course the man wouldn’t be interested in her, she reminded herself again. What man in his right mind would?

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	Perfect. Utterly perfect was the only way Sam could describe the day. Sure it had been tiring chasing after a bunch of young boys, but even that had left him with a feeling of satisfaction. He couldn’t have been more pleased to have played a part of making them happy.

	Well, except maybe for the Zipper. That was the only part that hadn’t pleased him. Not even a little bit. And it wasn’t that he was a coward or anything. He just didn’t like the sensation of spinning out of control. But he supposed even that had had been worth it since the kids had gotten such a kick out his obvious discomfort. Even Holly had been amused when he‘d climbed off the ride, a little green around the gills.

	“I think he’s asleep,” he heard her whisper from where she sat on the blanket next to the one he was on. He glanced at her, saw the direction she was looking in and grinned. Billy had lain down at an angle with his head on Sam’s stomach as he played with a little toy he’d won at the fair. Now he was snoring softly.

	“I think you’re right,” Sam agreed, lifting one hand to stroke the baby fine hair.

	“Do you want me to take him?”

	“Na. He’s fine right here. And he won’t be sleeping for long. Not once the fireworks start anyway.”

	“That’s true,” Holly chuckled. “Even if he could sleep through them, he’d never forgive us if we didn’t wake him.”

	“Then we’d best see that we do.” He smiled at her, then turned to check on the other boys, who sat a short distance away telling ghost stories.

	Us and we. Nice words when they were in reference to the two of them.

	“Think they’ll be able to sleep tonight?” he asked.

	“I’m amazed that they sleep at all considering some of the stuff they see and hear these days,” Holly sighed. “Have you been listening to them at all?”

	“Not really,” he admitted sheepishly. “I’ve just been sitting here counting my blessings that Tommy hasn’t run over to complain about something else.” Holly laughed at that.

	“Gosh I know what you mean. I’ve never heard such negativity from a child in my life.”

	“You’re telling me. Can you imagine what it would be like if he were around every day?”

	“Now I’m going to have nightmares, Sam.” They both laughed then. “He’s the kind of child who makes your own children look like angels.”

	“Compared to him, Zack and Billy are angels.” He was only half kidding, but said seriously, “They’re terrific kids, Holly. The highlight of this whole scouting experience is working with those two.”

	“Thank you for saying that. I know that spending Thursday evenings with you is the best part of their week.” She hesitated for a moment, then lowered her lashes and said shyly, “I don’t know if I’ve ever really thanked you for letting Billy come along with Zack. I know he’s too young, but it means an awful lot to him.”

	“Hey, don’t thank me, Holly. I meant it when I said they’re the highlight of my week. Especially Billy.”

	“Well, I just want you to know how much I appreciate the time you take with them. I don’t know if Zack has mentioned it to you, but he hasn’t seen his father in over five years. And Billy has never met him. Mike left a few months before he was born.”

	“I knew he hadn’t been around in a while,” Sam admitted, anger settling like a fist in his stomach. Holly’s husband had left her with a three or four year old while she was pregnant? What kind of man would do that?

	“I didn’t tell you so you’d feel sorry for us,” Holly was quick to say, making him wonder if his tone gave away any of his feelings. “I just thought I should tell you what it means to them to have you in their life. Except for Lyle, you’re really about the only male influence they have right now.” Sam was sorry that the boys had lacked male companionship in the past, but he fully intended to be there for them in the future.

	“Holly, I’m honored that you felt comfortable enough to tell me this. And I want you to know that there isn’t anything in the world I wouldn’t do for those boys.” For her, too, but he didn’t think she was quite ready to hear that.

	“Oh!” A loud boom, the signal for the beginning of the spectacular fireworks display, startled Holly, who called out, “Boys, it’s starting. Come over to the blankets.”

	“Billy. Come on, son. Wake up,” Sam said, gently rousing the boy as his mother rounded up the rest of the crew.

	Yep. Perfect.

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	“I’ll help you get them in the house,” Sam said, stifling a yawn as they pulled into her driveway.

	It was just after midnight, and Holly had insisted on riding along while he dropped the other boys off. He’d actually hoped to have everyone home by ten-thirty or so, but hadn’t counted on one of the biggest traffic jams he’d ever been stuck in after a fireworks display.

	“I can just wake them up,” Holly sighed, a hand covering yet another yawn. She’d confessed that her usual bedtime was several hours earlier, so it was kind of a miracle that she was still awake.

	“You could. But after sleeping all the way from Battle Creek, you might not get them settled down for a while.” He smiled when she grimaced at the thought.

	“Then I’ll thank you kindly, in advance, for your generous assistance.”

	“After your assistance all day long, it’s the least I can do, Ma’am.”

	“Oh, please. Don’t call me Ma’am. It makes me feel old.” She laughed softly. “But I have to admit, I am feeling pretty old right now”

	“Isn’t that the normal state for someone of your obviously advanced years?” he teased.

	“Ha-ha.” She yawned again as she unbuckled her seatbelt. “I’m really glad that Lyle insisted on opening in the morning. I’m going to sleep until seven.”

	“You do like to pamper yourself, don’t you?”

	“Absolutely. Seven is a lot later than four-thirty.”

	“P.M.?”

	“I wish.”

	“You mean to tell me that there’s actually a four-thirty a.m.?” They both laughed at that.

	“Yes, I do. And I generally see it five or six mornings a week.”

	“Hmm. Well, let’s get these little guys in the house so that sleeping in until seven will really be sleeping in for you.” Except he knew it wouldn’t be. Not really. She’d stayed up too late to get any extra rest.

	Sam lifted Zack into his arms as if he weighed no more than an infant, while Holly carried Billy inside the darkened house. She led the way up the stairs and into a room lit only by a soft night light.

	“Do you want them undressed?” he whispered, wondering why he was being so quiet, considering that they’d been speaking in normal tones as they talked in the van.

	“No. Just their shoes. I’ll change the sheets in the morning.”

	It wasn’t long before the boys were tucked in, and then Holly accompanied him back downstairs. They stood in the kitchen for a moment, and Sam sincerely wished that he could kiss her. Instead he simply said,

	“Thanks again for coming with us today. All the kids had a great time. So did I.”

	“You’re welcome. I enjoyed myself a lot, too.”

	“Goodnight, Holly.”

	“Night, Sam.”

	 


 

	CHAPTER 2

	 

	“You’re time is coming, pig. You sent me to hell and you’re going to pay. And when I’ve decided you’ve suffered enough, then you’re going to die. The bullet was only the beginning.”

	Ed hadn’t been especially concerned over his shooting, other than the fact that he really wasn’t keen on dying anytime in the near future. Or the distant future, for that matter. He figured he’d just been in the wrong place at the wrong time. Of course he couldn’t imagine there ever being a right time or place to get shot.

	But apparently he’d been way off base about it having been a random act of violence. Not a comforting realization. That meant the odds of there being any fingerprints on the letters that had been pasted on the sheet of white paper were slim to none. Anyone who was sly enough to shoot a cop in a police parking lot, and not get caught, was probably smart enough to wear gloves.

	As he opened a kitchen drawer and stuffed the letter and envelope inside, he thought that working in law enforcement sure could have its drawbacks.

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	Gazing into an eyeball a fraction of an inch from her own was not the most pleasant way to start a morning. However, thanks to the small thumb pulling her lid open, that’s exactly what Holly found herself looking at. 

	“Is it time to get up already, Billy?” she mumbled, trying in vain to close her eye.

	“I’m starvin’, Mama,” came the pitiful response. From the tone of his voice, a stranger might have assumed the poor neglected child hadn’t eaten a meal in days.

	“What time is it?” The eyeball darted a look at the digital clock on her night stand, then returned immediately to hers.

	“The numbers are six, one, and three.” Six-thirteen. Slightly less than six hours sleep. Yay.

	“Maybe you could get a bowl of dry cereal and eat it while you watch cartoons?” she suggested hopefully. “Then I could make breakfast in a little while.”

	“Waffles, Mama.” Almost impossibly, the eye pressed closer, nearly touching hers now. “And bacon. Please?” Holly groaned in resignation, wondering how many years it had been since she'd been able to sleep much past dawn.

	“Is your brother up?”

	“Yes, ma’am. Zack’s starvin’, too.”

	“I guess I can’t let my boys starve,” she sighed, reaching up to tickle Billy’s neck. He shrieked with laughter, finally releasing her aching eyelid. “You have to let me up before I can go downstairs and make breakfast, you little turkey.”

	While Billy bounced on the edge of her bed, waiting for her to get out of bed, Holly stretched, then forced herself to stand up and put her robe on.

	“I’m thinking we need a change,” she said, taking hold of her son’s chubby little hand and heading for the stairs. “We always have waffles and bacon on Saturday mornings so why don’t we try something different today?”

	“What?”

	“Hmm. I think liver, onion rings, and fried mushrooms sounds absolutely delicious.”

	“Oh yucky, Mama,” Billy said, his nose wrinkled in disgust. Holly laughed, and leaned down to kiss his forehead.

	“Waffles and bacon coming right up, young man.” At the foot of the stairs she called, “Good morning, Zack.”

	“’Morning, Mom,” he replied from the living room. He sounded distracted, and she guessed that he must have a Pokemon movie in the DVD player. Pokemon was the love of his life at the moment, and the only cartoon that could hold his interest…to the exclusion of everything around him.

	“Why don’t you go watch TV with your brother, Billy. I’ll call you when it’s almost ready.”

	“Okay.” He scampered off to join his brother, while Holly continued on through the dining room and out to the kitchen.

	Sometimes she regretted having started this early Saturday morning tradition, especially after staying out half the night because of the holiday. But mostly she loved it, knowing her sons could depend on this one special meal each week.

	Yawning, she reached into the cupboard for a mixing bowl and measuring cups to make the homemade batter they all loved. A mix might be easier, but the flavor sacrificed just really wasn’t worth it. Flour, baking powder, and salt joined the growing island on the counter. It didn’t take long before all the ingredients were mixed to a smooth, just right consistency. She was just turning the bacon when Billy came hustling out to check on her progress.

	“Not done?”

	“Nope,” Holly said, tousling his already mussed hair. “I’ll let you know when it’s time to set the table.”

	“Juice?”

	“In a minute.”

	“Okay.” He ran out of the room with the boundless energy kids always seemed to have.

	She sure could use some of that today, she thought, extracting a thawed can of orange juice concentrate from the refrigerator and mixing it up. It was going to be a long day.

	Once the crisp bacon was draining on paper towels and the waffle iron heated, she called the boys to the kitchen. Zack pulled a step stool over from the corner and took three place settings from the upper cupboard then, while his brother made a couple of trips to carry them to the table, he got out the silverware and napkins. Together they set a very passable table, and Holly couldn’t help but be proud.

	“Do you want me to pour the juice, Mom?” Zack asked when they were finished.

	“Yes please. Thanks, sweetheart.” She pulled the first waffle from the iron and, keeping a watchful eye on him, started the second one. “Billy, you can get the butter from the fridge if you’d like.”

	“Okay.”

	“Are we doing anything special today?” Zack wanted to know, sitting down at his place.

	“Well, I’d planned on mowing the lawn and weeding the garden, why?”

	“I wondered if I could go to Tyler’s later. He’s got a new water gun that’s so cool, Mom. He told me how much it cost, and I have more than that in my piggy bank so I could get one, too.” he explained, his blue eyes flashing with excitement.

	“Well… Why don’t you let me think about it, and I’ll give Tyler’s mom a call later to make sure it’s all right with her, okay? But your chores will have to be done before I make the call.”

	“I know. I was going to help clean up after breakfast, and then do my room after that. I could even help you with the weeding if you want me to.”

	He was such a thoughtful boy she hated to disappoint him. But the plain and simple fact was, Holly didn’t like Tyler Mason. He was a sort of modern day Eddie Haskell…with touches of Jesse James. Unfortunately, Zack thought he was a pretty cool kid. Hopefully she could figure out something to do that would interest him more, and not drain her of too much energy. Oh, a nap would be a welcome luxury right now.

	“We’ll see, Zack. We had a pretty busy day yesterday so let’s just see how it goes.”

	“Okay.” Holly felt her heart sink at the disappointment in his eyes. She was going to wind up giving in and she knew it. Why was it that some males were born with eyes that could just melt your heart? Life was not fair sometimes.

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	“So how did it go yesterday?” Dan demanded as soon as Sam answered the door. He should have apologized for waking him but, since he was usually up with the birds, who could have known.

	“Fine. It went fine,” Sam mumbled, holding open the screen door and covering his mouth when he yawned. “I need coffee.”

	“Got it, buddy.” Dan held up a drink carrier from a local fast food establishment. It contained two large cups. He also held up the bag filled with two breakfast meals.

	“I love you,” Sam groaned, carefully taking a cup and inhaling the aroma that promised some quick energy. “What time is it?”

	“It’s seven, and I think we’ll keep that little secret from my wife. She tends to get a little jealous, you know.” He watched and grinned as Sam removed the lid and cautiously took a sip. “I think I’d put a shirt on if I were you.”

	“Ha-ha. Why? If I spill it, it’ll be just as hot, and then I’ll have a stained shirt to deal with, too. Why aren’t you home with Jess?” he asked, leading the way to the kitchen, where they sat and divvied up breakfast.

	“She, Mom and Emma headed out a little while ago for some baby outlet store across the border in Indiana. I guess I‘m not supposed to expect them till lunch time.”

	“So Kate’s home alone?” Sam teased, surprised that his sense of humor was so easily found, given how tired he was.

	“Oh no!” Dan gasped, shooting to his feet. Alarmed, Sam jumped up, too, his chair falling to the floor with a crash. When Dan burst out laughing, Sam smacked his arm irritably.

	“That wasn‘t even close to funny,” he snapped, righting his chair and resuming his seat.

	“You know I’d never make that kind of mistake. Kate’s with Jess. Can’t you take a joke?

	“After spending fourteen hours with nine kids yesterday, I guess not.”

	“Yeah, but you got to spend most of that time with Holly, so what are you complaining about?”

	“That’s true.” Dan watched as Sam zoned out, probably dreaming about the only thing he’d dreamed about for more than a year now.

	“So, I repeat, how did it go?” He bit into an English muffin filled with egg, sausage and cheese. Not his customary breakfast, but it would do.

	“It went really well,” Sam said, unwrapping his sandwich. He passed the potato patty to Dan, who had been hoping he would. “It was kind of uncomfortable for a while. Well, maybe not uncomfortable, but not… comfortable, if you know what I mean.”

	“Hey, you know how things were between Jess and me in the beginning. I could write a book on that particular subject.”

	“That‘s true. Anyway, after a while, especially after we got to the fair, it was almost like we were parents with our kids.”

	“Nine kids.”

	“Yeah, nine kids. It was fun.” He described how the rest of the evening had gone, the talk on the blankets, the teasing in her driveway, helping put the boys to bed like parents would. For a moment he looked so wistful Dan’s heart constricted. He knew that feeling, too. “I really love her and those boys.”

	“I know you do.”

	“Do you know what I did?”

	“When?”

	“Last night.”

	“Not if you haven’t already told me.”

	“I hid Zack’s jacket under the backseat so I’d have an excuse to call her today.” Dan saw his cheeks flush a little bit. Sam wasn’t much into deception.

	“Pretty creative idea, pal. It’s not illegal and it’s not really immoral. I’d have done it in your place. If I’d thought about it.”

	“Well- I didn’t really want to wait until the meeting next week to see her again. I’ll call her a little later this morning. She’s probably exhausted.” He zoned out again for a minute then said, “She was hoping to sleep in until seven. If she got her way, she’s just now getting up.”

	Dan’s eyes narrowed as an idea began to form. Taking another bite of his sandwich, he took a few moments to think about it.

	“Hmm. You know I think you’re probably right,” he finally said. “Holly is probably going to be pretty whipped today. Didn’t you say she worked yesterday morning, too?”

	“Yeah. She had an even longer day than I did.”

	“If it was me, and I was in love with a woman who gave up the majority of her holiday to help me out, I’d definitely call about returning the jacket I’d filched. I’d also invite her and the boys over for a cook out or something. Just as a way to thank her for all of her help. You know, because she’s bound to be tired out today and all.”

	Dan grinned like the Cheshire cat when Sam grasped what he was suggesting. Maybe it was a holdover from their childhood, but Sam was the youngest…the ‘baby’ of the group…and Dan had always tried to look out for him, even more so than he did with the other guys. And like any baby of the family, when he was happy, it gave everyone else a good feeling.

	“You, my friend, are a genius.”

	“’bout time you noticed,” was all Dan said.

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	Good grief but it was hot today, Holly mussed, yanking out yet another weed from around her tomato plants. It had been pretty bad yesterday too, but she hadn’t spent almost an hour mowing the lawn under the relentless glare of the sun. Nor had she been at this miserable weeding for another half an hour. Nope, that had been a ‘fun in the sun’ experience, not a ‘work-yourself-into-heat-exhaustion-on-your-day-off’ kind of day.

	Every year she promised herself that ‘this’ garden would be the last. It took too much time, and that was something she didn't have enough of anyway. But every year she planted another one because she loved the taste of home grown tomatoes, cucumbers and peppers. If her yard was bigger, she’d probably add corn. Lots and lots of sweet corn. But it wasn’t and most of the time she was okay with that. Like now.

	Bent over at the waist for too long, she straightened up and arched her back, rubbing a hand across the sore spot just above her hips. With the other, she pulled a hanky out of the pocket of her jeans and wiped her brow, imagining the cool shower awaiting her when she was finished.

	“Mom!” The blood curdling shout came from what sounded like the kitchen. Holly felt her heart rev into high gear as she dropped the hanky and took off at a dead run toward the house.

	The boys had been watching a cartoon when she’d last checked on them, and it hadn’t been all that long ago. Certainly not long enough for them to get into too much trouble. Please don’t let it be a broken bone, she prayed, rushing into the kitchen, and coming to an abrupt halt when she saw Billy holding the phone out to her.

	“What’s wrong? What happened?” she demanded, trying to catch her breath. Frantic, she spun around scanning the room for Zack. “Is your brother hurt? Where is he?”

	“He’s watchin’ the cartoon,” Billy told her amiably, shaking the phone her. “Sam wants to talk to you.”

	“Sam called?” she muttered, snatching the phone from her angelic faced son and saying, as quietly as she could manage, “You scared the life out of me because of a phone call?”

	“Well, Sam wanted to talk to you,” he repeated, then trotted back to the living room.

	Holly took a moment to calm herself before greeting her caller. She sure hoped that Billy hadn’t screamed bloody murder into the telephone. If he had, poor Sam would be needing a hearing aid.

	“Hello?” she finally managed, still slightly winded.

	“Are you all right?” was the first thing Sam asked. She managed a little laugh.

	“Figured out what happened, did you?”

	“It was kind of hard to miss. I’m sure I’ve permanently lost the hearing in my left ear,” he said with a chuckle. “I was afraid I’d have to call 911 to resuscitate you.”

	“I thought you might too.”

	“Well, I want you to know that my calling wasn’t quite the emergency Billy made it out to be. I did have a couple of things I wanted to talk to you about though. Do you have a minute?”

	“Take all the time you need,” she sighed dramatically. “I think my heart has had all the excitement it can handle for the day. The rest of the weeding is just going to have to wait.”

	“Holly, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt you in the middle of anything,” Sam murmured, sounding genuinely sorry.

	“Well, being scared half to death by my son aside, I have to say I welcome the break. I hate gardening.”

	“Okay then. First, Zack’s jacket was in the back of the van. I didn’t want you thinking we’d left it in Battle Creek.”

	“I hadn’t even realized it was missing yet,” she laughed, glancing out the window at the bright sun. “But I appreciate the warning. It might cool off enough so that he’ll need it sometime before Christmas. At least I certainly hope so.”

	“You and me both. I, for one, will be relieved when this heat wave breaks.” He paused for a moment. “Uh- There was another reason I called.”

	“Okay.”

	“I- Well, I’d like to thank you for all the help you’ve given me with the troop this year. Especially for yesterday. And I wondered- I don’t suppose you and the boys would like to come out here for supper today, would you?”

	“Today?” Holly asked, stunned at the invitation. Of all the things Sam might have had to say, an invitation to dinner hadn’t even crossed her mind.

	“Well, I understand if you’re busy already. I just thought it would be a chance for you to get waited on for a change. Maybe some other time?”

	“Oh- No, Sam, today would be fine,” she said quickly, hating the embarrassed tone in his voice, knowing she’d put it there. “It sounds like fun, and I’m sure the boys would love it.”

	“You’re sure?” he asked. “Because if it’s not a good time-“

	“If you really want us to come, we’ll be there,” she promised.

	“I really do. Uh- Is five o’clock okay with you?”

	“It sounds perfect. Thank you for asking us. Is there anything I can bring?”

	“Nope. I’ve got it covered. I’ll see you then.”

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	I’ve got it covered.

	Had he ever uttered a more stupid statement in his life? Holly and the boys would be arriving in a couple of hours and from the looks of his kitchen, they’d be arriving to a disaster zone.

	After a flying trip to Meijer’s, where he bought enough food to feed a small army, he’d come home to find that he wasn’t quite as efficient as he’d believed himself to be.

	Par boiled chicken sat cooling on the stove, hamburger patties and several marinating steaks waited in the fridge, alongside a cheesecake he’d made from a mix. Not confident enough to give whipping up a homemade batch a try, deli potato salad was chilling in a serving dish on another shelf.

	He’d already scrubbed four baking potatoes and wrapped them in foil, ready to throw on the coals around 4:30. And ‘break and bake’ cookies, the source of the foul odor permeating the house, lay in a blackened heap in the waste basket.

	All he had left to do was finish the macaroni and cheese, cut up the mountain of vegetables he‘d washed, set the table … and deal with more dishes than he normally dirtied in a month.

	Yeah, he had it covered all right. Not. What in the world had he been thinking? Burgers and chips would have pleased the boys. It might not have been a romantic sort of supper. Not exactly. Well … not at all, but then he hadn’t invited her for a night of romance. If that had been the case, he would have taken her to an elegant restaurant—and it wouldn’t have included the boys.

	But could he just leave it at a simple dinner? No. He had to-

	“Holy smoke, what happened in here?” Startled, Sam whirled around to see Dan, Jess, and the baby in the middle of what had formerly been an immaculate kitchen. They looked stunned.

	“I was trying to impress Holly,” he admitted reluctantly, glancing down at his feet.

	“With the fact that you’re hopeless in the kitchen?” Dan asked, glancing at his wife. “You were right, sweetheart.”

	“And I can’t tell you how sorry I am that I was,” she answered with a grimace. Then she grinned at Sam. “We’re here to help.”

	“Thank God.” He wouldn’t have turned their offer down for all the money in the world. Jess walked over and sat Kate in his arms.

	“You and Uncle Sam go sit out on the porch swing,” she crooned to her daughter, pushing them toward the front door. “Dan and I will clean up in here first, and then we’ll see about finishing your dinner. We brought dessert,” she said, pointing to plates of brownies and gelatin squares sitting on the table.

	“I love you guys. You know that, don’t you?” Sam said sincerely, backing out of the kitchen as quickly as he could. They wouldn’t have to offer twice. “And I owe you big time.”

	“Yes, you do. Now go so we can get this mess straightened out. Do you have a can of Lysol? Because I hate to tell you this, but it really stinks in here.”

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	“You’re what?” Jenna Taggart squealed into the phone. Holly now had something concrete in common with Sam. They would both be deaf in one ear from injuries sustained on the telephone.

	“You heard me,” she repeated. “Sam invited the boys and me to his house for supper.”

	“All right.”

	“He said it was to thank me for all my help.”

	“Yeah, and pigs fly. A gift card or bouquet of daisies says, ‘thank you.’ A dinner invitation says, ‘I want to get to know you better.’”

	“Do you really think so?” Holly asked uncertainly. While hope fluttered around inside her heart, she had to admit she’d been out of the game so long she wouldn’t know how to read the signs, even if they were posted on a billboard.

	“I know so. You forget I saw the two of you at the pine derby thing. The man is besotted with you, Holly. Trust me.”

	Holly supposed she should trust her best friend of the past eight years. Jenna Taggart was a voluptuous, beautiful woman, with the most amazing head of blonde hair Holly had ever seen. Which was probably why she had no shortage of dates. And why the odds of her being right about this dinner invitation scared Holly senseless.

	“Oh my gosh,” she said, panic lacing her words. “What would I talk to him about? Mostly all we talk about is the kids, and scouting things. What if I can’t think of anything interesting to say? What if he thinks I’m just the most boring woman he’s ever met? What should I wear?”

	Jenna chuckled and said,

	“Get a grip, girlfriend. You are not, I repeat not, a boring person. You’ll figure out something to talk about so stop worrying. As for what to wear, I’m going to guess since the boys were included, it’s probably going to be casual. Wear your pink linen slacks and that sleeveless white eyelet top.”

	“You think that would be okay?”

	“No, I think it would make you look like a slob,” came the sarcastic reply. “Yes, it would be more than okay. Not too dressy, but not overly casual either.”

	“Should I wear makeup?”

	“Some mascara and lip gloss. I hate to say I told you so, Holly, but I have to. If you’d listened to me all these years, you’d be used to dating again.”

	“I’ve been busy, Jenna. You know that. And there hasn’t been anyone that’s interested me until now.”

	“Well, I’m glad,” her friend said sincerely. “However, if you really are interested, I’d get a move on if I were you. Didn’t you say he invited you for five?”

	“Yes.”

	“Don’t panic, but it’s a little after four.”

	“I’ve got to go,” Holly gasped, slamming the phone down and rushing upstairs to her bedroom.

	 


 

	CHAPTER 3

	 

	Sam figured it probably made him look a little too anxious to sit on the front porch swing waiting for his ’date’ and her sons to arrive, but truthfully, he didn’t care. He was anxious. And thrilled, and excited, and scared. He was afraid he might be putting too much hope into the outcome of the evening, but he couldn’t help it.

	After Dan, Jess, and the baby had gone home, he’d changed clothes three times, finally settling on a pair of softly faded jeans and a white dress shirt, the cuffs rolled up a couple of turns, and the top two buttons undone. It seemed middle of the road enough to make Holly comfortable with whatever she chose to wear.

	Plus the jeans were amazingly absorbent, which was a good thing since his palms were sweating so bad he had to keep wiping them on his pant legs.

	What if she didn’t like him on a personal level? He admitted he didn’t have a whole lot of experience in the dating realm. Girls his age had always seemed to be a little too immature for his taste. But Holly, well Holly was more than perfect. He didn’t know what he’d do if she found him lacking in some area.

	He’d be finding out soon enough. Taking a deep breath to calm himself, he rose to his feet when she pulled her jeep into the driveway. He took a second breath because the first one hadn’t calmed him at all.

	“Sam!” He couldn’t help but grin at Billy’s enthusiastic greeting, as he literally jumped from the vehicle and hit the ground running.

	“Hey, buddy.” Sam knelt and hugged the boy to him. “I’m glad you could come.”

	“Me, too. We was just watchin’ a movie, but this is way better.”

	“Hi, Zack.” Zack, following at a more sedate pace, came to a stop beside him. Sam could tell he was also glad to be here, but wasn’t as exuberant as his brother, so he just reached out and squeezed his shoulder. “I’m glad you could come, too.”

	“Well, Tyler wanted me to come over today, but this is okay, too, I guess.”

	“Tyler’s loss is my gain.” Holly had finally reached the porch and Sam took another steadying breath. “Hi, Holly.”

	“Hi, Sam.” He wasn’t sure how to fill the awkward silence.

	“Why don’t we head inside and get out of this heat?” he finally suggested. The situation must have felt strange to the boys, too, because he’d never heard them this quiet for this long. “My air conditioner has been working overtime today.”

	“Ours, too,” Holly said brightly, helping to get them past the initial discomfort. “On days like today I’d like to send a thank you note to whoever invented it.”

	“Not much of a summer lover?”

	“Not on days like this, no. I like doing things outdoors, but when it‘s so bad you can sympathize with a Thanksgiving turkey, it’s just too hot.” He chuckled and held the door open while she and the boys stepped inside.

	“Hey, Sam, can we play video games?” Zack asked, making a beeline for the entertainment center.

	“That’s up to your mother, son.”

	“Mom?”

	“For a little while, I suppose. But be good,” she warned. “You respect other people’s things.”

	“Duh,” accompanied the roll of eyes sent her way. “We know, Mom. We’ll be careful.”

	“Good. And stop saying ’duh,’ okay?”

	“Would you like something to drink?” Sam asked, leading the way to the kitchen. “I’ve got sodas, iced tea, coffee, juice and water.”

	“Iced tea would be perfect, thanks.”

	“Coming right up. Have a seat,” he told her, indicating the bar stools set neatly at the counter. In short order he joined her, setting two glasses down in front of them.

	“Your house beautiful,” she told him, taking a sip of the refreshingly cold beverage. “You designed it yourself, didn’t you?”

	“I did,” he answered, surprised. It must have shown because Holly added,

	“Jess mentioned it once when she was at McGinty’s. You’re a very talented architect.”

	“Thank you,” Sam said, feeling his cheeks flush with pleasure. And a little embarrassment. He’d never been comfortable accepting compliments and, being a brainiac, there’d been plenty of them through the years. But it made him feel good that something he did impressed Holly. And that she remembered it. “Would you like to see it?” he asked nervously.

	“I’d love to,” she said, getting to her feet.

	Not quite sure how to proceed, Sam decided to take advantage of the situation and lightly put his hand on her back to guide her through her future home. If God smiled on him anyway.

	Holly made it clear that she thought the rest of his house was just as beautiful as what she’d seen so far. The rooms he’d come to think of as Zack’s and Billy’s had been first on the tour. Not much beyond a twin bed, matching dresser and desk in each but when he’d had everything decorated about six months before, it had been with them in mind. They could choose the decor they wanted later.

	But the master bedroom, which she seemed awed over, was finished. Holly had been his inspiration in here, going by the tasteful way she’d decorated McGinty’s, and her own home.

	It hadn’t taken a genius to see that she favored a few specific colors, and so he’d chosen things in those she loved. From the green and mauve comforter on the king sized bed, to the green chairs flanking the fireplace that took up most of one wall, to the eggshell draperies at the two sets of French doors that led out to a balcony and master bath.

	“Oh my,” Holly gasped when she stepped into the huge bathroom. The sunken bathtub was more than big enough for two people, as was the glassed in shower stall. Plum and pale gray marble covered the floor, and plush, huge plum colored towels hung neatly from gold towel racks. “Sam, this is wonderful.”

	“Thank you,” was all he could think to say. Did she like it well enough to give up her home in town one day?

	“I guess I read too much,” she said with a laugh. “Books would have you believe that all bachelors decorate with browns, dead animals, and leather furniture.”

	“I wanted a home,” Sam told her, leaning against the edge of the sink and smiling down to where she knelt near the edge of the tub.

	“Well, you’ve certainly achieved that.”

	“Holly?”

	“Yes.”

	“I-” Maybe this wasn’t a good time. After dinner might be better, but the boys were occupied now, and if he didn’t take the bull by the horns, Boy Scout outings might be all they ever had. And he wanted more. So much more.

	“Sam?” He realized he hadn’t said anything for some time. Finally he walked and knelt down beside her.

	“I’ve-” He took yet another deep breath and, as with all the others, they didn’t help one bit. “I didn’t invite you and the boys over today just to thank you for your help.”

	“You didn’t?” she asked softly?

	“No. I like you, Holly. I mean I really like you. I have for a long time. And I wondered if maybe you might be interested in being more than just friends.” There. He’d finally said it.

	“Whew. I’m glad one of us had the courage to bring that subject up,” she said, her voice still soft. But she was smiling.

	“So- Does that mean you would be interested?” he asked hopefully.

	“Yes it does,” Holly told him softly. “I’ve really liked you for a long time, too, Sam.” She reached out a hand to him and he cradled it in both of his.

	“Supper?”

	“Oh. Is it ready now?” She looked almost disappointed. Sam squeezed her hand a little, and laughed nervously.

	“Can you tell I don’t do this very often?” he asked, shaking his head. “No, but we can eat whenever you like. What I meant was would you like to come out for supper with me some time? Just the two of us?”

	“I’d love to, Sam.”

	“Thank you.” He got to his feet and gently pulled her to hers. “You have no idea how nervous I’ve been just thinking about bringing this up.”

	“Oh, I do,” she sighed. “I haven’t had a date since before I married the boy’s father, and I’m so out of practice. There were times I thought you might like me as more than a friend but, like I said, it’s been so long, I wasn’t sure I remembered much about the dating thing.” Sam grinned shyly.

	“I’ve wondered the same thing, too. But I’ve never dated much myself, and not at all since I met you.” He hoped it wasn’t a terrible faux pas to make, but he didn’t have enough experience in love to know what to hold back.

	“Maybe we can figure it out together?”

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	Holly lay in bed later that night unable to sleep. She might regret it in the morning when she had to get up for work but, in truth, she was too excited to even think about closing her eyes. She and Sam had a date for dinner and a movie this Friday. Just the two of them.

	Sam liked her.

	She felt like a giddy teenager dreaming about her first crush. Sure, she’d been infatuated with him for what felt like forever, but it was far more than that. She wasn’t a kid anymore. No, she was a thirty-three year old woman, and what she felt for Sam was such an overpowering thing that it might scare her if he were anyone else.

	Mike had charmed her in college, swept her off her feet, and she’d thought herself madly in love with him. But hindsight had long ago shown her that there had been clues during their courtship. Mike had been very egotistical, selfish, and rather irresponsible.

	Sam was none of those things. In fact, she’d never known a man to be more grounded. And shy. She hugged the extra pillow on her bed, and smiled as she thought about all the food he’d prepared that afternoon. A man more eager to please she’d never encountered.

	And sweet- Their only physical contact the entire day had been when he’d held her hand in the bathroom. And the hand at her back for a while there. All Holly had wanted to do was throw her arms around his neck and hold him forever. To have him hold her forever. It had been so long since she’d had any kind of physical contact, outside hugging the boys, that it was almost a craving. Had been for over a year now, and the need was so much stronger after their talk.

	Just to be held. Nothing more right now. Because she couldn’t change the fact that she was old fashioned. Having to wait for their wedding night had annoyed Mike to no end, but Holly couldn’t imagine Sam ever being that way. He wouldn’t resort to pressure, and then a quick wedding to get what he wanted. Which, she’d finally concluded was the only reason he had married her. To get what he couldn’t otherwise have.

	Not that Sam wanted to marry her, of course. Not too many men were enthusiastic at the thought of a ready-made family. Sure he liked the boys well enough but-

	Enough of that, she sighed, rolling onto her side and commanding herself to fall asleep. She was thinking too much. A date was just that. A date. Spending time with someone she was attracted to. Who, for whatever reason, was also attracted to her.

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	“So? How’d it go?” Dan demanded, carefully filling half a dozen bottles with formula. Jess was upstairs bathing their daughter, so he had a few minutes to check up on his friend.

	“Perfect,” Sam told him with undisguised joy. Dan grinned from ear to ear.

	“Define perfect.”

	“We have a date for Friday night.”

	“Well all right then,” Dan exclaimed triumphantly. “You finally worked up the nerve to ask. Way to go, Sam!”

	“Thank you.” He paused for a moment then said, “You have no idea how scared I was when I asked.”

	“I don’t know about that. I think every guy in the world is afraid to ask for that first date. Where are you taking her?”

	“I thought to The Gavel. And then a movie. You don’t think that’s too much for one night do you? I mean she works Friday. I don’t want to tire her out too much.”

	“Did you run the plans by Holly?”

	“Of course.”

	“Then don’t worry about it. If she thought it would be too much, I’m sure she’d have said so. What are you planning on doing the rest of the week?”

	“Working,” he said, sounding a bit confused. Dan grinned again. What an innocent.

	“I mean about Holly. Are you going to see her before then? Call her? What?”

	“Well, she’ll be bringing the boys to Scouts Thursday evening. I’ll see her then.”

	“That’s four days, Sam.”

	“I know,” he sighed. “It feels like forever.”

	“It probably does to her, too, if Jess is right. You need to call her a couple of times. Maybe stop into the restaurant. Jess thinks she’s very ‘smitten’ with you. Her choice of words, not mine. And now that you have the chance you’ve been wanting, take advantage of it.”

	“You’re sure? I don’t want to scare her off, Dan. Just because I’m in love with her doesn’t mean she is with me. I don’t want her to think I’m a stalker or anything.”

	“Hey, trust me. Trust my wife. Jess is a pretty astute woman.”

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	And so Sam was up with the birds. On a Sunday morning. Not that he ever slept past seven, but he wanted to arrive at McGinty’s by eight, an hour after Holly opened the doors for business. He couldn’t imagine much of a crowd that early on a weekend morning, and he was hoping to have coffee with her at the very least. He also figured he could start making himself indispensable by offering to take the boys miniature golfing or something. He knew they didn’t always enjoy being stuck in the office for full shifts during vacations.

	He slipped into another pair of jeans and a white polo shirt, then laced up his white sneakers. A quick shave and tooth brushing, and he was heading out to his Lexus and into Lansing. Hoping with all of his heart that Dan was right. He wanted to be with her so much that it was a physical ache, but would back off if looked as though she were feeling crowded. The last thing he wanted to do was put her off him.

	That thought made his stomach churn as he pulled into the mostly full lot. He’d been way off base about a lack of customers this early. Perhaps he was wrong about this visit, too. Either way, he was here, and he wheeled around back to where the staff parked, near the tiny fenced in play yard Holly had put in for the boys.

	She was nowhere in sight when he entered, and so he walked to one of the few empty booths at the back of the dining room. Briefly the thought crossed his mind to ask the waitress to send her out from wherever she was, but he decided that it might not be a good idea. If she was busy, interrupting her would be an inconvenience. So he just ordered coffee and the special, two eggs, hash browns, bacon and toast.

	Coward was a pretty accurate way to describe him, he decided, taking a cautious sip from the cup the waitress had plunked down in front of him. He hoped the girl woke up before a customer, hopefully not him, lived to regret her zombie-like service. Probably out too late the night before, if her half-closed eyes were anything to judge by.

	By the time she brought his food Sam figured he might have wasted his time in coming. Still no sign of Holly. Disappointed, he only picked at his breakfast. No, he didn’t want to bother her, but he’d hoped to spend a little time with her this morning. Needed to spend time with her this morning. Every morning in fact. Every night. Every minute. Every second. If Holly were a drug, he would definitely be addicted.

	“Sam!” And there she was. Smiling brightly as she made her way to his table. “What a surprise.”

	“A pleasant one, I hope,” he said quietly, smiling back.

	“Of course it is,” she assured him quickly. “What brings you all the way to Lansing so early on a Sunday morning?”

	“You, I guess,” he admitted reluctantly, not savvy enough to come up with another reason. He stared at his plate, a flush on his cheeks, wishing he’d thought of a legitimate reason to be in town.

	“I’m glad you came, Sam,” Holly said softly. When he looked up he saw that she’d settled down on the seat across from him. Her cheeks were a little flushed, too. “It seemed like an awful long wait until Thursday.” He reached out a hand, and she didn’t hesitate to put hers in his.

	“You’d think we’d be old enough to know the rules,” he said with a sigh. “But I don’t, Holly. I don’t want to put any pressure on you, but I’ve wanted to be with you for so long.” He could feel his cheeks get brighter at the admission. “That was probably a stupid thing to say. I’m sorry.”

	“It was a very sweet thing to say, Sam,” she told him sincerely. “And I don’t mind. Believe me I don’t.” When the waitress stopped by to refill Sam’s cup with coffee, Holly turned the empty one on her side of the table right side up so she could fill that one, too. When they were alone again she said, “It might not be in the rules for dating for me to admit this either, but I feel the same way, Sam.”

	“You do?”

	“I do. I was so happy thinking about yesterday, and about our date this Friday, I could hardly sleep last night. And I-” This time she was the one who looked at the table top.

	“What?”

	“I kept trying to figure out an excuse to see you before Scouts on Thursday.” This came out a whisper.

	“Holly, you don’t ever have to find an excuse. It would probably scare you away to know how much I care.”

	“Sam-”

	“Hey, Holly, I think I hear one of the boys stirring,” Paula, the weekend cook called from the kitchen.

	“I’m sorry. They fell right back to sleep as soon as we got here,” she told him, reluctantly pulling her hand from his, and getting to her feet. “I need to check on them.”

	“I understand.”

	“Will you stay awhile longer?” she asked hopefully.

	“You bet.”

	“Sam?”

	“What?”

	“Would you like to come to our house for supper tonight?”

	“I’d love to.”

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	Before leaving the restaurant, Zack and Billy, mostly Billy, decided it would be more fun if Mama were included in the miniature golf outing, and that they should meet at Holly’s house a little after two o’clock, as soon as she could get there after her shift ended. They would then get the golfing in, pick up pizza from Riedy’s, rent a kid-friendly movie, and spend a quiet evening at Holly’s.

	By the time he finally left the restaurant it was almost ten, and it seemed a waste of time to go home. He decided to swing by the subdivision C & J Construction was currently building. Jon Rambo and Chris Parker were the owners, and every home being built had been designed by Sam. Together they did quality work, and had made a small fortune on several other projects. This one was bigger than the previous ones combined, and they’d sunk every cent of the profits from the last one, along with every spare penny he, Dan, Nate and Cal could come up with into it. If they figured wrong, they stood to lose the shirts off their backs. If everything went according to plan, the return would be astronomical.

	He hoped it was the latter, as he pulled into the area cordoned off for the on-site trailer and makeshift parking lot. Chris’s pickup truck sat by itself and Chris, himself, stuck his head out the door to see who was there. Sam waved and sauntered up the three steps.

	“Problem?” he asked, stepping inside as Chris held the door.

	“You have no idea,” he muttered, flopping down in a chair behind the solitary desk.

	“Anything I can help with?” Sam asked, spinning a folding chair around and straddling it. He rested his arms across its back.

	“Not unless you’re an expert in labor law.”

	“Sorry, can’t help you there.”

	Sam studied his friend as he flipped through several sheets of paper, settling on one and reading it silently. At one point he shoved a hand through hair that had missed a needed trim by several months. Add to that the fact that it didn’t look like he’d shaved in a couple of days, and Sam thought he looked like a bum. But Chris nearly always looked the same, and women drooled over him like his last name was Hemsworth rather than Parker.

	“Harry,” he muttered in disgust. “Wouldn’t you assume that someone named Harry would be a guy?” Startled at the outburst Sam nodded his head before he realized that Chris was still glaring at the papers in front of him.

	“Yeah. Sure. Harry isn’t a guy?”

	“No, Harry is not! Harry is a scrawny little thing, all of five feet tall. And definitely not a guy!”

	“So what’s this Harry done that’s got you so upset?” he asked, more interested than he cared to admit. Chris was one of the most happy-go-lucky people he knew, and nothing much ever rattled him. No question about it, ‘Harry’ had him rattled.

	“She hired in here under false pretenses, that’s what she did.”

	“Huh?” Now Sam was completely confused.

	“We thought she was a guy, genius. But she’s a girl. And girls have no place in construction!” This came out almost a shout as he slammed the papers on the desk, got up and started to pace. “Especially not wimpy girls like her.”

	“What are you talking about, Chris? What’d she do? Dress up like a guy? Did she put on a fake mustache or something?” Chris glared at him now.

	“No she did not put on a fake mustache. Jon hired her by mail. She was living in Sault Saint Marie, and decided to work down here. She sent her resume and references, and said she was going on vacation, so Jon never bothered to talk to her. She started Monday.” He spat the words out irritably as he slammed his palm against the wall. The entire trailer shuddered at the impact.

	“Didn’t you two check out anything on the resume, or call her references?”

	“Do we look stupid to you, Sam?” Chris snapped. “Of course Jon talked to her references. They were glowing. She actually worked construction up north for a guy Jon knew years ago. Can you imagine someone being stupid enough to hire a woman?”

	“Can she do the work?”

	“That’s beside the point. She lied to us.”

	“She told you she was a man?”

	“No, she said her name was Harry. That’s as good as lying.”

	“The references didn’t mention that she was a girl?”

	“They did not. Jon said any mention of her was just by name. ‘Harry is one of the best employees we’ve ever had.’ ‘Harry is here on time every day, and never complains about overtime,’” he said in a sarcastic sing-song voice. “What they failed to mention is that Harry is actually Harriet.”

	“Harriet?” Sam winced a little bit. “How old is Harriet?”

	“I don’t know. Twenty-five maybe.”

	“Hmm.”

	“The little snot threatened to sue us for discrimination if we fired her,” Chris growled in frustration. “I need to know if there are any laws about deceiving your employers.”

	“Well,” Sam said reluctantly. “Did she indicate that she was a male on the application? You’d have her there.”

	“Oh, that would be too easy. Jon didn’t have her fill out an application until after he’d hired her. Isn’t that a hoot? Who hires someone without an application?”

	“No one that I know of. But that being the case, I’m not sure there’s anything you can do, Chris. If she didn’t specifically say she was a man, then she didn’t exactly lie. Saying her name was Harry might have been misleading but it wasn’t a lie.”

	“You’re in on this with Jon, aren’t you?” Chris demanded, whirling around to stare at Sam.

	“Not at all. This is the first I’ve heard of Harry. Why? Doesn’t Jon have a problem with her working here?”

	“He does not. He thinks it’s fine. Thinks that shortening her name to Harry was clever.”

	“Well, it kind of sounds like it was.”

	“It was dishonest is what it was. And now we’ve got the crew bending over backward to make sure Harry doesn’t do any real heavy work. You’d think she was a princess.”

	“Then fire her for shirking her work,” Sam suggested amicably.

	“That’s the thing. She doesn’t. She thinks she’s Arnold Schwarzenegger. That she can do anything the real guys can.” Sam sighed.

	“So if she’s doing her job, what’s the problem?” Chris growled, then actually did shout,

	“Because girls don’t belong in construction, that’s what the problem is!”

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	“Mama!” came the blood-curdling scream from the office. Heart pounding like a jackhammer, Holly ran out of the kitchen as fast as her rubbery legs would carry her. Though it was a scant few feet away, her breath came in gasps as she stopped to take in the scene before her.

	Zack was playing quietly with his Pokémon toys on the top bunk of the beds she’d pushed against one wall while Billy stood, little feet planted on the frame at the end. Peeking over the top, and looking red in the face furious, he shook the bed with all his might. Which, fortunately, wasn’t a whole lot of might.

	Holly sagged against the wall, grateful there wasn’t a drop of blood to be seen, though hers was almost at the boiling point. As she straightened, she heard several of her employees walking away from the commotion, at least one of them muffling a chuckle.

	“What is going on here?” she demanded irritably, reaching up to massage the tense muscles in her neck.

	“I wanna play, and Zack won’t let me,” Billy whined, shaking the beds harder.

	“Mom said we could each have one special toy,” Zack explained, with a long suffering sigh. “These are mine.”

	“But you have lots, Zack.”

	“And you, young man, have lots of Legos. They’re your special toy,” Holly told him, walking over and removing him from his perch. Easier said than done. When in a temper, her little sweetheart was stronger than he looked. “You know the rules,” she reminded him, sitting him on the edge of his mattress. “Unless you’re invited to play, you find something else to do. You do not scream like you broke a bone. Is that clear?”

	“Yes, Mama,” came the sullen response.

	“You nearly scared me to death, Billy. You know the rules when we’re at the restaurant. I’m sorry we’re stuck here so late tonight. I know it’s boring, but there’s nothing I can do about that right now. Just another hour or so. And you can pass part of it in time out for the next ten minutes.”

	With that she turned and stalked back to the kitchen, where she’d been preparing vegetables for the salad bar. Something Shirley would have been doing had she not had to rush her husband to the hospital. He had called to say he was experiencing chest pains, and Holly prayed that he was all right. Unfortunately that meant that she and the boys had needed to stay for the dinner rush, after an already too long shift. She sighed mightily as she snatched a huge purple onion from the never-ending pile of produce. While she sliced it she considered again Lyle’s offer to buy the restaurant from her.

	The boys college funds were secure. She had a comfortable nest egg, owned her house and the restaurant outright. Profits from the sale would keep her comfortable for a good long while, if she budgeted carefully. Forever if she could get a job with the school system. That way she’d be off work when the boys were, thus solving her current problem, and avoiding the need for daycare.

	Her eyes watered as she chopped another onion, denying she was crying when a waitress asked if she was okay. Holly simply didn’t cry. It was a luxury she’d given up the day she realized that all of the responsibility for her small family rested squarely on her shoulders. The day she realized that if she gave in to despair and helplessness, she’d never find her way out.

	Instead she made herself strong. Stronger than her sorry excuse for an ex-husband had ever been. She’d raised two fine boys, taken a struggling business and made it prosper…and she’d done it alone.

	She wiped her eyes with the back of her wrist and moved on to the pile of tomatoes, yet her eyes continued to water. Those were certainly some of the strongest onions she’d gotten hold of in a while.

	Alone. She’d definitely been that. For a long time. Too long. She smiled a wobbly smile recalling her date with Sam on Friday night. What a gentleman he’d been, opening doors for her, and holding out her chair. More importantly, holding her hand as they strolled from The Gavel down to the Eaton Theater, where they watched a romantic comedy starring Sandra Bullock. Things Mike had done with her, too, until the ‘I do’s’ were over. Well more specifically, the wedding night.

	He’d hidden his true nature so convincingly that it sent a chill down her spine just remembering. Was it a talent all men possessed? Or just men like Mike? And if it were just men like Mike, how did one go about telling the difference? Was Sam all that he appeared to be? Or was possible that under all that sweet, attentive charm, lurked a womanizer waiting for the right moment to show himself?

	With a disgusted shake of her head, Holly dismissed the thought before it really even had a chance to form. Nobody was that good an actor. And she knew, deep down, that Sam genuinely cared for her boys, which was more than their father ever had. Except on the occasions when Mike wanted to show Zack off. He hadn’t stuck around long enough for an opportunity to show Billy off to arise.

	But Sam seemed proud of them even when no one he knew was around. He was infinitely patient with them. She recalled the miniature golf outing last week. How he’d gently helped Billy line up his shots, and cheered both of them on, even though they were not particularly good golfers yet. Later he’d patiently watched Cars 2 with a boy on each side, while she curled up in the recliner across the room, smiling when he smiled at her, blushing when he’d winked once.

	And even later, when they’d stood shyly at her front door, a little tongue tied and not sure how to say goodnight. Sam had solved it by thanking her, and tenderly stroking her cheek with the back of his fingers. And then he’d gone home. Leaving Holly to wonder whether she’d done something wrong and that’s why he hadn’t kissed her.

	Until she realized that everything about Sam was old fashioned and proper. A gentleman didn’t kiss a woman on their first date. The thought melted her heart even as she longed to know what it would be like to be kissed by him.

	“Mom?” A timid voice from the doorway put an end to her wondering. She turned to see a subdued Zack standing there. “Is ten minutes up yet?”

	“Ten minutes?” she asked, confused.

	“Can Billy play again?” Holly glanced at the clock above the counter. The ten minutes had been up more than ten minutes ago.

	“Of course he may,” she said with a sigh, wiping her hands on her apron and walking with her oldest son to the office. “Billy, I’m sorry. I got distracted. You can play now…if you can behave yourself, okay?”

	“I’ll be good, Mama.” He was as subdued as his brother was.

	“I know you will.” She kissed both the boys and said, “I’m almost finished in the kitchen, and then we’ll go home.”

	On her way back she heard Zack invite his brother to come up on the top bunk and they’d play Pokémon together. A smile curved her lips. No matter that they fought sometimes, as siblings tended to do, they were still great friends and looked out for one another. Too bad Mike hadn’t stayed around to see what terrific sons he’d fathered. On the other hand, if he hadn’t left them, Sam wouldn’t be coming over for pizza tomorrow night.

	 


CHAPTER 4

	 

	“Do you have any....two’s?” Sam asked, raising his eyebrows at Billy. Billy laughed merrily and shook his head.

	“Nope. Go fish.” He then turned to his mother and asked, “Do you have any five’s?”

	“Yes, sir, I do.” She slid one card to him. “Zack. Do you have any queens?”

	“Aw, Mom.” Holly grinned as she took his card and lay what remained in her hand on the table.

	“Guess that means I won, huh?”

	“No fair,” Billy complained good-naturedly. “You cheated.”

	“Of course I did. Didn’t you see me pull those cards out of my sleeve?” Given that she was wearing a tank top, they knew she was teasing. “Okay, you two go and play while I order the pizza. Onions and pineapple, right?”

	“Yuck!” Zack grimaced.

	 “Ham!” Billy shouted gleefully.

	“Ham!” Sam echoed quickly.

	“Ham?” Holly gasped, eyes wide as she slid her chair back and stood up. “That’s a boring pizza. How about anchovies and hot peppers?”

	Choruses of, “No way!”, “Yucky!” and “Ham!” filled the air, and she chuckled on her way to the kitchen saying,

	“You guys just have no imagination.”

	“But we do have sensitive taste buds,” Sam pointed out, getting to his feet, too. “And we wouldn’t want to torture them, would we, boys?”

	“No,” they both answered without hesitation, heading out the backdoor to play while they waited for the pizza to be delivered.

	Sam cleared the table of the cards then set it with plates, napkins, and silverware while Holly waited on hold. She started to protest but he just grinned and went about his business, remembering from the first time where she kept everything.

	“I could have done that,” she told him, replacing the receiver.

	“I know. But I like helping out.” As she walked back into the dining room, he reached for her hand and pulled her to stand in front of him, asking softly, “Do you suppose this could count as our second date?”

	“Um- Technically this would be our fifth,” she answered, a tremble in her voice.

	“Fifth?” He pulled her a little closer.

	“The Fourth of July. Dinner the next day. Miniature golfing. Pizza last week. Dinner and a movie Friday. Oops. This would be the sixth one.”

	“That’s a lot of dates,” he pointed out reasonably, cupping her cheeks. Her hair was so soft.

	“It sure is.”

	“Holly-”

	“I guess the only way to hush you up is to-”

	Holly reached up, pulled his face down and kissed him, then hid her face against his chest while he held her tight. He’d known that kissing her would be great. He just hadn’t expected to feel it clear down to his toes. He figured it must have affected her in much the same way because she was trembling in his arms.

	“Wow,” he said, surprised to find his voice was shaking.

	“Yeah.”

	He knew then that they had a big problem. There wasn’t a doubt in his mind that they shared the same views regarding sex before marriage. And that one brief kiss proved that waiting was going to be one of the most difficult things he’d ever done. He almost laughed at the thought. They hadn’t even discussed love and marriage, and here he was thinking about the wedding night. Talk about jumping the gun. He groaned when the phone rang.

	“Gosh, you’d think I’ve ordered enough pizzas that they wouldn’t have to call back to make sure,” Holly muttered, stepping away from him and hurrying to answer it.

	Sam wanted to wring the neck of the person on the other end of the line. That was the first time he’d held her, really held her, and he hadn’t been ready to let her go.

	“Who is this?“ he heard Holly demand, then gasp, “Oh my- What’s happened? Is it Daddy? Has something happened to Daddy?”

	That’s all it took to carry him to her side. Sam wrapped an arm around her and she clutched his free hand tightly, her face white.

	“Oh thank God.” He was glad he was there because she’d have fallen to the floor had he not caught her when her knees gave out. “You scared me. What? I- You are? Yes, of course. Dinner? I think so. I- Yes. I’ll call if I can’t make it. The Holiday Inn on Saginaw? Yes, I know it. Yes. Yes, it was good to hear your voice, too.”

	Sam assumed the call was over when her hand dropped to her side. He gently took the receiver and hung it up, then wrapped both of his arms around her. Whoever called had certainly upset her.

	“Holly, are you okay?” he finally had to ask.

	“What?” She looked up at him as though she’d forgotten he was there. “Sam.”

	“Let’s go sit down.” He led her into the living room, sitting in the recliner and pulling her onto his lap. She cuddled against him, and he could feel her shaking like a leaf. “Who was that?”

	“My mother.”

	“Your mother?” While they hadn’t actually gotten around to discussing parents yet, he was a little confused. Why would her mother calling upset her this much? Then he remembered something she’d said. “Is your father all right?”

	“Yes. He’s fine.”

	“Holly, what’s wrong?” He felt helpless, not knowing what to do, but wanting desperately to make her feel better.

	“My parent’s haven’t spoken to me since the day I married Mike.”

	Sam inhaled sharply and held her closer. No wonder she was so freaked out. Zack was nine. So it must have been in the neighborhood of ten years. He couldn’t imagine being estranged from his parents at all, let alone for a decade.

	“She’s going to be in Lansing tomorrow,” Holly whispered.

	“To meet you for dinner?”

	“If I can find a sitter.”

	“That’s no problem. I can watch the boys for you,” he offered quickly. Whatever she needed. When she turned tear filled eyes up at him, he almost cried himself.

	“I was hoping you’d come with me. I’m scared.” Her voice broke, and he buried his face against her hair.

	“Oh, sweetheart, of course I’ll come with you.” He’d walk over coals for her.

	“Thank you.”

	“There isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for you, Holly” he whispered. She might not believe it yet, but he meant every word.

	“Would you stay and talk. I mean after the boys are in bed?” she asked hesitantly.

	“Yep,” he answered, using one of the boys’ favorite words. She laughed just a bit, and he knew she’d be all right. This meeting with her mother might not be easy but, however it turned out, Holly would be just fine.

	“Hey, Mom, the pizza guy is here!” Billy shouted from the yard.

	“Oh gosh. I need to wash my face,” Holly sighed, starting to pull out of his arms. Sam stopped her long enough to kiss her quickly and say,

	“You look beautiful.”

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	Once Holly was sure the boys were asleep, she poured two cups of coffee and they sat at the table in the kitchen, silently, until she began her story.

	She and Mike met while students at Michigan State University. He was a senior when she arrived, and he basically swept her off her feet. But he didn’t like the fact that she wouldn’t sleep with him. It went against everything she believed, and so he convinced her that he loved her, and talked her into marrying him. Her father had been livid, telling her that if she did something that stupid, he was washing his hands of her.

	“I brought him home over Thanksgiving break, and I guess they were smarter than I was, because they saw something in him that I never noticed until after we were married.”

	“They say wisdom comes with age,” he offered, not sure what else to say.

	“Well they were sure right. And I was just as wrong.”

	“About Mike?”

	“That, too. No. I didn’t believe my father. I’m their only child, and I thought he’d get over his anger. Especially after Zack was born. But he never did. He forbid my mother to write or call. So tonight is the first time I’ve talked to her since the day we were married.” She laughed a little. “Valentine’s Day.”

	Her hands were wrapped tightly around her cup, and she stared at the coffee as though it were the most fascinating thing she’d seen all day. Valentine’s Day. Her low life ex-husband had married her on the most romantic day of the year, and probably spoiled it for her forever.

	“I wish I knew why she was coming,” Holly worried, glancing at Sam. “Do you think she was lying? About my father? Maybe he’s really sick and she didn’t want to tell me over the phone.”

	“And maybe she just wants to see her daughter. And her grandsons. She does know about Billy, doesn’t she?”

	“Oh yes. I’ve sent cards and pictures every Christmas. And on their birthdays and anniversaries. Unless she’s thrown them away without opening them. But I don‘t think she would. She was really upset over Daddy‘s decision.”

	“He couldn’t make that kind of decision for her, could he?”

	“Well, kind of. More or less anyway. You see Mom was always a June Cleaver kind of wife. They knew I was going to be the only child they would ever have so she stayed home and did the homemaker thing. I guess you could say that Daddy has always been the ruler of the roost, and I suppose she was afraid to defy him. She only had a high school education, and has never worked a day in her life.”

	“Would he have hurt her?” Sam demanded, appalled at the thought, but he had to ask.

	“Oh no, never. They just had an old-fashioned marriage. Very close to the kind I’d hoped to have.” She grinned sheepishly. “Except I’m not the kind of woman to sit back and let a man make all of my decisions for me. I always felt that taking care of me and our home gave her just as many rights as he had, even though he was the only one earning an income.”

	“I agree. My mom stayed home, too,” Sam said, chuckling. “But if my father ever tried bossing her around, he wasn’t very successful. I don’t think he ever did though. His opinion is that being a wife and mother is one of the most important jobs there is. And he’s right.” He prayed she realized what he was saying. If, when, Holly married him, he wanted her to stay home and raise the boys. If that’s what she wanted. And maybe, if she were willing, they could have another baby. But even if she didn’t want more kids, he would be happy with her and the boys.

	“Your dad sounds like a smart man.”

	“I think so.”

	“I don’t suppose he’d care to have a chat with mine?”

	“Want me to ask him?”

	“No. I was just teasing.” The look on her face, however, was utterly serious. “I don’t know what to say to her, Sam. If she isn’t bringing bad news, what will I say to her?”

	“I don’t know, Holly. I really don’t.” He reached over and gently squeezed her shoulder. “But I know you and you’ll say the right thing.”

	“Thank you, Sam. You’re very sweet. Did you know that?”

	“Absolutely,” he said, puffing out his chest. “Why I look in the mirror every morning and say to myself, ‘Sam, my man, you are sweet.’ I‘m so sweet that I make sugar taste like cardboard.” He leaned closer and lowered his voice. “I‘m so sweet I don‘t dare go outside when it‘s raining because I‘d dissolve in a puddle at your feet. I‘m so sweet-”

	“Stop it,” Holly ordered, trying to look stern but failing as she started to giggle. “You’re a nut.”

	“Yeah, but I’m a sweet one,” he said with a grin.

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	She should have gone to work. No matter that it was her day off. It would have been easier to stay busy there. Which would have been a good thing, Holly decided, trying to figure out what else she might clean, or scrub, or organize. It was just after ten, and she’d already scoured the entire house. Easy to accomplish when one woke up at four. At this rate she’d be exhausted by the time Sam arrived to take her to Lansing.

	If only she knew why her mother was coming to see her out of the blue, with just a few hours’ notice, after more than ten years. As she sank into a dining room chair, the sounds of Sesame Street and a Game Boy filling the air, a frightening thought occurred to her. She’d worried that her father might be ill…but what if it was her mother? Was she sick? Is that what the visit was about?

	“I can see you’re imagining every worst case scenario in the world.” The screen door squealed when Jenna opened it and let herself in. A quick peek in the other room would reveal Billy engrossed in one of his favorite television programs, and Zack playing one of his many Pokémon games. “Good morning, boys.”

	“’morning, Aunt Jenna,” Zack mumbled. She didn’t get so much as a grunt from Billy.

	“It always warms my heart when they’re so thrilled to see me,” she commented, pulling a chair out.

	“I’m afraid you’d have to buy your own neighborhood, or acquire the ability to morph into something big and metal to interest them this morning.”

	Jenna laughed as she sat down looking, as usual, like a million bucks. Today she wore red slacks and a sleeveless white blouse, with a chunky red necklace, bracelet, and earrings. Holly tried to ignore the fact that she wore nothing but an old pair of jeans with a ratty blue tee shirt. And not as much as a hint of makeup.

	“So,” her friend asked, reaching across the table to lay a hand on hers. “How are you doing this morning? No, wait. Don’t answer that.” She raised her head and sniffed the air. “Hmm. Lemon furniture polish. Murphy’s Oil Soap. Windex. If I were to make a guess, I’d say you’ve been cleaning like a fiend since about six.”

	“Four-thirty, actually,” Holly admitted with a blush. She did tend to be predictable, cleaning when she was upset. In her defense she added, “I am used to getting up then, you know.”

	“Yeah, I do. And all I can say to that is better you than me. I don’t want to see that hour of the day, coming or going.”

	“It is getting old.”

	“Would have been old after the first day for me.” She looked at Holly closely. “What time did you go to bed?”

	“A little after ten.”

	“Sam was here?”

	“Yes. We talked for a while after the boys dozed off.”

	“Duh.”

	“You need to stop saying that. Zack and Billy are picking it up,” she chastised lightly.

	“Sometimes it’s the only response that works. What time did you fall asleep?” Holly scowled at her. “That late, huh?”

	“Late enough, I suppose.”

	“Then we really don’t need to rehash everything you and Sam discussed, or what you obsessed over half the night. Which is why I’ve come to your rescue.”

	“My rescue?”

	“Yes, Ma’am. I have a picnic basket in the trunk loaded to the gills with all sorts of goodies, and a cooler full of drinks. Get yourself dressed in something presentable. You and I are taking the boys to the park for the afternoon.”

	“Jenna,” she groaned, dropping her head on the tabletop. “I can’t. I’ve got too much on my mind to even think about doing that.”

	“Which is precisely why you’re coming with us, young lady. What else are you going to do? Clean the gutters, weed the yard, obsess about why your mom is here? I don’t think so. You’ll be a wreck by the time you need to leave for dinner. You already are.”

	“Jenna-”

	“Look, kid. I’m not going to sit back and watch you drive yourself nuts. Change your clothes. Do it now. No arguments.”

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	Sam was getting worried. He’d tried to phone Holly several times throughout the afternoon, but she didn’t answer. Maybe he’d been mistaken. He thought today was one of her few days off, though he supposed she might have gone in anyway, in an effort to keep busy. She had been pretty freaked out by the call from her mother the night before.

	He flipped his blinker on for the right turn he needed to make at the construction site, waited for traffic to clear, and then spent a couple of minutes looking for somewhere safe to park. Not that the world would fall apart if he got a flat or a scratch, but he was driving Holly in to the hotel tonight and preferred not to do it in a battered vehicle.

	“Hey, Sam,” one of the workers called out when he exited the car.

	“Hi, Paul. How’s it going?”

	“Pretty good. You?”

	“Can’t complain. Do you know where I can find Chris or Jon?”

	“In the modular, I think.”

	“Thanks.” His long strides carried him to his destination quickly, and he rapped once on the door before entering.

	“It’s about time,” Chris snapped from where he leaned against the wall, arms folded over his chest, frowning.

	“It didn’t sound that serious on the phone.”

	“He’s not mad about the wiring,” Jon chuckled. “But we need to know if what was delivered will work, or if we need to send it back. It’ll hold up production, but we’ll leave that up to you.”

	“Let me have a look.”

	The three men walked out to the utility shed where crates of electrical wiring were stacked. It didn’t take but a moment to determine that it would compromise the quality of the homes they were building. Anderson Electric was known for their integrity, yet the supplier liked to see if he could slip their inferior products in once in a while.

	“I know it’s not what you wanted to hear,” Sam sighed, “but it’s garbage.”

	“Told you so,” Chris muttered irritably.

	“Get over it,” Jon said good-naturedly as they headed back to the trailer.

	“Harry?” Sam guessed.

	“That’s her.” Chris pointed off into the distance.

	He’d been right. She was a little thing, all hair and eyes. But as far as Sam could see, she was pulling her weight.

	“He’s been in a foul mood since the day she first showed up. I don’t know why. I thought it was pretty ingenious of her.”

	“She lied.”

	“She did not. She used her nickname to her advantage.” Jon lowered his voice, though Harry was too far to hear him. “And with a name like Harriet, who could blame her for using it?”

	“It’s not her nickname I object to. She deceived us.”

	“You sound like a broken record. Would you have hired her if she’d come in and applied in person?” Jon asked reasonably.

	“Not a chance.”

	“That’s actually discrimination,” Sam said reluctantly. Chris scowled at him.

	“And completely beside the point.”

	‘Which is that ‘women don’t belong in construction?’” Jon mimicked.

	“Exactly!”

	“It’s the twenty-first century, old man. Get used to it. Women belong anywhere they please. And she can do the job.”

	“You’ll regret your attitude someday when she hurts her back, because she’s not strong enough for the job, and sues our pants off.”

	Jon lowered himself into a folding chair and kicked his feet up on the desk, crossing one ankle over the other as he studied Sam.

	“Not to change such a scintillating subject, but how goes it with Holly?”

	“Really good,” Sam said with a grin, which faded slightly as he thought about the situation with her mother.

	“Or not so good?”

	“It’s not that.” He briefly explained about the phone call, and why it had upset her. Even Chris was appalled enough to exclaim,

	“Ten years. They haven’t spoken to their daughter in all that time because they didn’t like her choice of husbands? Man, that’s just wrong.”

	“You’re telling me,” Sam agreed, sighing mightily.

	“I can’t imagine anything that would make my parents disown me,” Chris continued. Sam shot a nervous glance at Jon, who didn’t seem bothered at all by the topic of conversation. “Or my sister. And if they tried it, I’d tell ‘em to eat dirt.” Jon burst out laughing.

	“You would not.”

	“Wanna bet?” Chris challenged.

	“Okay. Five’ll get you ten that the next time your dad calls, you’ll be ‘yes, sir’ing him in two seconds flat.”

	“So? I respect my dad. Big deal.”

	“Need I say more?”

	“I think I’m going to let you two continue this argument on your own,” Sam said with a chuckle. They might not be brothers by blood, but they’d worked together long enough that they bickered like a pair of them. “Call the supplier and get the right wire. I’ll talk to you later.”

	“Wait,” Jon said as he reached for the door. “Cal dropped by earlier and told me to tell you that he and Darby are having a get-together Saturday.”

	“What’s the occasion?” Jon cocked an eyebrow at him.

	“What’s your I.Q. again? Holly’s birthday, genius.” Sam slapped his forehead and groaned.

	“Oh, man, how could I have forgotten that?” He groaned again. How could he have forgotten that?

	“Hard to say.”

	“Oh jeez. Has anyone mentioned it to her?” He ran his hand through his hair.

	“I believe Darby called her and mentioned something about a girl’s night out.”

	“So it’s a surprise party?”

	“That’s my understanding, yes.”

	“What about the boys?”

	“Darby’s hoping you’ll offer to babysit and bring them with you when you come out. She wants you to pick them up early so you‘re there by the time Holly arrives. She hasn’t called you yet?”

	“Well,” he admitted reluctantly, “she might have tried. I can’t remember the last time I checked my voice mail.” Sam really missed the days when answering machines were all the rage. “I haven’t been home much either.”

	“Well you better call her, pal.”

	“I will.”

	“And make sure Holly is there. Cal’s making his lasagna and Caesar salad.”

	“She’ll be there.” He slapped his forehead again. “What if her mother is still here?”

	“You know Cal. The more the merrier.”

	“Her birthday. What should I get her?” He’d never shopped for any women, except his mother and sister, of course. Never for a girlfriend.

	“Can’t help you out there. You know her better than we do.”

	“Give her Harry,” Chris groused. “That’d get her out of our hair.”

	 


 

	CHAPTER 5

	 

	 “Just take some deep breaths and try to relax,” Sam suggested, wishing he could reassure her. He didn’t know the reason for her mother’s visit any more than she did. And Holly was right, it could be bad news. But, wanting to reassure her yet again, he just said, “It’ll be okay,” and hoped he was right.

	“I’ll try.” Her voice was shaky but she inhaled slowly and deeply. He sure hoped it worked better for her than it had for him the day he’d invited her and the boys out for dinner. In case it didn’t he reached over to hold her hand. Her fingers closed around his tightly.

	“So what did you guys do at the park today?” he asked, hoping to take her mind off the upcoming meeting. Less than five minutes from the hotel now, and he feared she might start to hyperventilate.

	“I- Um- We played on the swings and merry-go-round.”

	“Sounds like fun. What else?”

	“We walked on the trails for a while.”

	“That’s all?”

	“Jenna had another cooler with water balloons.”

	“A water balloon fight!” he exclaimed with all the enthusiasm he could muster. “I’m jealous.” Holly glanced at him and smiled a bit.

	“Next time we’ll invite you along.”

	“Cool. I’d love to come. Did I ever tell you about the water balloon fight the guys and I had? In the middle of January?”

	“What?” Holly asked, choking on a laugh.

	“Yep. We did. Dan and I against Cal and Jon. We built a couple of quick snow forts…and about froze to death.”

	“Oh my gosh.” He’d finally gotten a chuckle out of her. “Please don’t mention that to Zack and Billy. They think everything you do is great.”

	“So you don’t want them copying that, huh?”

	“Absolutely not,” she laughed, her hold on his hand relaxing a little. “I’m surprised your parents didn’t throttle you.”

	“Actually, as I recall, what we all got was grounded. For two weeks.” Except Jon. But then his parents never really cared what he did.

	“Two weeks seems a little extreme. Even for something so foolish. How old were you?”

	“Fifteen.” This time she laughed long and hard, and he was grateful the memory had come when it had.

	“Then I’d say you deserved it.”

	“We sure did.”

	Unfortunately they were at the stop sign on the exit, and Holly’s amusement died a swift death. They could see the hotel from there.

	“Well, I guess this is it,” she said quietly. He squeezed her hand, a rather difficult achievement since he’d lost all feeling in his own somewhere around Diamondale.

	“It’ll be okay,” he repeated, praying that it really would be.

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	“It’s going to be okay.” Sam had uttered one form or another of that same phrase about fifty times since they’d pulled out of her driveway, Holly thought, as they approached the main entrance of the hotel. Poor guy. She was beside herself and he was trying so hard to help.

	“I’ll hold you responsible if it isn’t,” she teased. Or tried to. Apparently she hadn’t pulled it off because Sam looked positively stunned and she hurried to reassure him. “Bad joke, Sam. I’m sorry.” He nearly sagged with relief.

	“Whew. Had me scared there for a minute.”

	“I know. I’m sorry.” She gave him a quick hug. “I suppose I can’t put it off any longer.”

	“I suppose not.” He wrapped an arm around her shoulders, and pulled the door open. “Let’s get it done.”

	She hadn’t changed much, was the first thing Holly noticed when she saw her mother standing by the registry desk. Her hair, a couple of shades lighter than her own, was still the same. Funny, she would have expected it to be flecked with gray by now. Generously. There were few lines on her smooth skin, and she seemed to have finally dropped the fifteen pounds she’d fought a losing battle against for as long for as Holly could remember. Actually, she looked fantastic in a beige skirt and jacket.

	“Holly.” There were tears in her clear blue eyes as she approached the daughter she hadn’t set eyes on in a decade.

	“Mom-” Holly ran from Sam’s side into her mother’s arms, and they both began to weep. “Why are you here?” she demanded, her voice thick. “You said Daddy was all right. Is it you? Are you sick?”

	“Yes, darling, I am. Sick and tired of not seeing my only child. Sick of not knowing my grandsons. That’s why I’m here.” She hugged Holly tighter. “I’ve missed you so much.”

	“I’ve missed you, Mom.”

	“Oh, let me look at you.” She pushed her an arm’s length away, and cried some more. “You’ve grown up.”

	“Yes,” Holly said softly. “I have.”

	“We’ve wasted so much time. Can we go somewhere? I’ll buy you dinner, and we can catch up. You have a vehicle?”

	“A vehicle- Sam?” She turned to find him standing behind her, smiling broadly, and pulled him to her side. “Mom, this is Sam Jensen. Sam, my mother, Eileen Barry.”

	“Pleased to meet you, Ma’am,” he said politely, offering his hand. Her mother took it without hesitation.

	“The pleasure is mine,” she assured him earnestly.

	“I drove Holly in. And I’ll be happy to drop you anywhere you’d like to go.”

	“Drop us-? No. Sam, I asked you to come along because I wanted you here,” she protested, clutching his arm.

	“Excuse us,” Sam said politely. He pulled her a short distance away and whispered, “You were afraid there might be a problem. Obviously there isn’t. You need to be alone to catch up, Holly. I’ll just be a distraction.”

	“No. You’re wrong.” Holly could feel the beginnings of a panic attack. “I need you here. Please, Sam? Stay with me.”

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	Sam couldn’t refuse her. He thought they’d get along just fine, but if she needed him to feel comfortable, that was okay with him. In fact, he thought, as he ushered both ladies out to his car, it was perfect. The more she needed him, the better his chances when she found out about- No. He wasn’t going to think about that. Not yet.

	“You sit in front, dear,” Mrs. Barry was saying. “I’m perfectly comfortable in the backseat.”

	“No, I’ll be fine in the backseat,” Holly tried to protest.

	“I’m sitting back here,” Eileen insisted. Sam could only hold the door open and shrug when Holly looked to him for assistance.

	“Why don’t you drive, and that way both of you can sit up front?” he suggested, holding his keys out to her.

	“Sam, I can’t do that. It’s your car,” she protested, though her eyes were shining as she gazed at him.

	“Sure you can. It’s that or I’ll just sit in the back with your mom, and we can sit here and starve.” Both ladies laughed, and Holly hugged him for a moment before giving in and taking the keys.

	“Thank you,” she said softly, stepping away from him reluctantly. At least he hoped it was reluctantly.

	Once they were all buckled in, she asked where they’d like to eat. Neither one could think of a place, so he tossed out the suggestion of McGinty’s. Holly gasped in surprise because, apparently, the thought hadn’t crossed her mind.

	“McGinty’s?” Mrs. Barry asked, leaning forward.

	“Holly’s restaurant.”

	“You have a restaurant?” The sadness in her voice came through loud and clear. Not knowing something as basic as your child’s line of work had to come as a shock.

	“Yes. Mike signed it over to me when he left.”

	“Not that it was much of a sacrifice on his part,” Sam was quick to point out. He’d learned a little more about that story over the course of the past few weeks. “He’d run the place to the brink of bankruptcy. Holly has built it into a very successful business.”

	“Sam.” From his vantage point, sitting behind Eileen, he could see that she was blushing.

	“It’s true, Holly. And you should be proud of what you’ve accomplished.”

	“She’s always been an extremely intelligent and hardworking young lady,” Mrs. Barry said proudly. “It doesn’t surprise me to hear that. And I’d love to have supper there. If it’s all right with both of you.”

	“I never turn down an opportunity to eat there,” Sam said with a chuckle. “Best food in town, if you ask me.”

	“Sam,” she said again, flustered. Stopped at one of the many traffic lights, he reached over the seat and stoked her cheek with his finger.

	“Stop being so modest.” She smiled tenderly at him, then turned her attention back to the road when an impatient driver honked his horn. The light was now green.

	In no time they were pulling into the packed parking lot at McGinty’s. Mrs. Barry seemed suitably impressed, commenting that they may have to wait for a table.

	“No. I have a table in my office for the boys. We can eat in there, if you like.”

	“That would be fine.”

	Lyle, acting as host for the evening, greeted them at the counter. She had explained the situation to him when she’d asked to trade shifts, and he didn’t bat an eye when she introduced him to her mother.

	“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Barry,” he told her sincerely, then apologized, “I’m afraid we’re a little busy tonight. We should be able to seat you within thirty minutes.”

	“That won’t be necessary, Lyle. We’re going to eat in the office, if it won’t be too much trouble.”

	“Not at all. I’ll send Kathryn right in.”

	“Thanks.”

	Sam seated both women before taking his seat in the third chair, then wished he were better at handling awkward situations. They sat there in silence for several long moments. It helped when one of the waitresses came in with water and menus. A few more minutes spent choosing their meals, and it was back to more silence until, finally, Holly asked,

	“Does Daddy know you’re here.”

	“He does.” The reply was clipped, though whether she was annoyed with Mr. Barry, or with Holly for asking, he wasn’t sure.

	“He’s not too happy about it?” she asked reluctantly. Sam’s heart went out to her.

	“I’m afraid not. But, frankly, I don’t really care.”

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	“I can’t believe it,” Holly said again, after they’d dropped her mother off at the hotel.

	It had taken awhile to get comfortable with each other over supper, and they still had a long ways to go before they reached anywhere near the level of closeness they’d enjoyed pre-Mike, but her mother had opened up in ways that had stunned her.

	When Eileen had been unable to talk her husband into relenting in his decision to disown Holly, she had rebelled. A little, anyway. In the beginning she’d decided if she couldn’t be a mother anymore, then she needed something to occupy her time. So, even though it annoyed her husband, she’d gone to night school. At first it was just a class here, another one there. But she enjoyed learning. And, before she knew it, she decided there was more to life than merely cooking, cleaning, and washing clothes for a man.

	The most mind-blowing news came over a dessert of homemade apple pie ala mode. Her mother had taken a job as a legal secretary six years ago. Full-time, with benefits. And she loved it. The June Cleaver/Stepford Wife clone had turned into an independent woman.

	Add to that her growing dissatisfaction with the status quo, and the latest batch of pictures following Billy’s fourth birthday party, and she’d added resentment to the growing list of changes taking place in her heart.

	“I can’t believe she stood up to him,” Holly said in awe. “Nobody stands up to my father.”

	“You did,” Sam pointed out reasonably. Holly laughed nervously.

	“You don’t suppose he’ll disown her, too?”

	“I don’t know. They’ve been married a long time, and she’s still a very attractive woman. Intelligent, too. No offense, but he’d be a fool to throw all that away.”

	“It wouldn’t be the first time he’s thrown away someone he claimed to love,” she said aloud, thinking about how easily he’d removed her from his life. A decision he seemed to be okay with, even today.

	“He’ll come around, Holly. I’d bet almost anything on that.” Sam glanced over at her for a second. “Your mother is so excited about meeting the boys tomorrow I doubt she’ll get a wink of sleep tonight. I think that when she goes back home she’ll be bragging enough about them, and you, that he won’t be able to do anything but give in and forgive you, regardless of whatever sins he thinks you’ve committed.”

	“We’ll just have to see if I’m a big enough person to forgive him,” she muttered, looking at the shadows outside the window. There was no question about it. He’d hurt her deeply. And she wasn’t sure if she could get past it now.

	“If he’s sincerely sorry, I think you’ll forgive him so fast it’ll make his head spin.”

	“Oh yeah?”

	“Yeah. I was there,” he said softly. “You were scared out of your mind that he might be sick or dead. You love him, and I have no doubt you’ll forgive him.”

	“You’re right,” she sighed, hating to admit it.

	“If you do make it up with your dad,” Sam said hesitantly, “do you think you’d move back to Ohio?” He was worried, and Holly felt a wave of tenderness well up within her.

	“No, Sam. I won’t. My life is here. I love my parents, but most of the people I care about are here.” She reached across the seat and laid a hand on his arm. “You’re here.” Sam covered her hand with his and squeezed it gently.

	“Thank God,” she thought she heard him whisper.

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	“You look pretty down in the mouth,” Dan observed, kicking back in the porch chair. “I thought things were moving along nicely with you and Holly.”

	“They were. They are. I hope,” Sam said wearily.

	“Nothing like being confident of your relationship,” he drawled, glancing over to watch Sam, who was watching the sunset with an air of dejection.

	“I think things are okay.”

	“I suppose she’s spending a lot of time with her mom this week?”

	“She’s staying at her house now.”

	“When is she leaving?”

	“Next Tuesday.” Four days away.

	“You don’t like her mother?”

	“Oh, no. She’s great. A really nice woman.”

	“So?” he prompted.

	“We just haven’t had much time together since her mother got here,” Sam admitted.

	“So we’re talking a little jealousy?”

	“No. Of course not. I couldn’t be happier that Holly has her mother back in her life.”

	“So spill it. What’s really wrong?”

	“That first night I asked her if she might consider moving back to Ohio if she ever made up with her dad.”

	“And?”

	“She said no.”

	“Then why are you worried?”

	“Because I’ve only talked to her on the phone once since then. She doesn’t need me around. If she makes up with her dad, too- What’s going to happen to us? What if she changes her mind?”

	“Sam.” Dan’s heart went out to him. He knew how he felt. The night he thought Jess was going to leave him had been the most miserable moment of his life. “Anyone with a brain can see that she really cares for you. And her father is so hard-nosed he’s still in Ohio, isn’t he? I’m just going to guess that if, and I do mean if, he ever grows up, it’ll be awhile. So you’ve got time. Don’t worry about it until that time comes. If it ever comes.”

	“For her sake, I hope it does. But I don’t want to lose her. I just didn’t expect her to not even want to talk to me, you know.”

	“Do you know that she doesn’t want to talk to you? Or are you just assuming? They’ve got ten years to make up for. I don’t think it’s unreasonable that they’re spending time together.”

	“I know it isn’t.” Sam got to his feet and rested his hands on the railing.

	“You’re going to see her at her party tomorrow night, aren’t you?”

	“Yes. But she doesn’t know it. We don’t have any plans for the two of us, but she’s planning on spending an evening with a bunch of women.”

	“I know for a fact that Darby put a lot of pressure on her,” Dan admitted, wishing he could ease his friend’s hurt feelings. “Have you put pressure on her for a date?”

	“No. I wouldn’t do that to her.”

	“But Darby did. So there you go. Holly felt put on the spot, and even I know her well enough to know that she doesn’t like to offend anyone.”

	“You think so?” Sam asked hopefully.

	“I know so. She cares about you. She has for a long time. Not that I noticed it. At least not until Jess pointed out the signs.” Maybe he’d ask her to give Sam a call because, no question about it, the man was bummed out.

	“I hope you’re right. You know, her parents hated her first husband so much that they haven’t talked to her in over ten years. Maybe her mother doesn’t like me either.”

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	“Surprise!”

	Holly knew she was standing there with her mouth hanging open, probably looking stupid, but she hadn’t been expecting anything except a girl’s night out. She glanced from Jenna to her mother, and then to Sam and the boys. They boys were grinning from ear-to-ear, but she’d bet they hadn’t found out about the party until Sam picked them up a short while ago. Billy tried, but the child couldn’t keep a secret if you paid him. Sam was smiling, too.

	Except it wasn’t quite as bright or quite as enthusiastic as the smiles on all the other faces. Her own spirits sank a little as she was surrounded by his friends. Sam hung back until everyone had hugged her, then gave her a quick one of his own.

	“Happy birthday, Holly,” he said quietly, kissing her cheek.

	“Thank you.” Though it had only been a few days, she’d missed their nightly telephone calls, and the freedom to see him when she wanted.

	Yes, she was grateful for this long overdue visit with her mother. She hadn’t really realized, not for several years anyway, just how much she’d missed their relationship. She also couldn’t wait for the opportunity to pursue her relationship with Sam. If he was still interested.

	“Did you have any idea about the party?” he asked after a moment of tense silence.

	“No. None at all. You could have knocked me over with a feather.” Sam smiled again, and she noticed it didn’t quite reach his eyes. She wasn’t sure what it was she saw in them.

	“Holly, come here and see your cake,” Jess was saying, grabbing her hand and pulling her to the kitchen.

	“Oh my goodness.” Not only was it huge, it was absolutely beautiful. Cal had decorated it with white scallops along the edges, and the palest of pink roses.

	She was so touched at the trouble he’d gone to that she felt the prick of tears in her eyes. Truth be told, she didn’t know anyone here, except Sam, her mother, Jenna and the boys all that well. Yes, she’d been getting to know them over the past six months or so, and every one of them came to McGinty’s on a regular basis. She’d socialized with them all on several occasions, like the sleigh ride, and Dan and Jess’ wedding, but she didn’t realize that they cared enough to go to this kind of effort for her. She suspected it was as much for Sam’s benefit as it was for hers…and hoped it wasn’t a waste of their time.

	“Sam, go ahead and seat the guest of honor, and we’ll get this show on the road,” Cal commanded. “We’ve got the patio set up for supper, everyone.”

	This time Holly couldn’t stop a few tears. Pretty lanterns were set all over the patio, where three picnic tables were set with pristine white table cloths, beautiful china, sparkling silverware, and Waterford goblets. Vases of roses and baby’s breath were scattered about on the tables and the short brick wall surrounding the patio. Pink and white streamers hung from the trees, bushes and shrubs.

	“I don’t know what to say,” she whispered, awed at the work that had so obviously gone into this party. For her.

	“You don’t have to say anything,” Sam said softly, sitting beside her, “except thank you. They were happy to do it.”

	“You’re in for another shock,” Dan said with a grin. “Cal made lasagna.” He seemed to realize how that might sound, cleared his throat and added, “It‘s the best I‘ve ever eaten.”

	“Good save,” his wife said with a chuckle, settling baby Kate into a high chair at the end of the table where she and Dan were sitting. “Doesn’t say a whole lot for my lasagna, though.”

	“Well, Cal’s is second best. Of course my wife’s is better.” Even Holly laughed when he ran a finger inside the collar of his shirt.

	“Now might be a good time to introduce a new topic of conversation?” Ed Winslow suggested with a grin.

	“Anyone?” Dan asked, smiling at Jess.

	“Personally I’d like to hear Dan’s opinion of Cal’s salad and cake,” Jon said wickedly.

	“Oh, I think I’ve put my foot in it enough for one night, thanks. I appreciate the opportunity, but I’ll pass.” More laughter sounded as Cal and Darby carried out two trays laden with salads, and pitchers of lemonade and iced tea.

	Holly was impressed. If the salad was perfect, the lasagna was sheer heaven, and she wished she had a bigger appetite. Everyone ate it like they wished the same thing. Except Sam. While he didn’t exactly pick at his food, he didn’t seem to be very hungry either. Maybe he wasn’t feeling well. She hoped that was all it was.

	“So, do we want cake and ice cream now, or shall we wait awhile?” Cal asked, pushing his plate away and taking a deep breath. It would seem that even he enjoyed the fruits of his labor.

	“Later,” came a chorus of groans.

	“That was the best meal I’ve had in a long time, Cal,” Holly complimented him. “Thank you so much.”

	“You’re welcome, Holly. I was happy to do it.” He smiled at her, and she didn’t doubt that he meant it.

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	“I think there’s trouble in paradise,” Jess whispered to Dan as she rinsed the dishes the others were bringing in from the patio. Dan loaded them expertly into the dishwasher.

	“I noticed.” He glanced over his shoulder to make sure they were still alone. For a moment, anyway. “I know Sam was worried, and now I think I see why.”

	“Why?”

	“Holly’s acting a little standoffish.”

	“Holly’s acting confused, Dan. Sam’s been really quiet since she got here, and I think she’s probably wondering why. You have to admit he hasn’t exactly acted like he’s in love with her tonight. And usually he can‘t be attentive enough. It could make her wonder if he‘s losing interest, you know.”

	“Well, yeah,” he admitted, clamming up when Emma carried in the last of the glasses.

	“Need any help out here?” she asked, sitting them on the counter next to the sink.

	“We’ve got it covered,” Jess said with a smile. “You can go make sure that Kate isn’t being spoiled too much.”

	“You know, you two can’t do all the spoiling, don’t you?” Emma said saucily as she sauntered out of the kitchen. Presumably in search of their daughter, to do a little more spoiling of her own. Dan waited a few seconds to make sure no one else was coming out.

	“I need to get Holly aside and have a quick talk with her.”

	“About what?”

	“The things Sam told me last night. Not all of it,” he said quickly, as she was about to protest. “Just enough so that she knows he’s not losing interest.”

	“I think that might be a good idea.”

	“Well, I can’t sit back and let misunderstandings make them both miserable.”

	“Me either.”

	“Do you think you can distract Sam for a while?”

	“I know I can. Let’s just wait for a good moment though. I don’t think he’d appreciate our interference. We need to be discreet.”

	“I’m the soul of discretion,” Dan said smugly. Jess laughed merrily, wiping her hands on a dish towel. And then kissed him quickly to take the sting out of it.

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	“Holly, can I talk with you for a minute?” Dan asked, drawing her out to the now deserted patio. “I’d like to pick your experienced motherly brain, if I could.”

	“I don’t know if I’ll be much help,” she said with a laugh. “Boys and girls are a little different, but I’ll be glad to help if I can.”

	“Let’s just walk out by the pond,” he said very quietly. “I don’t really want to talk about Kate.”

	“You don’t?”

	“No. Just a little farther. And don’t look at me like that. Jess is trying to keep Sam busy, and I don’t want him getting suspicious, okay?”

	“What? What in the world are you talking about?” Dan stopped under a tree, pasting what he must have thought looked like a cheery smile on his face.

	“Sam. Something is up with you two and I need to know what it is.” Holly could feel herself bristling at his nosiness.

	“There’s nothing up with Sam and me,” she muttered irritably.

	“That’s not entirely true.” He stared at her until she glanced away. “Are you tired of dating him?” Holly closed her eyes and shook her head.

	“No. Not even close. I’m not really sure how he’s feeling though,” she admitted slowly.

	“Trust me, you have nothing to worry about.”

	“That’s why he’s barely talked to me tonight?”

	“Laugh a little, and I’ll tell you a story.” She laughed a little. Very little.

	“By now you have to know that Sam is an extremely intelligent guy?” he asked, knowing full well that she did. She nodded anyway. “Well, he’s a genius. I mean a bona fide genius, through the ceiling I.Q. and everything.”

	“Wow.” She’d had no idea, but it really didn’t surprise her.

	“Anyway, he’s always been that way. Even when we were kids. And you know the flack that smart kids take.”

	“Yes.”

	“Then you know he was teased mercilessly, called a nerd and a dork, and other not so nice names.” She closed her eyes again, picturing a younger Sam being taunted and made fun of, and her heart ached. “Exactly. Anyway, there was this girl in high school. She wasn’t a cheerleader, as I recall, but she could have been, she was that pretty and personable. She started showing an interest in Sam, and he was really flattered. They dated for a couple of months.”

	“And then?”

	“She passed her science class.”

	“Oh no. Sam tutored her?”

	“Yes he did. Which is the only reason she paid him any attention. Afterwards, she went right back to making fun of him with the rest of her crowd.”

	“He must have been shattered.”

	“He was. If she’d have been a guy, I think I’d have beaten her to a pulp for hurting him like that.” He paused to look at her and, apparently satisfied with what he saw, continued. “I know you’re probably wondering what this has to do with you and Sam.”

	“Well, it was a long time ago,” she pointed out.

	“It really made him gun shy, and he hasn’t dated an awful lot since. I guess he’s been afraid to trust women. At least until he met you.”

	“I hope he trusts me.”

	“He does. He’s just not really sure where he stands now that you’ve made up with your mother.”

	“What does my mother have to do with Sam and I?” Holly gasped, gaping at Dan.

	“I went over to see him last night and he seemed a little depressed so, you know me. I insisted he talk to me. First I want to say here and now that breaking a friend’s confidence is not something I take lightly. And I wouldn’t be doing it tonight, except you both seem pretty miserable.”

	“Okay. I understand that. But if he told you in confidence-”

	“He didn’t. But I’m still not a man to broadcast my private conversations to anyone else.”

	“So what was he depressed about?”

	“You. He misses you. And before you feel the need to justify spending time with your mother, he knows you need time alone with her to rebuild your relationship.”

	“I haven’t meant to ignore him,” Holly whispered. She’d missed him dreadfully.

	“I know that. He knows that. But there are a couple of more things that are really worrying him.”

	“What things?”

	“One, your parents live in Ohio, and he knows that’s your home. And two, given their reaction to your ex, he’s afraid they might take exception to him, too. And he doesn’t want to be the cause of another wedge between you.”

	“My mother thought he was wonderful,” Holly said quickly.

	“I’m not surprised. He’s a pretty great guy.”

	“I know that. But even if my mother, even my father, took exception to him, it wouldn’t matter. I won’t let them dictate who I can or can’t date, or what I can or can’t do. And to ease your mind, Ohio was my home. Charlotte is my home. I have no intention of ever moving away.”

	“Whew. I’m glad to hear it.”

	“Sam heard it, too. We talked about it on the way home from the restaurant Tuesday night. I thought he understood.” If she’d known he hadn’t, she’d have made sure to at least give him a couple of quick calls.

	“I think he’s just had too much time alone to think about all the possibilities.” Holly couldn’t help herself, and hugged him.

	“Thanks for telling me, Dan. I wouldn’t hurt him for the world.”

	“I figured that much. But, Holly? Please don’t let on that I told you.”

	“I won’t. I promise. I will set his mind at ease, though. Before the night is over.”

	“Good. Now if we can just pretend we were out here talking about kids, which we technically were.”

	“How do you figure that?”

	“I was telling you about Sam when he was younger.”

	“True.”

	“Let’s head back now before he starts getting suspicious.”

	In keeping with her promise Holly started talking about when Billy was a baby. By the time they stepped back into the house she’d finished the story of how, while drying him off on the counter after his bath, he ‘baptized’ the pepper shaker. Everyone within earshot chuckled.

	“So,” she concluded, “it’s all just a trial and error experience. I was terrified with Zack. By the time Billy came along, I was an old hand at everything. Except the pepper shaker. That was a once in a lifetime event.” More laughter filled the room.

	“And on that appetizing note,” Cal chuckled, “do we think we’re ready for the cake and presents?”

	Presents? After all of this there were presents? Holly felt her face flush at all the attention she was receiving for her thirty-fourth birthday. This sort of fuss hadn’t happened since before she went away for college, and she wasn’t exactly used to it.

	“Come on, birthday girl. Sit right here,” Darby ordered, pulling her to their dining room table, now piled with gifts that hadn’t been there earlier. Cal disappeared for a minute, returning with the cake, which looked as though they might have to call 911 for the fire department.

	“How’s it feel to be twenty-one?” he asked with a grin.

	“Feels really good,” she said, laughing.

	“Well blow the candles out quick, before the wax melts,” he said, setting it down before her.

	The boys laughed uproariously when she discovered three trick candles, which kept relighting themselves after the flames went out. Jon finally took pity on her and took them to the kitchen, extinguishing them in the sink. While Cal and Darby dished up the dessert, they insisted she open her gifts.

	Cute shirts from Jenna and Jess, a box of candy from Jon, a gift certificate to Barnes & Noble from Ed, a bottle of her favorite perfume from Emma and Ty, several phone cards and a video recorder from her mother and the boys, and a pretty gold bracelet from Cal and Darby. Sam cleared his throat and excused himself for a moment, Dan hot on his heels. They returned moments later with a beautiful honey colored cedar chest.

	“Oh, Sam, it’s beautiful,” Holly gasped, leaving her seat and kneeling before it.

	“Well, you mentioned that you really wanted one.”

	“And you remembered.”

	“Given that our friend here is a quality snob,” Dan bragged, slinging an arm around Sam’s shoulders, “He built one for you a couple of days ago.” There were several gasps, none more surprised than Holly’s.

	“I love it!” she exclaimed, coming to her feet, and throwing her arms around his neck. “Thank you.”

	“You’re welcome,” he murmured, embarrassed. “It was- I mean, I was going to make one for you for Christmas but… I didn‘t know what else to get you.”

	“Sam, it’s perfect.”

	 


CHAPTER 6

	 

	“Are you sure your mom won’t be offended?” Sam asked for the third time since they’d left Cal and Darby’s.

	“I’m sure,” Holly assured him, squeezing his arm. She’d gotten her mother and Jenna aside and asked if they would mind if she rode home with Sam because she hadn’t seen a whole lot of him this week. They didn’t mind a bit. She didn’t even have to ask if they’d take the boys with them, they just took it for granted that she wanted to be alone with him.

	“That’s good. I’d hate to be on Eileen’s bad side.”

	“She thinks you’re a very nice man, Sam. She even told me that my taste in men has improved dramatically.” The car swerved slightly when he turned his head to look at her.

	“She actually said that?”

	“She did.” Holly laughed as he righted the car.

	“She’s only met me once,” he pointed out. “How can she know that after just one dinner?”

	“It might have something to do with the fact that the boys have done nothing but sing your praises since she got here. Sam did this, Sam said that.” She saw him smile in the darkness of the car. “Can we stop at the park and walk for a few minutes?”

	“Of course. It’s your birthday. We can do whatever you want. Which one?”

	“The one on Stoddard St.? The stars are so pretty tonight and it’s really the only one you can see them in. Bennett has too many trees.”

	“Sure.”

	In minutes he was pulling over at the curb and rounding the car to open her door. She could have opened it herself but, knew that he was a gentleman, through and through, and so she always waited for him. Climbing out, she boldly reached out for his hand. After a slight hesitation, he squeezed it and tugged her to his side.

	“It looks like things are going very well between you and Eileen,” he said after a brief silence.

	“They are. I’m really glad she came. But I have to say, I think I’ll be relieved when she heads home on Tuesday. Life needs get back to normal around here.”

	“I thought you might want her to stay awhile longer.” Holly chuckled at that.

	“No, I don’t. I love her, and I’m glad we’re friends again, but there’s always the phone and the internet. Can you believe my mother is on the net? I thought I’d faint when she suggested that we could email and instant message each other.”

	“A modern woman, huh?”

	“She sure is.”

	“Is she going to work on your father?”

	“I expect so. I imagine she’s home right now taking videos of the boys to show him.”

	“You think he’ll watch them?”

	“She says he’s always looking at their pictures when he thinks she isn’t watching. Not that he could have much choice since she’s got most of them on the refrigerator.”

	“So you might be making up with him sooner than you think,” he said quietly.

	“That would be nice. I’d love to have a dad again. And the boys will love having grandparents to visit a couple of times a year.” She hoped that was enough of a clue to make him feel more secure in their relationship.

	“Maybe they’ll want to live closer to them.”

	“I doubt it. Their home is here. And even if that were something they’d like, I’m the mom and I want to stay here. Don’t get me wrong. I love my parents. I have all along. But I don’t want to be under their watchful eyes anymore.”

	“I’m glad,” he finally said, relief evident in his voice. “I was a little worried that you might change your mind.”

	“Sam.” Holly stopped walking and, given that they were still holding hands, he had to stop, too. She turned so she was facing him. “I won’t change my mind. I’m happy here. I love them, but I also love someone I know that lives here.”

	“You do?” he asked so softly that it was almost a whisper.

	“I do.” He pulled her close and kissed her tenderly.

	“I love you, Holly. I have forever.” She held him so tightly her arms ached.

	“I love you, Sam. And I have forever, too.”

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	“I suppose I should get you home before your mother starts to worry,” Sam finally sighed, reluctant to let her go. After a few minutes, they’d moved to a bench and simply sat there with their arms wrapped around each other. Words hadn’t seemed necessary.

	“You’re probably right. Not that she’ll worry while I’m with you, but I do have the morning shift tomorrow. I traded Lyle for tonight.”

	“Then let’s get going so you can get a decent night’s sleep.” He rose and pulled her to her feet…and right back into his arms for another kiss.

	“I don’t really need all that much sleep,” she murmured, nuzzling her face against his neck. He laughed softly.

	“Yes, you do. Come on, let’s go.”

	“Sam?”

	“Hmm?” He was as reluctant as she to end the evening.

	“Will you come for supper tomorrow?”

	“She’s only going to be here for two and a half more days. You should probably spend that time with her.”

	“I will. I might even let her have some food, too.” He laughed again. “Please come. I’ve missed you. The boys have missed you. Mom’s been worried that she’s putting a crimp in my love life. Please?”

	“No, I won’t. Not after you’ve worked all day. But I would be very happy to cook supper for you. How about you bring everyone out to my place?”

	“Sounds like a plan,” she sighed. “But my mom has been cooking while I’m at work.”

	“Then it’ll be a treat for her, too. What do you say?”

	“I say, thank you very much. It sounds wonderful. I say, I love you, Sam.”

	“I love you, too. And, Happy Birthday, Holly.” It might have been her birthday but he knew that he’d gotten the best gift of the evening.

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	Holly locked the door behind her, leaned back against it and just stood there. Sam loved her. Sam loved her. A handsome, successful, wonderful man and he loved her. She hadn’t ever really expected to fall in love again, wasn’t sure she could ever trust her judgment again, but it had happened…and she felt like she might just be able to walk on air.

	“You’re looking happy,” she heard her mother say. The florescent light over the kitchen sink was the only light on downstairs, but she saw her mother sitting at the table sipping what had to be a cup of tea, which was about all Eileen Barry ever drank. Holly walked slowly toward her.

	“He loves me, Mom,” she whispered, not sure why she was whispering, but it seemed like such an awesome revelation that it was worthy of the reverence with which she’d announced it.

	“You just realized that?” Eileen asked with a smile.

	“He just told me.”

	“Well I knew that the first time I saw you together.”

	“You did?” Holly asked in surprise.

	“Honey, it was as plain as the nose on my face.”

	“I didn’t know.”

	“Are you sure you didn’t?” Maybe she’d known. Maybe she’d been afraid to see it. If so, that wasn’t the case anymore.

	“You don’t mind?”

	“Why would I mind?” She looked truly perplexed.

	“You never liked Mike.” Eileen laughed quietly.

	“Holly, that man never loved you. Your father and I both saw that, just as clearly as I can see that Sam does. We both knew you were going to wind up getting hurt. The only difference between us was that I wanted to be there to help pick up the pieces and your father was so angry that he wouldn’t- Well, you know.”

	“Yeah, I know.”

	“If I’d had any reservations about him, which I didn’t, seeing him with the boys tonight would have put my mind at ease. He loves them, too. Anyone who didn’t know better would assume that Sam was their father.”

	“He is very patient with them,” Holly agreed, her lips curving as she thought about all the things he’d done with Zack and Billy.

	“No, he’s very loving to them. The same as he is with you. I’d say the man considers you three to be his family.”

	“What?”

	“He treats you like his family. Does that bother you?”

	“No. But- Well, we didn’t talk about marriage or anything. We’re not really his family. We haven’t even been dating all that long.”

	“Maybe not, but it’s still the way things look to me.” Eileen stood and walked over to her. “Does the idea of getting married frighten you?” Holly thought about it for a minute.

	“No. Not with Sam. But I think we’re putting the cart before the horse.” The thought of taking that big step again absolutely terrified her. And thrilled her. “There’s is a difference between saying ‘I love you’ and ‘will you marry me.’”

	“True, but not a very big one.” Holly gave her a hug.

	“I’ve got to get to bed, Mom. Four-thirty comes pretty early.”

	“I know, sweetie.” Eileen hugged her back. “You get some rest. But know this. I expect an invitation to a real wedding this time. No justice of the peace, okay?”

	“Okay, Mom. If it ever becomes an issue, I’ll make sure there’s a minister, a church and the whole shebang.”

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	“So tell me more about Ed Winslow,” Jenna was demanding over coffee at the amazingly early hour of six. The fact that Jenna rarely rolled out of bed before eight spoke volumes.

	Volumes too loud for Holly this morning. She’d honestly tried to sleep, but had been too excited over the change in her relationship with Sam. He loved her!

	“Come on. Spill your guts.”

	“Jen, I honestly don’t know him very well. I know Sam and the guys all think pretty highly of him, though. He was their softball coach when they were kids.” Jenna’s eyes got huge.

	“Their coach? He doesn’t look that old.”

	“He’s not. I think he’s in his mid- to late thirties.”

	“Must have been a pretty young coach.” Holly laughed, as much as she was able, given that all she wanted to do was lay her head on the table and take a nap.

	“I think it would be kind of difficult to keep a dozen kids in control if you were an old man.”

	“That’s true.” Jenna sipped her tea. Like Holly’s mother, she avoided coffee. And she certainly didn’t need the jolt caffeine so generously supplied. Holly had never seen her when she wasn’t bursting with energy. “He sure is a sexy thing, isn’t he?”

	“Well- Um. I guess so. I never really gave it much thought.” Sam had occupied her thoughts for so long, she didn’t have the time or inclination to even look at another man.

	“That’s good. I’d hate to ruin a perfectly good friendship when I had to claw your eyes out. Do you think he’d think I was too forward to call him and invite him to supper? Or do you think he’s one of those macho guys who has to do the asking.”

	“Jenna, I repeat, I-do-not-know-the-man-very-well,” she said slowly and succinctly.

	“Can you ask Sam?”

	“Yes. I’ll ask Sam.”

	“Can you call him now?” This time she laughed heartily. Jenna was nothing if not tenacious.

	“No. It’s barely after six o’clock. I’ll ask him later.”

	“How much later?” Holly growled in feigned frustration.

	“We’re going over to his place for supper tonight. I’ll ask him then.”

	“Supper? All of you?” Holly nodded, and took a gulp of her too hot coffee. “Even your mother?”

	“Even my mother.”

	“Hmm.” Was all she said. Not at all like Jenna, who always had something to say about everything.

	“Hmm, what?”

	“Just hmm.”

	“Not it’s not just hmm. You never say hmm for no reason. So what do you mean?” Jenna managed to look pleased and mysterious at once. “Jenna.“

	“Well,” she relented with a grin, “it’s just an assumption on my part, but a guy doesn’t generally include the mother in a dinner invitation unless his intentions are pretty serious.” At that, Holly blushed hotly, and it was Jenna’s turn to be curious. “What?”

	“Nothing.”

	“What? Did something happen that I don’t know about?” she demanded, grabbing Holly’s left hand and looking at her ring finger.

	“He didn’t ask me to marry him.”

	“Then what? And don’t say nothing.” Turnabout was kind of fun. But her excitement wouldn’t allow her to play along anymore.

	“He told me he loved me.” Jenna dropped her hand with a scowl.

	“I knew that. I thought you had some important development to tell me about.”

	“Well, I didn’t know. That makes it pretty important to me,” she protested.

	“I suppose you have a point there,” Jenna said, then grinned again. Holly realized that she’d just been pulling her leg. “I’m so happy for you, sweetie. I hope you told him you loved him back.”

	“Absolutely.”

	“Good. I knew you did, but I figured when the time came, you’d find a million reasons to push him away. I’m glad you’re smarter than that.”

	“Thanks. I think.”

	“Hey, Holly, can you come out to the kitchen?” Anne, one of her morning waitresses whispered urgently. “Chuck and Erin are arguing, and I’m afraid one of them is about to blow their stack.”

	“Oh for crying out loud,” Holly muttered irritably. She was going to have to play around with the schedule and keep those two safely apart. “Excuse me, Jenna.”

	“I need to get going anyway. You won’t forget to talk to Sam, will you?”

	“I won’t,” she promised, hurrying through the doorway.

	One of these days she really was going to have to give serious thought to Lyle’s offer. The day-to-day hassles of running her own business were beginning to wear on her nerves.

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	After spending a couple of hours finishing up the plans on a house for a local couple, Sam put his things away and started giving some serious thought to dinner that night. Simplify, was the only word that came to mind. He remembered vividly the disaster he’d narrowly avoided the first time he’d had Holly and the boys out. Without the heaven sent help of Dan and Jess, their first sort of date might have been their last.

	As he wandered the aisles of Meijer’s, he tried to figure out something appropriate to feed his future mother-in-law, as well as something that would make his future sons happy. Not coming up with anything that sounded right for everyone, he decided to compromise, a steak dinner, followed by banana splits.

	Win/win as far as he was concerned. His kitchen wouldn’t be turned into a disaster area, the meal would hopefully be a success…and it would be far less work than the last one he’d tried to pull off. Not that Holly wasn’t worth any amount of work, but his lack of culinary skills was, if not legendary, then no big secret either.

	Now if he could just make the clock move. It wasn’t quite noon, and his figured his guests wouldn’t be arriving until around six. If he remembered correctly, Holly got off work around four when she took the morning shift. It didn’t always work out that way, because sometimes she had to stay later. Hopefully not today. Regardless, she would want to shower and change. So he’d figure five-thirty at the earliest. But maybe he should have everything ready to go by five. Just in case.

	He flopped down into one of the recliners in the living room, bored and impatient for the day to pass. He spent some time replaying the walk he and Holly had taken last night, knowing that the expression on his face would be termed ’sappy’ by his friends. Not that he would care if they teased him, because he wouldn’t. Holly loved him and, if that made him sappy, he could live with it.

	He began to imagine the changes in this house once she married him. Feminine touches like flowers, candles, throw pillows. All things he’d left undone because he’d intended from the get-go for Holly to choose the things she would need to make their home. He closed his eyes and imagined bedrooms filled with toys, bikes cluttering up his immaculate garage, a wooden swing set in the backyard. Pantyhose hanging over their shower door. Perfumes and jewelry littering the top of the chest of drawers. Or a dressing table. Maybe she’d want one of those. He’d have to ask.

	The ringing of the telephone interrupted his thoughts and he frowned as he vaulted up from the chair and crossed the room to answer it.

	“Sam?” A grin replaced the scowl. It was Holly.

	“Hey you,” he said softly, leaning against the wall, picturing her sitting at her desk. A glance at the clock told him that it was one-thirty. The lunch rush would be over so she was getting a few minutes to rest. “To what to I owe the pleasure of a mid-day telephone call from the woman I’m madly in love with?”

	“Sam-” Holly murmured shyly.

	“Well I do. Love you.”

	“I love you, too. And I called for two reasons.”

	“The first?” She hesitated for a moment, and he felt just a bit uneasy. “Holly?”

	“I missed you,” she finally admitted, and he let out a sigh of relief.

	‘So you just wanted to hear the sound of my voice?” he teased.

	“Yes.”

	“Good. Because I’ve just been sitting here thinking about you, and wishing you were here. Since you’re not, this is the next best thing.”

	“I’ve been thinking about you all day, too.”

	“Have you been very busy today?” he asked, after another brief moment of silence.

	“Yes,” she sighed, sounding tired.

	“Really busy, hmm?”

	“You have no idea.” She paused, then said, “Lyle wants to buy the restaurant.” Sam stood away from the wall. That sounded good to him.

	“And do you want to sell it?”

	“On days like today I seriously consider it.”

	“So the offer has been on the table for a while?”

	“A few months. I don’t know why I brought it up just now.”

	“Maybe you need a sounding board?” he suggested gently, hoping sincerely that he could help her make the decision that would be best for her, not push her into what he wanted most.

	“Maybe.” Another gusty sigh. “It’s your fault.”

	“My fault?” Sam quickly tried to figure out what he might have done that would cause her to consider selling her restaurant.

	“I couldn’t sleep last night.” He smiled then.

	“That makes two of us.” Holly laughed softly.

	“Yeah, but only one of us had to get up at four-thirty.”

	“That’s true. Selling the restaurant would certainly eliminate the need for crawling out of bed at that appalling hour of the day.”

	“I know. And believe me, I think about that every time the alarm rings. Then sometimes I think it would be nice to sit up and watch the news every night instead of trying to be in bed before nine. Like a grown up. I mean, what am I going to do when the boys get older and stay up later than me?”

	That time wasn’t very far away, Sam knew. Zack was nine. It wouldn’t be much longer and he’d be balking at an eight-thirty bedtime.

	“Have you considered what you might do if you were to decide to sell?” he prompted.

	“Well, I did think that maybe I could get a job in the school cafeteria, but they serve breakfast so I’d basically be in the same boat I’m in now. I’m sure they have to be there bright and early to get that started. So I decided that if I do, I’d see if they wouldn’t hire me as a para-pro.”

	“What’s a para-pro?”

	“A teacher’s aide. I guess para-pro makes it sound more glamorous. But something like that would be perfect.”

	“Because you’d get summers and holidays off with the boys?”

	“Yes.” She sounded a bit surprised that he’d know her reason for considering that line of work.

	“Smart move. But is it really something you want to do?”

	“It’s a job,” was her only answer.

	“So are you actually going to sell the restaurant?” He hoped so.

	“I don’t know. I shouldn’t even be bothering you about it.”

	“It’s no bother. Holly, you can talk to me about anything. I might not have any answers, or even know what to say, but I’m a good listener.” She laughed again.

	“That you are. Maybe I’ll prevail upon you to listen some more one of these days.”

	“I’ll be here.”

	“Sam, hang on a second.” In the background he heard someone talking to her. She told them she’d be there in a minute. “I’m going to have to go in a second,” she said, sounding reluctant to hang up.

	“Holly, was that the second reason you called? To talk about selling the restaurant?”

	“What?”

	“You said you called for two reasons.”

	“Oh.” She laughed self-consciously. “No. The second reason is Jenna.”

	“Jenna?”

	“She seems to be rather attracted to Ed.”

	“Really?”

	“She wondered if you knew whether or not he’d be offended if she called to invite him to supper sometime.”

	“Wow. Hmm. I honestly don’t know, Holly.” And he didn’t. While Ed wasn’t an old man by any means, he was still from a generation that might take exception to a woman taking the lead.

	“Oh well, I told her I’d ask. After she pestered me to ask you about fifty times first thing this morning.”

	“Hmm. Do you want me to try and feel him out about her? I can be discreet.”

	“You don’t mind?”

	“Not at all,” he assured her. And he didn’t. Jenna seemed like a nice woman. And he loved the coach like an older brother, a brother who had been alone too long. It would be pretty cool if they could hook them up.

	“That would be great,” Holly said, sounding pleased that he offered. “One way or another, it will get her off my case.” Sam chuckled, knowing that wasn’t the only reason. She wanted to see her friend happy, too.

	“I’ll stop by tomorrow after he gets off work on a little reconnaissance mission.” Tomorrow Holly worked until closing. He could see Ed, and then maybe take him to supper at McGinty’s.

	“Thank you.” He heard someone call her again. “I know you’ve got to go. See you in a few hours. I love you.”

	“I love you, too.”

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	For the first time in his life Sam realized that he was not only happy, but content. Life was better than he’d ever imagined it could be. Eileen’s acceptance of him helped greatly because, though he couldn’t help it, he’d worried about what she’d think of him, and how Holly might react if she didn‘t like him. Though she’d sworn that it didn’t matter, she loved her mother, so he knew that it would.

	As he sped along I-69, he thought about the night before, when Eileen had pulled him aside while Holly was in the pool with the boys. He’d been more than a little surprised at what she had to say.

	“I think you’re a really wonderful man, Sam,” she’d said with a smile, keeping an eye peeled on the pool.

	“Thank you,” he’d stammered, feeling his face turn red.

	“I hope you understand, but I have to say something before I go home. And now seems like a good time to do it.”

	“What is it, Eileen?”

	“Don’t hurt her.”

	“Holly?”
“Yes.”

	“Ma’am, I would cut my throat before I ever hurt your daughter.”

	“That’s the impression I got, but it relieves me to hear you say it.” She squeezed his arm. “She’s had enough pain in her life, from Mike, and her father and I. And I just want her to be happy now.”

	“That’s all I want, too,” he promised. “I love your daughter, I love your grandsons. And I have no intention of hurting any of them.”

	“So you’ll be around awhile?” He’d known what she was asking and sought to reassure her.

	“I’m hoping for the next fifty or sixty years.”

	He smiled when he recalled the pleasure on her face. Not only would there be no problem in that direction, but he knew he had a strong supporter in his corner. He hoped he would never have to prevail upon her for help.

	Turning his blinker on, he made a right turn into the parking lot of Ed’s apartment building, pleased to see his car sitting in its usual space. Sam parked in the visitors’ area, locked his car and strode over to the door, pushing the intercom.

	“Yes?” Ed’s voice came over the speaker.

	“It’s Sam,” he said, identifying himself, then opened the door when he heard the lock release.

	Taking the stairs, two at a time, he reached the second floor in no time. Ed had opened the door a crack so he went in, closing it behind him.

	“I’ll be right out,” Ed called from the back of the apartment. “Make yourself at home.”

	Sam sat down on the worn sofa and waited. Soon Ed sauntered out in blue jeans, a black tee shirt, his feet bare.

	“Sorry. Had to change out of that suit, ya know.” He sank down beside Sam, laid his head back, closed his eyes and sighed. “Only eight more years.”

	“Until?”

	“Retirement. What else?”

	“You’ll never retire. You’d be bored stiff inside a month.”

	“Maybe. But I’ll tell you what, I’d be willing to work hard at getting used to it.”

	“Bad day?” Sam asked, knowing that in Ed’s line of work, bad days happened with dismaying regularity.

	“No worse than any other. A lot better than some. Always a lot of paperwork, though. I swear if I’d wanted to spend half my life at a computer, I’d have been a secretary.” Sam laughed heartily at the thought.

	“You’d need to learn shorthand,” he chuckled.

	“I’d need to learn to type.” They both laughed at that. After a moment Ed asked, “So what brings you by today?”

	“Holly’s working the evening shift, and I’m bored. Thought I might take you to dinner, if you don’t have any other plans.” He watched as Ed, barely moving his head, glanced down at his bare feet.

	“Dinner. Where?”

	“McDonald’s.” Ed’s snickered and turned his head to look at Sam. With one eye, anyway. The other remained closed.

	“Yeah, right.”

	“You know where.”

	“I do. Let’s see now. A frozen dinner, or Holly’s meatloaf. Tough choice.”

	“Is that a yes?”

	“It is. But give me a few, okay? I just want to sit here and relax for a while.”

	“Works for me.” He laid his head back, too. “Thanks for coming to Holly’s birthday party Saturday.”

	“Glad to do it. It was fun.”

	“We had a good crowd.”

	“Sure did.”

	“Too bad you and Jon couldn’t find dates.”

	“With Holly’s mother and friend there, it evened out.” That was probably as good an opening as he was ever going to get.

	“What did you think of Holly’s mom?”

	“Nice enough, I suppose.”

	“What about Jenna.”

	“Nice enough, I suppose,” Ed said hesitantly. This time he actually opened both eyes a little. “Why do you ask?”

	“She’s an attractive woman.”

	“Okay.”

	“You didn’t think so?”

	“Yes, she’s attractive.”

	“Personable, too, don’t you think?”

	“Are you matchmaking, Sam?”

	“Me?” Sam asked, sounding as offended as he could manage.

	“You.”

	“No.”

	“Is Jenna going to be at McGinty’s tonight?”

	“Not that I’m aware of.”

	“So why all the questions about her?”

	“Holly mentioned that Jenna kind of liked you. So I figured I’d find out if you liked her at all.”

	“And if I did?”

	“Then I’d ask you if you would mind if Jenna called and invited you to supper.”

	“I could probably live with that,” Ed said, after thinking it over for a moment.

	“So I can pass along your phone number?”

	“Sure, why not.” He heaved himself up from the sofa. “I’d better take a shower and change if we’re going to eat before midnight. What time is Jenna supposed to show up?”

	“Ed, I swear, as far as I know she’s not going to be there. Holly doesn’t even know I’m planning on coming.” He laughed because it was obvious that the coach didn’t believe him.

	“Whatever you say. I’ll be about fifteen minutes. Wanna watch the news?”

	“Sure.”

	He turned the television on on his way to the bathroom, and Sam tried to get interested in the local happenings, but couldn’t. He was too excited about seeing Holly, and got up to pace instead. Too bad he hadn’t arrived a few minutes earlier. Ed might have still had his suit on. But then he’d probably have wanted a shower anyway.

	Sam walked out to the kitchen to raid the fridge. Coach usually kept a good supply of Coke’s, and he was thirsty. Opening the door he saw that that’s about all there was on the shelves, so he grabbed one and popped the top. One long drink and he emptied about half of it. Another and it was gone.

	He turned on the faucet to rinse the can, then reached over to sit it on the counter. And froze. What he saw made his blood run cold.

	A single sheet of paper with an envelope bearing no return address lying across it sat there for all the world to see. Someone had meticulously cut letters and words from a magazine, or glossy sale ad, and glued them to the paper. That, alone, clued him into the fact that this couldn’t be good. After all, he’d seen his share of police dramas and every time there was a letter like this, it was always a threat.

	He glanced over his shoulder and listened. The shower was still running so, wrong as it might be to read someone else’s mail, he picked it up and read it anyway.

	‘How are you sleeping Ed? I’m still here. I’m still watching. And waiting. It might be tonight. It might be in six months. When I decide you’ve suffered enough, you will die, cop.’

	The last four words were formed with the largest letters the sender could fit on the page. Sam’s hand trembled as he laid it down. Someone was threatening the coach.

	He walked back into the living room, crossing over to stand by the picture window, looking to see if someone was out there, watching. Knowing that this couldn’t be the first letter he’d received, based on the wording. Still watching. How long had whoever it was been stalking Ed?

	Since this past spring? Could this be tied to the shooting? Or were they unrelated? Sam ran a nervous hand through his hair. Was this just a coincidence? Should he confront Ed about it? It seemed like a million questions were going through his mind, and he didn’t know what to do.

	He needed to talk to the guys, that much was sure. Now he was sorry he’d made the dinner plans. Not that he didn’t want to see Holly, because he did. But Ed was family, and the guys needed to know what he’d found. He wasn’t sure whether they’d be as scared as he was or if they’d think he was blowing it out of proportion.

	“Okay, I’m ready. And I’m starving,” Ed announced from behind him. He’d been so deep in thought that he whirled around, fist raised and ready to strike out. Laughing, Ed backed up a couple of steps. “Whoa. Sorry I startled you.”

	“It’s okay,” Sam breathed, slowly lowering his arm. “I was just-thinking about Holly.” Not the entire truth, but she had crossed his mind.

	“Man, you have got it bad.” Sam managed a smile.

	“I sure do.”

	“Well, let’s get this show on the road. Think Jenna will be impressed with my fashion sense?” He did a quick pirouette, one hand behind his head. Sam had to chuckle.

	“If she’s there, which I doubt, she might be impressed with your fashion sense. But I’m not sure how she’ll take to your feminine side.”

	 


CHAPTER 7

	 

	While Holly was pleased to see Sam and Ed Winslow arrive in the midst of the dinner rush, she found that she was growing more worried as their meal progressed. Ed seemed to be a little down in the dumps and trying to hide it. Sam, on the other hand, seemed very anxious – and trying to hide it.

	Initially she wondered if it might have something to do with Jenna, but eliminated that as the cause of the problem almost immediately. If Ed wasn’t interested in her friend, it wouldn’t be the end of the world. She also knew Sam wouldn’t be overly concerned about it, yet there was no question he was concerned about something.

	“Can I interest either one of you in dessert?” Holly asked, holding a coffee pot out for refills. Both men shook their heads.

	“I’m so stuffed Sam’ll have to roll me up the stairs,” Ed groaned, rubbing his flat stomach.

	“Uh- I don’t think so. If you’re that bad off, I’m afraid I’m just going to shove you out in the parking lot,” Sam threatened. “You’ll have to crawl to your car and sleep there tonight.”

	“That’s gratitude for you,” Ed grumbled. “All those summers sweating my butt off teaching you boys to play a passable game of ball, and this is the thanks I get?”

	“I’m not rolling you up the stairs, old man.” He was trying, and maybe even succeeding as far as Ed was concerned, to be lighthearted. Holly wasn’t buying it though.

	“I don’t suppose you’d run upstairs for a pillow and blanket?” Ed suggested, continuing the fun.

	“Nope. After our date is over, I have another one with Jon.”

	“Two dates in one night?” Holly gasped, feigning offense. Since he was trying so hard, she figured she could help. “Should I be jealous?”

	“Of course you should,” Sam said, puffing out his chest. “I’m just too cool for words.” All three of them laughed at that. “Seriously, though. Jon needs some help at the house he’s refurbishing and I’m heading out there after I take the coach back home.”

	“Well, I’d offer,” Ed sighed, “but my other date is with Supernatural.” Holly shivered. That show gave her nightmares and she shuddered at the thought of anyone watching it.

	“Just as well,” Sam teased. “Old people aren’t too steady on their feet. We’d worry about you hurting yourself with all the sharp tools lying around.”

	“Ha! Catch me on a Saturday and I’ll run circles around you whippersnappers.” Sam looked bored and shrugged his shoulders.

	“So you’ll get dizzy while we’re working. Sounds about right to me.”

	“Aren’t we the comedian tonight?”

	“That’s enough, boys,” Holly said with a smile. “Behave yourselves or I’ll have to put you in time out.”

	“You never let us have any fun,” Ed groused, then grinned. “It was good seeing you again, Holly.”

	“I enjoyed it, Ed.”

	“Here,” Sam said, handing his keys over. “Want to get the car started and the air conditioner going while I take care of the bill?”

	“Sure. I’ll get the tip.” He tossed a ten on the table, got to his feet and kissed Holly on the cheek on his way out.

	“So do you want to tell me what’s wrong?” Holly asked quietly, escorting Sam to the cash register.

	“What?”

	“Something’s bothering you. I could tell the moment you walked in.” She rang the bill up and handed Sam his change. He reached out and caressed her cheek.

	“You’re right. I’ll tell you about it after your mom leaves tomorrow.”

	“She’ll be in bed by ten. Want me to call you?”

	“I don’t know if I’ll be home by then,” he sighed. “You’re right, though. Something is wrong. I’m meeting the guys out at Jon’s so we can discuss it.” Holly was starting to get scared. “Just call me after you see your mother off and I’ll explain it to you then. Okay?”

	“Okay. I’m going to worry until you do, though,” she promised.

	“Try not to. Something is up with Ed. It may be nothing.” She could see he didn’t really believe the words coming out of his mouth, but he wanted to. “Holly, I’ve got to go. I love you.”

	“I love you.”

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	As soon as the security door closed behind Ed, Sam whipped out his cell phone and hit speed dial for Dan. He answered on the second ring.

	“It’s me,” he said unnecessarily, knowing full well that Dan and Jess had caller I.D.

	“What’s up?”

	“I need you to call Cal and meet me out at Jon’s. As soon as you can.”

	“Sam, it’s almost eight o’clock.”

	“I know. But it’s urgent. I think Ed’s in danger.”

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	“His home address was on the envelope?” Jon asked as soon as Sam told them about the letter. Sam nodded. “That’s not good.”

	“Ya think?”

	“You don’t suppose this has any connection to the shooting do you?” Cal asked the next question on all of their minds.

	“I don’t know. That’s what I thought of as soon as I read it. The shooter never was caught.”

	Dan wasn’t asking anything at all. He only got up and began to pace. Sam knew he was mulling over all the information, and trying to come up with answers. They all watched him, like a big brother, waiting for him to come up with a solution. Finally he glanced at Sam.

	“Do you know if there are any more letters?”

	“No. I didn’t want to let on that I knew anything until I’d talked it over with you guys.”

	“I’d ask,” Chris said matter-of-factly. He’d been there when everyone else arrived, helping to hang some drywall. “I’d also try to find out if he’s reported it to the police. Knowing him, I’d bet a week’s pay that he didn‘t.”

	“Wouldn’t surprise me,” Jon sighed, shaking his head. “He thinks he’s pretty tough.”

	“Let’s do that,” Dan decided, leaning back to perch against a sawhorse. “Ask him, I mean. Can we all meet there tomorrow around five-thirty?” There were nods around the room. “We need to find out how long this has been going on. If there’s more than one letter… And if he hasn’t reported it, we need to get him to do that.”

	“Sounds like a plan,” Sam agreed.

	“And if it’s looking bad, I’m thinking we need to hire someone. A few someones. Maybe a private detective and-” He seemed at a loss for words, then asked, “Can you hire bodyguards without the person knowing they have them? Because sure as shooting, Ed would have a problem with that.”

	“If we’re paying for it, we can just tell them to make sure they stay hidden,” Cal said firmly.

	“Can you check into that tomorrow, Sam” Jon wanted to know. “Get some prices for long term surveillance. Get some references.”

	“I’m on it. You think we’ll need it long term then?”

	“I hope we don’t need it at all. But that’s not what my gut is telling me.”

	“Mine either,” Dan said with a deep sigh. “All I know is this. If I have anything to say about it, nothing’s going to happen to Ed.” Again there were nods all around the room. Even Chris, who offered,

	“I wouldn’t be opposed to camping out some nights in the parking lot.”

	“We all could,” Dan agreed. “Except if we hire professionals, they’re trained to deal with the bad guys. We’re not. And I know for a fact that Jess would freak out if I tried it.”

	“Yeah, she probably would,” Cal murmured, and Sam knew they were all recalling that her first husband had been murdered in the parking lot of their apartment, by Dan’s brother of all people.

	“No, if it‘s necessary, we’ll just get someone who knows what they’re doing,” Dan decided, running his hands through his hair. “I’ve always been afraid something like this would happen.”

	“Me, too,” Sam sighed. “I’m just glad we’re in a position to help.”

	
~~~~~

	 

	Holly felt guilty, but she could hardly contain her relief as her mother’s train pulled out of the station. She was beside herself with worry over Sam, and whatever was going on with Ed that had shaken him up so badly. She could hardly wait to get home and call him.

	As quickly as she could, she herded the boys into the car, made sure they were buckled and headed for Charlotte, via the freeway. Normally she would have taken the highway, but it was slower and that just wouldn’t do right now.

	Once back in town, she decided to swing into a fast food restaurant, something she rarely allowed. She made an exception today. The boys would be so thrilled over the treat that she’d have a good fifteen or twenty minutes to talk to Sam, without an audience.

	“Don’t forget the toy,” Billy reminded her. Of course the toy was the main attraction for those meals, but that was fine, too. Today anyway.

	“Burgers or nuggets, guys?”

	“Cheeseburger with just catsup,” Zack piped up. “And a Coke, please.”

	“Nuggets and a Coke,” Billy ordered.

	Holly placed the order then drove to the window to pay. And waited a couple of minutes before being asked to pull ahead because it would be a few more minutes. So much for that idea, she grumbled, turning the car off to wait some more. Whatever happened to the concept of ‘fast food?’

	“Do you think Grandma really will call us when she gets home?” Zack asked unexpectedly. Holly turned so she could look at him.

	“Of course she will, sweetheart” she assured him quickly. “Didn’t she promise before she left?”

	“But-” He didn’t seem to want to say whatever was on his mind, and Holly reached back for his hand.

	“What is it, Zack? You know you can tell or ask me anything.” He hung his head, unable to meet her eyes.

	“You don’t think she’ll forget about us again, do you? Like she did before?” Holly’s heart constricted painfully.

	“Oh, Zack, no. I promise you that Grandma won’t forget about you.”

	An employee knocked on the window, holding their order out. Holly nearly jumped out of her skin, but thanked the young man. Laying the bag and drink carrier on the seat beside her, she looked back at her son.

	“Grandma never forgot about any of us. She didn’t call, or visit, or write because your grandfather and I had a disagreement. He’s still mad at me, but Grandma decided she loved us too much to stay away anymore.”

	“Really?” he asked hopefully, finally able to look her in the eye. He’d grown very attached to her mother over the week she’d been here.

	“Really. She promised to call as soon as she got home. That’ll be around supper time. And I know we’ll be talking to her every week, at least once a week, from now on. And she did promise to come up for Thanksgiving, remember?”

	“Do you think our grandfather will come with her?”

	“Honey, I don’t know,” she murmured, glancing away from him.

	“Why is he mad at you?”

	“Zack, I don’t think you’d understand.”

	“Because I’m too young?”

	“Yes.”

	“I’m not,” he muttered so quietly that if she hadn’t been paying such close attention, she might not have heard him.

	“He didn’t think I should marry your father.”

	“He was right. Our father is a jerk.”

	“He was wrong, Zack. If I hadn’t married him, I wouldn’t have you and your brother. And I wouldn’t trade either one of you for anything in the world.” Before he could see the tears in her eyes, she turned around and started the car. “Unless you want to eat cold, greasy food for lunch, we should get home.”

	 “Mom? I didn’t mean to make you feel bad,” came the softly spoken apology.

	“You didn’t make me feel bad at all. I just didn’t want to make you feel bad about your dad or your grandfather.”

	“My father, you mean. I don’t have a dad.”

	Holly sighed. Kids today were too smart for their own good. She’d have never known the difference between a dad and a father at nine years old. Probably not at fifteen. She wished her son didn’t have to make that distinction.

	At home, before settling them at the table, she hugged both of her boys’ close, her heart so filled with love she thought it might burst.

	“I’m going to call Sam while you eat, okay?”

	“Tell him I said hi,” Billy commanded, pulling away from her and climbing into his chair. He wasn’t worried about anything except the toy in his meal, she thought with amusement.

	“Can he come for supper tonight?” Zack asked.

	“I’ll ask. And I’ll tell him hi from you, too,” she said with a laugh, ruffling his hair. “Be good.”

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	Sam groaned when the phone rang, irritated at the thought of having to talk to someone else. Then he noticed the time. It had to be Holly. If not, he was hanging up. He’d spent more hours on the telephone this morning than he usually did in a week. Probably two. But at least he had a list a mile long to go over with the guys to show for it.

	“Hi.” Holly’s voice over the line was a welcome relief from talking threats and murder with private investigators and body guards.

	“Hi, yourself. Did you get your mother off okay?” he asked, seating himself on a stool at the kitchen counter.

	“Yes. The train left right on schedule.”

	“Are you okay?”

	“I’m fine, Sam,” she assured him, but something in her tone didn’t sound so fine.

	“Are you sure?” he pressed. “Because it doesn’t sound that way to me.”

	“It’s just some things Zack said on the way home. It’s not important right now.”

	“Tell me.”

	And so she did. He decided then and there that he’d have to make sure that the boys saw their grandmother often enough so that they felt secure in her love. It bothered him that either one of them might doubt that. But some of the other things Zack said really troubled him even more. The parts about his father and grandfather struck him as a little too mature for a kid his age.

	“So how does it feel to know that your son agrees with your dad?” he finally asked, not sure what else to say. That made her laugh a little.

	“I’m not sure he agrees with the way Daddy handled it, but he does as far as thinking Mike was a jerk.”

	“Well, I’m sorry to say it, but I agree with both of them as far as that goes.” No matter how he looked at it, he couldn’t imagine anyone being stupid enough to give Holly up. And especially not for a younger woman. She wasn’t very old when he left her. Or even now, for that matter.

	“Well I agree with all of you, but that’s not why I called, Sam,” she said gently. “I’ve been worrying myself sick since you left the restaurant last night. What’s wrong?”

	He thought about trying to whitewash it, but decided the truth would be the best. So he told her about the letter, his suspicions, the talk with his friends the night before, and their plans for seeing Ed after work.

	“Oh my.” Holly exhaled slowly. “I hope nothing happens to him. He’s a nice man.”

	“If we have anything to say, or do, about it, no one is going to get anywhere near him,” Sam said fiercely. He’d move heaven and earth to keep him safe.

	“I can’t imagine someone being that hateful,” Holly said. “I mean, if you’re a criminal, you’ve got to expect anything you get, wouldn’t you think?”

	“You would, and I would, but apparently this guy feels a little differently.”

	“You really think the shooting ties into this?”

	“Yes. I suppose it‘s possible that it isn’t. I doubt it though. It seems too fishy to be a coincidence. All I know is that he’s a cop, and cops make enemies every day. We’ll know more after we talk to Ed. Maybe there aren’t any more letters. Or maybe it’s just something that happens to all cops. I know he didn’t seem to be shaken up over it last night.”

	“No, he seemed perfectly fine. Maybe a little down. You’re the one who was acting funny.” Sam chuckled at her astuteness.

	“Well, it’s not every day I see a death threat against someone I care about. I guess I can’t be as offhand as he is about it.”

	“Me either,” Holly sighed. “I’m glad you’re not a police officer.”

	“That makes two of us.”

	“Hold on,” she said, and he heard her talking to one of the boys. “No, he can’t come for supper, Billy. No, I didn’t ask him because he already has plans tonight. Billy- No. Go play with your brother for a few more minutes.” A moment later she apologized for the interruption. “Sorry about that.”

	“So am I,” he sighed. “I’ve missed you and the kids a lot this last week.”

	“We’ve missed you, too.”

	“Hey, how about we do this,” he suggested quickly. “We’re meeting at Ed’s at five-thirty. I’m guessing we’ll be done there by seven, at the latest. Why don’t I swing by Dairy Queen, pick up some ice cream, then stop by for a snack before the boys go to bed?”

	“They’d love that.”

	“Would you?”

	“Hmm. Let me think about that for a minute.” Sam smiled as he waited for her answer. “Yes. Yes, I definitely would love it, too.”

	“Don’t mention it to them,” he said suddenly. “In case Ed gets stubborn. I wouldn’t want to disappoint them if things don’t work out the way I’m hoping they will.”

	“Good idea. Sam?”

	“What?”

	“Be careful, okay?” she told him softly.

	“Always, Holly. I promise.”

	“I love you.”

	“I love you. Now put this out of your mind and go play with the boys. Maybe Billy will share his toy with you.” Holly burst out laughing, and Sam grinned.

	“Yeah, right.”

	“Well, that’ll teach you, won’t it?”

	“Teach me what?”

	“If you want to play, you have to get your own kids meal. I learned that a long time ago. Which is why I have such a sweet collection of cheaply made, yet otherwise worthless plastic cartoon characters to pass the time with when I get bored.” She laughed again.

	“I’ll have to remember that the next time we stop for lunch.”

	“Or I could just share mine with you,” he suggested, smiling into the phone. “But then we’d be missing out on all that fabulous food.”

	“We could just eat a can of shortening and pretend it was fast food.” This time Sam laughed. “Well,” she pointed out, “it’s about as nutritious as a burger and fries. Costs less, too.”

	“If you say so. But I think I’ll let you eat the shortening, if it’s all the same to you.”

	“Aw, I wanted to share,” she sighed.

	“Well, Holly, I consider that to be something along the lines of the flu. I’d just as soon pass on both, thanks.”

	“Picky, picky.” A comfortable silence followed before he heard the sounds of an argument in the background. “I guess I need to go play referee now,” she said reluctantly.

	“I’ll do my best to get there by eight,” Sam promised. “Hopefully before.”

	“Just make sure that Ed is safe. And you, too,” he heard her whisper as they hung up.

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	“What’s this?” Ed asked, opening his door wide to find five guests in the hallway. They came bearing a couple of pizzas and a twelve pack of Coke. “A party someone forgot to tell me about?”

	“Yeah,” Jon said, striding inside and setting one of the pizzas on the table. “Something like that. Hope you don’t mind. We brought dinner.”

	“Tough choice. Last night it was Holly’s or a couple of potpies. Tonight it’s pizza or potpies.” After a longsuffering sigh he said, “I suppose I’ll be gracious and choose the pizza.”

	“Good choice,” Cal said, wrinkling his nose. Ed knew that he’d probably eat worms before touching something from the frozen food department.

	“Got any paper plates?” Jon asked, wandering out to the kitchen.

	“Of course. Number one item on my grocery list every week. They’re in the cupboard next to the sink, right where they always are. Maybe Sam should get them. They’re right above the counter where the letter was, so he shouldn’t have any trouble finding them.” He looked at Sam pointedly. When Sam flushed Ed said, “Well, I may be getting old, but I know for a fact that I put the envelope on top of the letter. You put the letter on the envelope when you finished reading it. Found it when I got a glass of water last night.”

	“Well-” His friend seemed lost for words.

	“I’m assuming that you told these bozos, and that’s why you’re all here. I wondered how long it would take before you showed up. You were a few days quicker than I thought.”

	“So? Is that the only letter, coach?” Dan demanded, flopping down on the sofa, a soda in one hand and slice of pizza in the other. He hadn’t bothered with a plate at all.

	“I wasn’t aware that my mail was anybody’s business but mine.” He looked in the pizza boxes. Just ham on the first, which was all Sam and Jon would eat. All but the kitchen sink on the other. He took a slice from that box, bit into it, and closed his eyes in near ecstasy. Riedy’s pizza was better than a potpie any day of the week. Except maybe the ones Cal made from scratch. Those were something else altogether. Heaven on a plate.

	“I guess when you leave death treats laying around for the world to see, it ceases to be exclusively your business,” Dan said amicably.

	“I’m a cop. Cops get death threats all the time. I wouldn‘t be doing my job if I didn‘t get them every now and again,” he hedged, grabbing a soda and popping the top. He joined Dan on the sofa, leaving the other four standing around the table looking far too serious. They weren’t even eating yet, and he gestured toward the boxes. “Help yourself, boys.” Chris was the only one who, after shrugging his shoulders, grabbed a slice with ham.

	“We know cops get death threats all the time,” Sam muttered, glaring at him. “But when the cop who’s getting them gets them delivered at his home address, when he isn’t listed in the phone book, it doesn’t sound like your garden variety, run of the mill death threat.”

	“Well, yeah. That did kind of surprise me. Probably one of the guys at work sent it as a joke.”

	“Sure. And I’m Santa Claus,” Jon said. “Ho, ho, ho.”

	“Well, hey then. I’d like to see Sandra Bullock under my tree this year, Santa,” Ed mumbled through a mouthful of pizza. “Or Meg Ryan. I’m not particular.”

	“I thought you said you liked Jenna,” Sam reminded him, sitting on the arm of the sofa, Coke in hand.

	“That’s true. Okay, I’d like Jenna under my tree. Along with the other two.”

	“You never put up a tree,” he said, then frowned. “Is that the only letter?”

	“There are more in the drawer next to the stove,” he sighed, knowing they weren’t going to give up. He’d always had a thing about lying to them. To anyone really. He watched as Cal walked quietly to the kitchen to retrieve them. Ten. Actually eleven, with the most recent one. He returned with the stack, and a handful of napkins.

	All conversation and eating stopped as the guys gathered around the table, carefully wiping their hands and trying to touch only the corners of each page.

	“Don’t worry about prints. I already dusted them. There’s nothing.”

	“You obviously didn’t check the glue,” Jon pointed out, reading first one then another. Most of them said pretty much the same thing. Ed had made whoever it was suffer, and now he was going to die because of it.

	“Have to take them to the lab for that. I figure the guy is too smart to make that kind of mistake.”

	“So you haven’t reported it to the police,” Dan said flatly. “It figures.”

	“Not much they can do about it.”

	“They can investigate,” Cal all but shouted, slamming the letter he’d been reading on the table top. His face was white. “They can protect you.”

	“Not twenty-four seven,” Ed said quietly. He knew they all cared about him, and were scared. He wished he could reassure them, but he didn’t know how all of this was going to play out. Whoever was sending the threats seemed to mean business.

	“You don’t know that.”

	“There’s not enough money in the budget,” Ed sighed, finishing the last of his pizza and standing up so he could get another slice. “If I had a nickel for every scumbag that has threatened to kill me, I’d be a rich man. I’m not worried about it.” Not much anyway.

	He noticed that Dan was studying all of the envelopes. At the corners with the postmarks. For dates, he knew. He’d figure it out soon enough so he said,

	“They’re from the same person who shot me in the parking lot, so you can stop looking.”

	“And you know that how?” Cal asked, giving in and pulling a chair out. He never took his eyes from Ed’s as he sat down.

	“It was in the first letter he sent. It’s in the drawer in my nightstand.”

	“And you’re not worried,” Dan muttered. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “If you don’t report this, Ed, we will.”

	“Go ahead. Trust me, they won’t find anything. And they won‘t send anyone out to babysit me either. But if you’ll sleep better tonight, make the call.” Better to give in than to stand around arguing about it for hours. He knew these men as well as he knew himself, and stubborn would be the word that best described them. All of them.

	“I always sleep well,” Jon informed him as he snatched the receiver off the wall.

	 

	 


 

	CHAPTER 8

	 

	“So, tomorrow Sam is going to retain the detective agency and get them looking into everything,” Dan concluded with a deep sigh. He and Jess lay in bed, her head on his shoulder, snuggled close.

	“And get some bodyguards for Ed?”

	“Yes, Ma’am. Don’t worry about that. It’s not going to be easy, but we’ll keep him safe.”

	“Good. He’s such a sweetie, I couldn’t bear it if anything happened to him.”

	“You and me both. But tell me, wife, did you miss me tonight?”

	“Na. Kate and I were glad to be rid of you for an extra couple of hours. After having you gone all day, it was a pleasant change of pace,” she teased, then kissed his chin. “Of course we missed you, you big oaf.” Dan held her tighter.

	“Good, because I missed you both like crazy. It made for a long day, but we had to talk to Ed.”

	“I know. I’m glad you did.” He felt her shudder. “I can’t imagine someone being that vengeful. Or how scared Ed must be.”

	“You wouldn’t know it to look at him.”

	“Well of course not. It would ruin the big, tough-guy image if he showed a little fear or weakness.”

	“Trust me, the rest of us are showing enough to make up for it. I’m really scared for him, Jess.”

	“So am I, Dan. So am I.”

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	“Enough of that,” Sam decided, having related the visit to Ed in detail. He sat with Holly nestled beside him in the dimly lit living room. It was the most comfortable he’d been since the last time they’d sat there watching a movie with the boys. That had been before her mother arrived, which made it too long in between. “I’m going to drive myself nuts if I don’t stop thinking about this for a while.”

	“I’m sorry,” Holly apologized, hugging him. “I shouldn’t have made you tell me so much.”

	“No. It’s okay,” he said, kissing her hair. “I wanted you to know what was going on, but right now I need to think about something a little more positive.” She grinned up at him.

	“Billy let me play with his kid’s meal toy this afternoon. How’s that?” Sam laughed.

	“Better.”

	“Yeah. For about ninety seconds.”

	“Ninety seconds?”

	“While he went to the bathroom. He handed it to me and said, ‘Hold this so Zack doesn’t get it.’” He laughed harder, hoping it wasn’t loud enough to wake the boys. They’d been all but impossible to get to bed and, much as he loved them, he wanted some time alone with their mother.

	“Generous young man, isn’t he?”

	“Oh, absolutely,“ she answered seriously, then giggled. “Not. Sometimes they play like the best of friends but other times, like today, it’s every man for himself. They were even arguing about candy, of all things. I bought a small bag, and Billy was sure that Zack got a few pieces more than he did. I had to threaten to not buy anymore until Christmas to get them to stop.”

	“Sounds like they had a pretty rough day.”

	“Well, I know Zack was worried about Mom forgetting about him and I think, even though he doesn’t really realize it, Billy was, too. And then they were missing you.”

	“What about you?”

	“You know I missed you. As much as I enjoyed her visit, I kept wishing I could sneak away to see you.” She leaned in and kissed him softly.

	“That wasn’t what I meant, but thank you just the same. I meant were you worried she might drop out of your life again, too?”

	“No, not even a little bit. And Zack is feeling better about it since she called to let us know she’d arrived safely.”

	You said she’s coming back for Thanksgiving, didn’t you?”

	“Yes.”

	“Do you think your dad might come with her?”

	“Hmm. There was a time when just the thought of automobiles, or a man walking on the moon, were the things science fiction is made of.”

	“Okay,” he said slowly, looking more than a little confused. Holly smiled ruefully.

	“Nothing is impossible. But I’m not going to hold my breath.”

	“Your mother seems like a pretty resourceful woman. I’m sure she’s going to be doing her best to make him see sense.” Holly laughed softly.

	“You don’t know my dad.”

	“And you thought you knew your mother. But she surprised you. Oh. Hey, speaking of mothers, mine wants to know what you do about Halloween.”

	“Nothing. Well not much. Sometimes we go to the church harvest party. Sometimes we go to the movies. Does that make me sound like an awful mother? I mean, I do buy them some candy, but I’ve never let them go trick-or-treating.”

	“Why not?” Since most parents didn’t have a problem with it, he was curious to know why she did.

	“It just seems hypocritical to me to tell your kids three-hundred and sixty-four days a year to not take candy from strangers. And then that one night, you send them out, all dressed up, to take candy from dozens of people they don’t know.”

	“My mother is going to love you.”

	“She is?”

	“She is. She never let me go trick-or-treating either because she pretty much feels the same way.” He lowered his voice. “That’s not to say I didn’t sneak out a couple of years with the guys when we got older. I would get sicker than a dog trying to eat the evidence in one night.” This time her laugh wasn’t soft at all, and she clapped a hand over her mouth.

	“You don’t seem like the type to go out sneaking around,” she said when she finally got hold of herself.

	“You’re right, actually. But for Dan, Cal and Jon, I probably wouldn’t have. I quit the night we almost got caught toilet papering this one girls yard though. She had been mean to Cal and we were mad. So we bought a bunch of cheap tissue and waited for their lights to go out. The cops drove by about the time it looked like a snowstorm had rolled into town. Or at least into her yard. It was a good thing there was so much paper hanging everywhere or we’d have been dead meat.”

	“I bet.” She was laughing again. “Just do me a favor and don’t mention these escapades around the boys, please. They get into enough trouble without any ideas.”

	“So you don’t think they should hear about the time we put worms on a few of the plates in the lunch line?”

	“You didn’t!”

	“We did.”

	“Oh my goodness.”

	“Got caught, too. I thought my mother was going to ground me for life. Oh. And speaking of her again, I’m supposed to ask you if you and the boys would like to come to our annual bonfire the Saturday before Halloween. We have hot dogs, donuts and cider, s’mores and treat bags for all the kids. That means young and old alike.”

	“It sounds like fun,” she said quietly.

	“But?” After a slight hesitation she answered,

	“Are you sure you want us to go?”

	“Why wouldn’t I want you to go? I just asked you, didn’t I?”

	“Well-” She hesitated again.

	“Holly, why wouldn’t I want you to come with me?” She buried her face against his shoulder.

	“Well, most guys don’t introduce someone to their family unless they’re pretty serious, and I wouldn’t want them to get the wrong idea.”

	“What? We’re not serious?” He felt a knot forming in the pit of his stomach. She wasn’t serious?

	“That’s not what I meant. Not exactly.”

	“What, exactly?”

	“I just don’t want you to feel like it has to mean anything. You know?”

	“No, I don’t know.” He reached out and raised her chin until she was looking at him. “And, since you don’t seem to realize it, this thing between us is very serious to me. It means everything to me. I was kind of hoping it did to you, too.” He saw her eyes fill with tears.

	“It does, Sam. More than you’ll ever know.”

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	“No, I can’t wait three days for delivery,” Holly said, her teeth clenched so tightly her jaw ached. “I don’t see my customers being very satisfied if there’s no food to serve them, do you?”

	“I am sorry about this, Mrs. McGinty, but our shipment was short and we have to service our largest customers first,” one of her suppliers was explaining. “Being a businesswoman yourself, you understand that you have to go with the flow.”

	“With the most profit, you mean.”

	“If you want to put it that bluntly, yes.” He’d given up all pretense of trying to placate her. “If you can’t wait the three days, then I suppose you could find another supplier. Not that there are many to choose from in our area. You’ll probably have to contract with someone out of Grand Rapids or Detroit, which will cost you more and cut into your profits. It’s entirely up to you, Ma’am.”

	“I guess I’ll wait then, won’t I?” she snapped. “In the meantime I guess I’d better find something to tide us over until we get our delivery. Have a great day.”

	Holly slammed the phone down and then laid her head on the desk wanting to scream. Or cry. Maybe both. This particular company offered the best prices on meat around, no matter how large or small the restaurant was, and they knew it. They also took advantage of it. It wasn’t the first time they’d done this to her, leaving her no choice but to scour sale ads to try and minimize her losses. But buying anything retail, no matter how good the sale, cut into the profits in a big way.

	“Again?” Lyle asked from the doorway. He’d been the one to let her know the delivery truck hadn’t arrived yet. He’d also been with her long enough to know what the problem was.

	“Again.” She didn’t raise her head for a moment, but when she did, she’d made a decision. “Do you still want to buy it?” From the way his eyes lit up, she knew she there was no need to elaborate.

	“Yes.”

	She named her terms. A ten-year land contract with a substantial down payment, and monthly payments that ensured she wouldn’t need to work for a couple of years.

	“I’ll go to the bank first thing in the morning,” he promised, rubbing his hands together like an excited child. “Thank you, Holly.”

	“Let’s see if you feel that way after going through this a few times,” she muttered, feeling a weight lift from her shoulders. She watched Lyle come further into her office.

	“That part of it won’t be a whole lot of fun,” he acknowledged. “But it won’t be so bad for me, Holly. I’ve got a wife to help look after our kids and the house. I don’t have all of the responsibility.”

	“That‘s true. And you’re right. After a while, being the only one responsible for everything gets to be too much.” Did it ever. “It’s getting so I don’t even want to get out of bed the mornings I have to open.”

	“I know.”

	“You do?” she asked, looking at him sharply.

	“You used to be enthused when you got here. Now you just seem- I don’t know. Resigned, I guess.” She nodded thoughtfully.

	“Yes. That’s a good word for the way I feel. Resigned. So if you want to take this monkey off my back, it’s yours.”

	“I do. I love this place.”

	“I know.” Which is more than she ever did. At first she’d looked at it as a challenge, and then as a means to an end. She could make more money owning a successful business than with any of the other choices open to her. Unless she went back to college anyway.

	“You’re sure about this?”

	“Positive.”

	“What will you do?”

	“Take a couple of years off and just be a mom. Maybe take some classes through the local school and learn some new skills. Then I’ll try my best to get a job as a teacher’s aide so I can work while the boys are in school, and have summers and vacations off.”

	“Sounds like a plan.”

	“Yeah it does.” A great plan. “I’ll talk to my lawyer in the morning. Shall we shoot for the middle of November?” About six weeks away. That would give her time to make sure everything was in order so that Lyle could just slide right in and take over without a hitch. The timing would also allow her to enjoy the holidays without the weight of the restaurant on her shoulders.

	“If I can get the financing.” But they knew he would. She was asking less than market price, and anyone could see that it was a sound business.

	“I’ll have the accountant get the financial statements ready for you to take to the bank. In fact, I’d better call him right now so you can pick up first thing tomorrow.” She raised her brows. “Shall I tell him you’ll be keeping him on as your accountant?”

	“Absolutely.”

	“I’ll let him know.” Lyle turned to go back to work.

	“Lyle?”

	“Yes.”

	“Can we keep this quiet until everything is settled?”

	“No problem.” He paused for a moment, then asked hesitantly, “Can I tell Marie?” Holly chuckled.

	“Of course you can tell your wife. If you don’t, you’ll probably be sleeping on the sofa for a while.”

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	Over the course of the next couple of weeks, Holly felt like she would burst if she couldn’t tell someone her secret. But she wasn’t one to put the cart ahead of the horse. Until the bank loan was approved, and all the papers signed, there was always the chance that the deal could fall through. No, better to just keep quiet until it was done.

	She spent her days working even more closely with Lyle, going over aspects of the business that she’d always taken care of herself. She considered him a friend, and wanted him as prepared as possible for when he took charge of McGinty’s.

	Sometimes it felt like she was floating on air. Even having to get up in what many people considered the middle of the night didn’t bother her quite so much now that she could see an end to it. Less than a month and she’d be free.

	Not quite four weeks.

	Twenty-six days.

	And then, for a while anyway, she could just be a mom. That’s really all she’d ever wanted to be, she thought as she prepared the weekly baked goods order.

	“Four more times,” she murmured with a smile. “I only have to do this four more times.” Holly could have danced with glee, but managed to contain her joy long enough to finish filling out the form.

	“Hey, Holly, you’ve got company out front,” one of the waitresses said, peeking into the office then hurrying back to work.

	“Thanks, Beth,” she called, pushing away from the desk and walking quickly to the dining room, where she expected to see Sam. She tried not to be disappointed to see Jess Mulholland holding four month old Kate on her lap.

	“Jess, this is a surprise,” Holly said with a smile, slipping into the booth across from her.

	“Well, we’re meeting Dan for lunch so I thought I’d come early and see if you were free for coffee before he gets here. Is this a good time?” Jess asked with a smile.

	“Actually, it is. I just finished placing an order and am more than ready for a break.” She reached across the table and stroked Kate’s cheek, eliciting a toothless grin.

	“Want to hold her?”

	“I thought you’d never ask.” She reached across for the baby. “Sometimes I really miss having one of these around.”

	“Well, next time she’s wanting to play at two in the morning, I’ll give you a call and you can come get her,” Jess offered, adoration in her eyes as she gazed at her daughter.

	“Thanks. I appreciate the thought.”

	Beth filled their coffee cups, and Holly automatically pushed hers toward the center of the table as she cooed at Kate.

	“So. What do you think of this mess with Ed,” Jess finally asked, toying with her napkin. Holly had wondered if that might have been the reason for the visit.

	“I have to admit I’ve been worried. But Sam told me that the guys have hired a private investigator, and some body guards. I’m sure he’ll be okay.” She hoped.

	“Me, too. Maybe.” Holly glanced up and noticed for the first time how worried Jess was. She reached across the table and covered her hand.

	“What’s wrong?”

	“It just brings back bad memories, I guess,” she said softly. “I don’t want anyone else I care about to be hurt.”

	“Jess-”

	Holly knew the story. Of how, on the night they’d returned from their honeymoon, Jess’ first husband had been murdered…by Dan’s own brother. And how, after Bruce Mulholland had turned himself in, Jess had gone to the jail with every intention of killing him, then herself. But Ed Winslow had somehow known and prevented it. Then he’d had Emma summoned, which ultimately saved Jess’ life. Dan, feeling responsible for what his brother had done to her, tried to make amends.

	Sometimes, when she thought about it, Holly was rather amazed at how everything turned out. Jess and Dan brought together first by tragedy, then by necessity when her former father-in-law threatened to take her baby. But there was no doubt that the two of them were very much in love now, no matter how strange their beginning had been.

	“I know they’re taking every precaution but I can’t help but worry.”

	“Everyone is worried, Jess. But they’ve hired the best. I know that Sam did a lot of calling around to make sure.”

	“Called who?” she heard Sam himself ask. Holly turned to find both him and Dan approaching their table and, she smiled as he sat down beside her.

	“Hi, sweetheart,” Dan said, kissing his wife as he slid into the booth beside her.

	“Who did I call?” Sam wanted to know, kissing Holly’s temple as he reached down to chuck Kate under the chin. He wrapped his arm around Holly’s shoulders and pulled her close.

	“We were just talking about the effort you and your cohorts have put in trying to keep Ed safe,” Jess explained, snuggling against her husband. She glanced at Sam. “And Holly said that you made all of the calls to find bodyguards and private detectives.”

	“Yes I did,” Sam agreed, making faces at the baby, obviously delighting in her smiles. “Isn’t that right, Kate? Poor Uncle Sam is always the overworked one, isn’t he?”

	“Da,” Kate answered enthusiastically.

	“Oh no he isn’t,” Sam teased, letting Holly go and removing the baby from her arms. He lifted Kate high above his head and she squealed with glee. “Da is not overworked in any way. And if that’s the story he’s been feeding you, he’s just pulling your leg.” Her only response to that was to drool on Sam’s forehead. Everyone chuckled as Sam set Kate on the edge of the table and allowed Holly to clean him up with a napkin.

	“See what you get for lying to helpless children?” Dan murmured, opening a menu.

	“I think she was just too choked up for words.”

	Holly loved how good Sam was with children, of all ages. He was wonderful with her boys, and sweet and gentle with Kate. Perfect father material. She knew she flushed just thinking about it, not knowing what the future had in store for the two of them. Sure he said he was serious, but that didn’t have to mean a lifetime commitment.

	“Choked up is right. She’s too small to try to swallow that load of bull.”

	“Enough, boys,” Jess said with a grin. “Play nice.”

	“Uncle Sam is always nice isn’t he, Katie, my love?”

	“Da.” Sam sighed heavily.

	“We’re going to have to work on that limited vocabulary of yours, young lady.”

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	“Why don’t we have a celebration?” Lyle asked, excitement lighting his eyes.

	“A celebration?” Holly repeated, still in shock as she stared at the papers in her hands. While she’d been waiting and anticipating Lyle’s loan being approved, she was surprised to find that she felt a twinge of sadness. But that was probably a normal reaction. The restaurant had, after all, been a major part of her life for a very long time.

	“We’re closed on Sunday nights. We could invite all of our friends and family, and announce it then.” Obviously he had put some thought into the idea and Holly felt a smile tug at the corners of her mouth. Oh, she hoped he knew what he was letting himself in for. “Of course I’ll pay for the cost of food and drinks.”

	“You will not,” she told him. “I will cover the cost of this. After all, in about three weeks, I’m going to be a wealthy woman.” She did finally give in, grinning from ear-to-ear. Though she might not be wealthy wealthy, she would certainly not be hurting for a while.

	“Thank you, Holly,” Lyle said, smiling back. “So we’ll keep it a secret until then?”

	“Yes, we will,” she promised, not sure how she’d be able to keep the information from Sam. But, unlike Marie, Sam was not her spouse. He wasn’t even her fiancé, and so she didn’t feel right about saying anything. “I’ll even call Denny Baker at the paper and invite him.”

	“What will you tell him?”

	“That we’ll have an important announcement, and that some of the area’s most prominent business people will be attending. That’ll get him here for sure,” she said with a chuckle, then sobered. Sam’s friends, now hers, would most likely come. But that wasn’t a guarantee. Holly shrugged. Even if Sam was the only one who could attend, he was still a prominent businessperson. So was she, for the moment.

	“So. A week from this Sunday?”

	“Sounds good to me. I’ll call the printers and order invitations. We should be able to have them in the mail by Friday.” She hoped it would be more than enough notice to attend a small party over a week away.

	“I can’t tell you what this means to me, Holly,” Lyle said quietly, his eyes bright. She got to her feet, walked over to him and gave him a hug.

	“I know, and I’m glad, Lyle. I’m glad this is what you want, and that it makes you so happy.” And she was.

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	“What’s the party for?” Sam asked, holding Holly close as they sat on his porch swing. The sun was going down, the sky a riot of pink and lavender. Zack and Billy were inside watching the latest cartoon rental, so he had her all to himself for the next ninety minutes or so. Except for checking on the boys occasionally anyway.

	“Oh- Just a kind of business thing,” she hedged. Sam raised his eyebrows and looked at her closely.

	“Oh. That kind of thing, huh?” Holly couldn’t quite meet his eyes.

	“It’s not like other businesses don’t have…things going on sometimes.” He could feel her begin to squirm and he couldn’t resist teasing a bit.

	“Of course they do. And you wouldn’t have been in business this long without things cropping up from time to time. Is this like an annual thing, or more along the lines of a semi-annual or one-time event?”

	“Not really.”

	“Not really an annual thing?” She nodded her head, eyes downcast. “Semi-annual?” Sam was having a tough time keeping a straight face.

	“No. Not really.”

	“Is this the first of its kind?”

	“Sort of.”

	“You’re not going to tell me why you‘re having this party, are you?” He kissed her nose when she looked up at him hesitantly.

	“I promised I wouldn’t.”

	“Then I wouldn’t dream of making you break a promise.”

	“Thank you.” She sighed again, tucking her head under his chin. Sam hugged her closer.

	“I don’t suppose you’d tell me if I guessed?” Another sigh was followed by several moments of silence.

	“Hmm. Well, that didn’t exactly come up when I made the promise so-” She shook her head. “I can’t, Sam. I wish I could, but I can’t. It would still be going back on my word.”

	“Know what?” he asked, kissing her hair.

	“What?”

	“I really love you. Know what else?”

	“What?”

	“I already know.” He felt her shoulders start to shake. “What’s so funny?”

	“You. I love you, too, but I’m not falling for that old trick. I can’t tell you.”

	“I’m not asking you to, you turkey. Lyle said something about it when I was in this afternoon.”

	“Yeah, right. You weren’t there this afternoon.”

	“I most certainly was. I stopped in on my way to an appointment and you, young lady, were out mailing invitations for the party. I couldn’t wait for you to get back and told Lyle to not mention I was there because I knew you’d be heartbroken at having missed me- Hey!”

	He jumped when she started to tickle him but easily captured her hands, bringing them up and pressing his lips to her palms.

	“So are you excited at the prospect of being a lady of leisure?”

	“You really do know,” Holly murmured, surprised he wasn't offended.

	“I really do.”

	“You brat. Why didn’t you tell me?”

	“What do you think I just did?” She laughed.

	“No. I mean earlier.” Sam shrugged.

	“Hmm. I guess because it’s so much fun to tease you.”

	“I’ll remember that.”

	“Is that a threat or a promise?”

	“Well, I'm sure you’ve already figured out I don’t break promises so I suppose you could take it that way. Of course, you could take it as a threat too.' He could see the corners of her lips twitching but she managed to hold back a smile as she said, "I guess I'll leave the choice up to you.”

	“That’s one of the things I admire most about you.”

	“What?”

	“That air of mystery. You’re never quite sure what you’re talking about so neither am I.” Holly burst out laughing and pulled one of her hands away so she could cuff his arm.

	“You’re rotten.”

	“I know, but you love me anyway.”

	“Yes I do,” she agreed, settling back against his shoulder. They sat quietly for a while, rocking slowly back and forth, the soft creak of the chains blending in nicely with the other night sounds.

	“You know,” he said quietly, stroking her arm, “I’ve been thinking. Since Lyle told me, I mean.”

	“That’s a lot of thinking.”

	“Sure is. Anyway, I’ve been thinking about all that time you’re going to have on your hands now. I mean, with the boys in school and you being stuck at home all day and all, you're bound to get a little of bored. Since you’re used to being so busy all the time, you know.”

	“There is that risk, I suppose."

	She looked up at him then, head tilted, brows raised and he swallowed so hard the neighbors probably heard it.

	“Well… I was thinking that if you got too bored, there might be a solution.”

	“And that would be?” she prompted.

	Sam closed his eyes, took a fortifying breath—and heard the suggestion roll out of his mouth before he even realized he'd spoken. It was almost as much of a surprise to him as it surely would be to Holly.

	“Planning a wedding is pretty time consuming but if you’re up for the challenge, I’d really like to help you with that.”

	“Sam?” she said his name so quietly he barely heard it as he pulled away from her and knelt on one knee before her. With infinite tenderness, he took her left hand in his.

	“I love you, Holly, and I want to spend the rest of my life with you. If you’ll have me.” There. It was out. Well no, he realized, it wasn’t. “Will you marry me?”

	“Sam- Are you sure?” Not a ‘yes.’ But not a ‘no’ either.

	“I’ve never been so sure of anything in my life, Holly. I love you. I love the boys. I’d like to adopt them if it’s all right with all of you.”

	“What about other children? You know I’m thirty-three.”

	“If you want more kids, Holly, nothing would make me happier. But if you don’t, nothing would make me happier.”

	“We do have that in common, don’t we?”

	“What’s that?”

	“That air of mystery you mentioned earlier.” He chuckled softly, nervously. “Yes.”

	“Yes, you’ll marry me?”

	“Yes, I’ll marry you.”

	“Thank you. When?”

	“When do you think it should be?”

	“Christmas?” he asked hopefully.

	“This Christmas?”

	“Is that too soon?

	“It’s perfect, Sam.” She leaned down and kissed him tenderly. “I love you.”

	“I love you.” He stroked her cheek, then whispered, “Holly?”

	“What?”

	“I’ve been down here so long I think I need some help up.” She laughed so hard that tears ran down her cheeks.

	 


 

	CHAPTER 9

	 

	Holly couldn’t sleep. Fortunately she wasn’t scheduled to work at all this weekend. Or, in fact, anymore weekends until she turned the reins over to Lyle on November fifteenth. She finally gave up and crawled out of bed shortly before five, donned her robe and padded downstairs to make a pot of coffee.

	She doubted that the smile she’d been wearing since Sam dropped her off last night had left her face, even for a moment.

	She was marrying Sam.

	She was marrying Sam!

	In fifty-nine days. Less than two months and she’d be his wife. She wanted to shout it to the world. Instead, she scooped her favorite hazelnut blend into the coffee filter, then leaned against the counter to wait. It took her five full minutes to realize that she hadn’t turned the machine on and she laughed softly. Clearly her mind was elsewhere – about seven miles away, to be exact.

	Was Sam having trouble sleeping, too? Holly figured he was probably as wide-awake as she was, but decided to wait until six to call. Just in case. It wasn’t like she had a lot of experience in what might or might not cause Sam to not sleep. Mike had always zonked out as soon as his head hit the pillow, but Sam wasn’t Mike.

	Thank God.

	Coffee finally ready, she poured herself a cup, grabbed the cordless phone, and went to sit out on her small patio. Off to the east there was a faint light from the rising sun, but her yard was still pretty dark, streetlights being few and far between on her street. That was okay with her. She didn’t feel like advertising the fact that she was still in her night clothes.

	After Sam had proposed, they cuddled in the swing, making quiet plans while the boys were engrossed in the movie. They would announce their engagement at the party Sunday night, which was when Zack and Billy would find out about it, too. Holly knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that they would be too thrilled to keep the information to themselves.

	Sam showed her the engagement ring he’d had for so long, even slipped it on her finger for several minutes before she reluctantly took it off. She could hardly wait until it was back where it belonged. Permanently.

	“Oh the heck with it,” she decided impatiently, dialing Sam’s number. It was his fault she was awake anyway. He answered on the first ring.

	“Couldn’t sleep, huh?” he answered, not bothering with hello.

	“Nope.”

	“Me either.”

	“Did you get any at all?”

	“Not that I’m aware of. But that’s okay. I had plenty of nice thoughts to keep me company.”

	“Me, too,” Holly told him, sighing. She’d done a lot of that during the last twenty-four hours. “December seems like a long ways away.”

	“I know. I’d rather marry you today, but we’re going to be mature, responsible grownups and wait. I know how important it is to you to include your mother in the plans, and the wedding, of course.”

	“Well, it seemed like a good idea last night.” She laughed quietly. “After a sleepless night, though, it doesn’t seem quite so important.” Sam laughed with her.

	“The time will pass so fast you’ll wish we’d waited until spring, sweetheart. Trust me. We’ve got the wedding to plan, your house to put up for sale, everything to pack up and get moved out here.” He paused for a moment. “You wouldn’t want to just fly out to Nevada this afternoon would you?”

	“Yeah, as a matter of fact, I would.”

	“But we’re adults and we’ll try to wait, right?”

	“Sometimes I really hate being a grownup.” This time they both laughed. “I wish my mom could be at the party Sunday. I’d love to have her there.”

	“Call and invite her,” Sam suggested.

	“I thought we decided to not tell anyone until the party.”

	“Given that your mother is out of state, and can’t just drop in, I think we can make an exception, don’t you?”

	“You wouldn’t mind?” she asked, excited at the thought.

	“Holly-” He paused to gather his thoughts. “You are the most important person in the world to me. I want to do everything I can to make you happy. Let’s give her a call and see if she can come celebrate with us.”

	“Thank you, Sam.” She wasn’t sure she would ever get used to how very sweet this man was. “Do you think we should tell your folks, too? I don‘t want to offend them.”

	“They’ll understand. Don’t worry, okay?”

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	Sam was more nervous on his way to Holly’s for breakfast that morning than he’d been the night before when he’d proposed. They would each be holding a telephone extension when she made the call, so it would be more like they were announcing it in person. He just wished he knew how Eileen was going to take the news. He worried that she might not be open to losing her daughter to another man so soon after making up with her. But she’d seemed to like him during her visit earlier in the summer.

	“She’s going to be happy for us,” he said with all the confidence he could muster, as he walked up the porch stairs. Holly met him at the door looking happier than he’d ever seen her.

	“Good morning,” she whispered, opening the screen and walking into his arms.

	“Good morning,” he whispered back, kissing her thoroughly, doubts still plaguing his thoughts.

	What if Eileen wasn‘t happy for them? Holly had assured him that it wouldn’t matter…but it might. And if she was wrong and it did matter, he didn’t know what he would do. He couldn’t lose her now.

	“What’s wrong?” she asked, pushing him gently back to the porch. They peeked in the window where he could see the boys mesmerized by a cartoon.

	“Nothing.”

	“Something’s wrong, Sam. What is it?” she pressed.

	“I don’t know.” He looked down into her eyes and wished he could just run away with her.

	“Are you worried about calling my mother?” Holly guessed.

	“Yes.”

	“Don’t be. She’s going to be thrilled.”

	“What if she’s not?”

	“Do you remember me saying that I never break a promise?”

	“Yes I do.”

	“I promised to marry you, didn’t I?”

	“Well- Technically all you said was ‘yes.’” He watched her smile tenderly and pulled her against his chest.

	“True enough. I can remedy that right now. Sam, I promise to marry you and live with you forever. Is that better?”

	“Much. Thank you.”

	“Now are you going to promise me the same thing?”

	“Absolutely. Holly, I promise to marry you and live with you forever. So now if your mother thinks this is a lousy idea, you‘re stuck with me, right?”

	“That’s right. And you’re stuck with me if your parents aren’t thrilled. Now that we’re clear on that, shall we go out back and call Mom?”

	“Yes, Ma’am. And for your information, my folks will be over the moon about it.”

	Zack and Billy barely managed a hello, not even glancing away from the television, as they hurried through the house to collect the telephones. Sam had to grin. Those boys sure had their priorities on Saturday mornings.

	“Okay. Turn it on now,” Holly said, after dialing the number. Sam heard two rings and a male voice answered gruffly.

	“Hello?” Apparently, Holly hadn’t been expecting her father, and hesitated for a moment. “Hello?”

	“Dad- Daddy, it’s me, Holly.” Sam wrapped his arm around her shoulders when he heard Mr. Barry snap,

	“It’s your daughter.” He thought he heard Eileen mutter something about eating dirt, and bit his lip to keep from grinning.

	“Holly? Honey, I’m so glad you called. I was just thinking about you, and looking at the pictures you sent a few days ago. The boys look like they’ve grown half a foot since I left.”

	“I think they have, Mom,” Holly said, not quite as happy as she’d been moments ago. Never a particularly judgmental man, Sam was tempted to make a visit to Mr. Barry and explain the intricacies of proper telephone etiquette when one’s daughter called.

	“I miss all of you so much.”

	“Well, Mom-  Um- The reason I’m calling is- Actually, I’ve got Sam on the line, too.”

	“Sam? Sam’s there?”

	“Right beside her, Eileen. Good morning.”

	“Good morning to you, too. I’m going to assume you have some good news for me,” she said, obvious excitement in her voice.

	“We do, Ma’am. I’ve asked Holly to marry me, and she’s agreed.”

	“No, I didn’t, Mom. I promised.”

	“There’s a difference?”

	“Yes. Now he’s stuck with me forever.”

	“There’s no one else I’d rather be I’d rather be stuck with,” Sam assured her with a smile.

	“I am so happy for the two of you,” Eileen gushed. “I knew things were headed this way while I was visiting. I’m just surprised it took so long. When is the big day? Are the boys as thrilled as I know they have to be? They adore you, Sam.”

	“Hold on, Mom,” Holly said, chuckling, her good humor returned. “First of all, we’re getting married December sixteenth, and we’re hoping you’ll want to help plan everything.”

	“Of course I will,” she assured them, without so much as a moment’s hesitation.

	“Second, we haven’t told the boys yet. We’re having a party at the restaurant next Sunday, and we decided we’d announce our engagement there.”

	“We’d like to send you a train ticket so you can attend,” Sam added quickly, earning a grateful smile from his newly acquired fiancé. He kissed her forehead.

	“I’d love to come,” Eileen exclaimed enthusiastically. “Is it all right if I stay with you and the boys again? I sure I can get Friday and Monday off. Oh I hope I don’t give anything away. One thing I learned in a hurry is that Billy couldn’t keep a secret if you slapped a piece of duct tape over his mouth.” Sam and Holly started to laugh.

	“Yes, Mom, we wouldn’t have you stay anywhere else,” Holly managed to say, wiping tears from her eyes. “And you’re spot on about Billy. But Zack isn’t much better, so we’ll all have to be careful.”

	“This is so wonderful! Do you have a ring yet? I can’t wait to see it.”

	“I do, Mom. But we’re waiting until the party before I start wearing it.”

	“That makes sense. Of course it does. A ring would be a dead giveaway, wouldn’t it?”

	“Uh-huh,” was all Holly managed to get out before her mother was off again.

	“Do you have any bridal magazines yet? Any ideas about where you want to have the wedding and reception? I wonder if your friend Cal would like to cater it? Maybe we could talk with him before I go home. Do you think I should take the whole next week off? Because, if you don’t mind, honey, I’d really love to make your wedding dress. You are wearing a wedding dress, aren’t you?”

	“Yes she is, Eileen,” Sam had to answer. Holly was laughing too hard to get a single word out, and he knew he’d never loved her more. “We’re doing the works, Ma’am. Tuxedos, bridesmaids, groomsmen. All of it.”

	“Oh I can’t wait!”

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	“See,” Holly said, once Eileen had run out of steam and hung up to go shopping for fabric swatches. “You didn’t have to worry. I knew Mom loved you.”

	“I’m glad I got that promise out of you anyway,” he said, turning the bacon in the pan while Holly added another waffle to the stack already warming in the oven. “This is nice.”

	“It is, isn’t it?” Holly agreed, thinking that it wouldn’t be long before they would be doing this every weekend. Although with the restaurant out of the picture, and Sam working from a home office, they could actually do this sort of thing every morning, if they wanted to. “I think I’m going to be like Mom for a minute,” she said, then exclaimed, with every ounce of enthusiasm she could muster, “I can’t wait!”

	“We could still fly to Nevada,” Sam said, laughing.

	“I wish. But if we want her to stay happy…”

	“No need to say more. We’ll wait.”

	“So, how do you feel about a full blown wedding?” They hadn’t really discussed that part of the plans much the night before. Other than setting the date, they’d left everything open.

	“I’m good with it. It’ll give me a chance to show everyone that I got the best end of this deal.”

	“Oh, Sam.” Tears filled her eyes.

	“Hey. Don’t cry,” he told her softly, and then grinned. “I’m so not into soggy waffles.” And just as quickly, her tears dried up as she started to giggle.

	“You’re awful, you know that?”

	“I think I might have heard that a time or two.”

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	Ed pinched the bridge of his nose, feeling a headache coming on. Another threat. Whoever this was, he was certainly persistent. And unimaginative. This note read pretty much the same as the others. But then, there was only so much room on a single sheet of paper, and gluing on various sized letters did tend to prevent one from being overly wordy.

	As he’d told the boys, there hadn’t been much the department could do. Forensics hadn’t been able to lift so much as a partial print, and self-adhesive stamps and envelopes eliminated any possibility of DNA from saliva, so they knew as much as Ed. And that was exactly nothing, beyond the fact that someone was extremely ticked off at him.

	The only concession he’d made was to install a top-of-the-line deadbolt, as well as an alarm system. He had also taken to sleeping with his gun under his pillow. Contrary to the brave front he’d put on for everyone, he wasn’t in any hurry to meet his maker. Unlike the line in some movie he’d heard once, there was never a good day to die.

	Shoving the note in a drawer with the few that had come since Sam had discovered the one on the counter, Ed grabbed a can of Coke from the fridge, the phone from its charger on the wall, and flopped down on the sofa. He and Jenna had been on three very nice dates, and spent more time than he’d own up to chatting on the telephone.

	Yeah. Talking with Jenna would be a good way to put this mess out of his mind for a little while.

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	“What else can I do?” Sam asked, having set the salad bar up while Holly and Lyle finished up the roast pork and baked potatoes. Eileen and Marie were waiting impatiently for another batch of homemade rolls to finish baking, and Zack and Billy were playing in the back room, unaware that anything out of the ordinary was going on, other than the fact that they usually weren’t at the restaurant on a Sunday night.

	“You ought to shake me and demand to know why I thought baked potatoes for a hundred people would be a good idea,” Holly muttered, sighing deeply. Sam laughed. Like he’d ever shake her for any reason.

	“You’re doing good, sweetheart. Everything looks and smells wonderful. Stop worrying and tell me what I can help you with.”

	“Did you get the warming trays going on the buffet? We’ll need the heat lamps on, too.”

	“Done. I’ve got all the coffee going, too.”

	“I can’t think of anything else,” Holly mussed, looking at him helplessly. He pulled her into his arms.

	“Relax. Everything is perfect.”

	“But we’re cooking for a caterer,” she exclaimed. “I’ve tasted Cal’s creations, and I can’t imagine what he’s going to think of all this. Probably that he should have gone to a burger joint instead.”

	“First of all, Holly, I can guarantee that Cal would never eat at a burger joint. Second of all, he’s eaten here plenty of times, and all he’s ever done is sing your praises. As I recall, he’s even asked for a few of your recipes.”

	“I thought he was just being nice.”

	“Cal is always nice. However, he’s not that nice. If everything tastes half as good as my nose thinks it’s going to, the only thing that might happen is you may need to call 911.”

	“What?” she exclaimed, eyes wide with worry.

	“Well, there are bound to be some injuries when I start shoving people out of the buffet line so I can get my food.” As planned, she laughed.

	“I do love you, Sam Jensen.”

	“You are an incredibly intelligent woman.”

	“Sam!” She could only shake her head, grinning at his facetiousness.

	“I love you, Holly McGinty.” He leaned near and whispered in her ear, “I am incredibly intelligent, too.”

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	Danny Baker, food editor as well as reporter for the local newspaper, was front row center, writing furiously in his notebook while Holly and Lyle made their announcement.

	“Why did you decide to sell, Holly?” he asked, looking up briefly.

	“Because it’s time. There are other important things I’d like to concentrate on now.”

	“Will you change anything, Lyle? The name? The menu? Decor?”

	“I won’t be changing a thing,” Lyle assured everyone present. “Holly has spent eight years building McGinty’s into a first class restaurant, and I’m not about to mess with perfection. My wife and I will be keeping everything the same, no worries there.”

	“And I hope that everyone will give Lyle the same loyalty they’ve shown me. He knows the business inside out, and will do at least as well as I have done. I have every confidence in him.”

	“So what will you be doing once you’re no longer a businesswoman?” Danny was asking now. Sam took this as his cue to take over, and he went quickly to her side.

	“I’d like to answer that question if I may,” he said, sliding the engagement ring on Holly’s finger, and then kissing the back of her hand. Whispers and gasps sounded throughout the crowd. “Holly will be spending a good deal of time planning our wedding. And now, if you’ll excuse us, my future mother-in-law will be very happy to answer any questions you may have.”

	As arranged beforehand, Sam and Holly grabbed the boys, whose mouths were hanging open, and beat a hasty retreat to the office. Theirs were the only questions that mattered now.

	“You and my mom are going to get married?” Zack demanded immediately.

	“Yes we are,” Sam said, squatting down before him and his brother. “Is that okay with you?”

	“I don’t know. What’s going to happen to me and Billy?”

	“Well after we’re married, I’d really like to adopt both of you.”

	“Adopt us?” Sam’s heart almost broke at the hope in Zack’s eyes. “Like to be our dad?” Sam nodded solemnly, waiting for some sort of reaction. Zack’s chin dropped to his chest as he asked, “Does that mean we’d live with you, too?”

	“Of course you’ll live with me, whether you want me to adopt you or not,” Sam assured him, squeezing his shoulder. “There was never any question about that.”

	“Then- I guess that would be okay.”

	“Thank you, Zack.” He turned to look at Billy, who was standing there looking utterly confused. “Would that be okay with you, too?”

	“What’s ‘dopt mean?”

	“That means Sam’ll be our dad, dope,” Zack said gruffly.

	“Don’t call your brother a dope, Zack,” Sam said gently, then looked at Holly to make sure correcting her son was all right. She nodded, smiling tearfully.

	“You’ll be my daddy?” Billy demanded, grabbing Sam’s chin and looking him straight in the eye.

	“Yes, I’d like to be.”

	”Zack’s daddy, too?”

	“Yes. I’d be Zack’s daddy, too.”

	“Yippee!” Billy shrieked, loud enough to be heard for blocks. “Can I call you ‘Daddy’ now?” Sam, chin still held firmly in place, darted his eyes toward Holly, who nodded again.

	“You sure can, buddy.” Another shout and then Sam was holding both of the boys, their arms around his neck so tight he could hardly breathe.

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	“Night, Zack,” Sam said softly, bending down to kiss his brow. “I love you.”

	“I love you, too…Dad.” It would take a while before the word came as easily to him as it had to his brother, who had called him ‘Daddy’ about ten thousand times on the drive home.

	“Do you love me, too, Daddy?” Sam grinned. Now he knew how Dan felt every time Kate said, ‘Da.’ Even if she were merely babbling, calling everyone ‘Da’ at the moment.

	“I sure do, Billy. Night.”

	“Night, Daddy. I love you, too.”

	“We love you boys,” Holly said, then added in a tone that meant business, “But now it’s time to get some sleep. Sweet dreams. See you in the morning.”

	“Well, I just think it’s going to take some time,” Eileen sighed, shaking her head, when the adults were back downstairs.

	“Time for what?” Sam asked, drawing Holly to his side.

	“For those boys to accept you as their new father. I know their lack of enthusiasm might be discouraging right now, but deep down, I know they like you a little.”

	“Oh ha-ha, Mom,” Holly said with a laugh.

	“I have a feeling that Billy will drive you nuts with the daddy thing in about a day’s time, Sam.”

	“Na. I can handle it, Eileen.” Eileen wrapped an arm around his waist and hugged him.

	“I think you can, too. Now I’m going to say good night and let you kids have a few minutes to yourselves before you go home, Sam.” She kissed his cheek. “I don’t suppose I could call you ‘Daddy,’ too?”

	“I wouldn’t mind at all, Granny,” Sam answered cordially. Eileen laughed, swatting his arm on her way upstairs.

	“Night, Sam.”

	“Night, Eileen.”

	“You could call me ‘Mom,’ you know.”

	“I think I can live with that,” he said, nodding thoughtfully. “In fact, I think I like it. Night, Mom.”

	“You’re a nut,” Holly sighed, swinging around and wrapping her arms around his waist. “Granny indeed!” Sam chuckled.

	“You know what?”

	“What?”

	“I love this family.”

	“That’s good because I can assure you that this family loves you, too.”

	“December fifteenth seems like such a long way away right now.”

	“Want to fly to Nevada?” Holly teased.

	“I thought you’d never ask. Let’s go.” He might have sounded excited at the thought, but he didn’t budge so much as an inch.

	“If you know what‘s good for you, you won‘t,” Eileen advised from the top of the stairway. Holly and Sam grinned at each other.

	“Just joking, Mother.”

	“I thought so. Goodnight, you two.”

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	“I can’t believe Sam actually worked up the courage to ask her,” Dan said with a chuckle as Jess nestled against his side, her head on his shoulder.

	“I’m not surprised at all,” his wife said smugly. “In fact, Darby and I were fairly certain they would be announcing their engagement tonight. The only thing that did surprise us was Holly selling the restaurant.”

	“Yeah, right. You women think you know everything,” he said, knowing that they probably did.

	“That’s ‘cause we do.”

	“Uh-huh. You just admitted you didn’t have a clue about the restaurant, Mrs. Mulholland, so there.”

	“I am so happy for them, Dan,” Jess sighed happily. “All of them. Did you see those boys?”

	“I did.” And he’d seen Jess, and nearly every other woman in the place, with tears streaming down their faces. Then, when the new family-to-be had returned to the dining room, their expressions had changed to one of pure joy. “Billy seemed to be the happier of the two, don’t you think?”

	“Not really. Zack was just as pleased, he’s just older and not sure how he should be acting. But I know he loves Sam just as much as his baby brother does.”

	“It’s still hard to believe,” Dan mussed. “Our ‘baby’ is going to have sons older than our daughter.”

	“He hasn’t told Holly, has he?”

	“Nope.”

	“When do you think he will? Their wedding isn’t all that far off.”

	“I don’t think Sam ever intends to tell her. At least not until after they’re married anyway.”

	“Dan, you have to talk to him,” Jess sighed. “There’s no way he can get away with that. She’ll find out just as soon as they apply for the license.”

	“Maybe not. He has a plan.”

	“Oh right. What’s he going to do? Blindfold her? Stuff earplugs in her ears?”

	“Actually, I think he’s going to leave his driver’s license at the bank and have to go back later without her.”

	“I suppose he’ll pick the license up himself, too?”

	“That’s the plan,” Dan admitted reluctantly.

	“Well it’s a stupid plan. If he loves her, he shouldn’t be keeping secrets. She‘s going to feel like he lied to her. How could she not?”

	“I didn’t say I thought it was a good plan. And before you say anything, I’ve already talked to him. Ed, Jon and Cal have, too. Even Chris gave it a shot. He won’t be talked out of it.”

	“Oh boy. I hope he doesn’t live to regret it.”

	“You and me both, sweetheart, you and me both.”

	 


CHAPTER 10

	 

	“Is my daddy gonna be here soon?” Billy had been asking that same question at regular intervals for most of the afternoon. Holly had tried explaining where the big and little hands on the clock needed to be before Sam would be there to pick them up for the bonfire at his folk’s house. She tried a different tactic this time.

	“Do you see this really skinny hand here?” she asked patiently. Billy’s brows scrunched down in concentration.

	“How come you call them hands, Mama? It doesn’t got any hands on it.”

	“It doesn’t have any hands,” Holly corrected him.

	“I know it doesn’t,” he said slowly, looking at her as though she wasn’t terribly bright. Her sigh felt like it started from the tips of her toes.

	“Do you see the one and the one and two at the top of the clock?”

	“Yes, Mama.”

	“That’s called a twelve.”

	“But you said it’s one and two.”

	“Billy,” she growled, tousling his hair when he grinned. “When the skinny little hand that moves fast gets up to the twelve ten more times, Sam should be here. And don’t tell me you don’t remember how to count to ten either. Now you count while I gather our jackets. Okay?”

	“Okay,” he mumbled, watching the clock like a hawk.

	“That child could try the patience of a saint,” Holly said under her breath as she opened the closet.

	Still, she couldn’t blame him for being excited. She could barely contain hers; even though they’d talked on the phone twice already today, she was impatient for his arrival, too. Almost a week had passed since they’d announced their engagement, and she could hardly wait to tell Sam he was wrong. The weeks until December fifteenth were not going to fly by, as he’d predicted. This week had crawled by at a snail’s pace.

	They had gotten a few things accomplished though. From where she stood in her little parlor she could see the ‘For Sale’ sign in the middle of her front yard. It might take a while to sell it, but it was a step in the right direction.

	They had also met with Mitch Montague, Darby’s attorney brother-in-law, to get the paperwork for the adoption started. He wouldn’t be able to file them until after the wedding, but the wheels were in motion.

	And then there had been the discussion over what she should do with the money from house and the restaurant. He felt she should put it in trust funds for the boys because he was more than able to support them all, and very well at that. When Holly expressed hesitation, explaining that it wouldn’t be fair for her and her sons to take advantage of Sam like that, without contributing financially, he’d taken great pains to reassure her.

	He wasn’t marrying her for her money, he was marrying her because he loved her and the boys. He was getting the best end of the deal anyway, since he was getting a whole family and they were just getting him.

	“He’s wrong about that, too,” Holly whispered, watching his car round the corner. The McGinty’s were getting the prize – sweet, gentle, considerate man who loved them, all of them, deeply.

	“Mama! Sam’s here!” Billy exclaimed loud enough that the neighbors probably knew that he was here. “But the hand only went around not even seven times.”

	“I’ll go tell him he can’t come in yet,” Holly teased.

	“Mama!” She laughed at his appalled expression as they heard the light rap on the door.

	“Go on. Let him in.” He didn’t need to be told twice, thrilled at not only the thought of an evening with Sam, but also his first family bonfire.

	“Daddy!” She heard him exclaim, walking to meet them at the kitchen door.

	“Hey you,” Sam murmured, drawing her against his side, holding Billy on his hip with his other arm. “I missed you.”

	“I missed you, too,” Holly told him, raising her face for a kiss. Sam quickly obliged.

	“Can we go now?” Billy demanded.

	“Where’s Zack?”

	“In his room. He wanted to know if he could talk to you before we leave,” Holly warned him. Sam’s eyebrows rose fractionally.

	“Problems?”

	“Not really. More like a favor.” He sat Billy on the floor. “He’s a little nervous about it.

	“I’ll be right back.”

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	Sam bounded up the stairs, two at a time, a little curious about what the favor might be. He’d known forever that Zack was a serious little boy. Sure he could have fun with his buddies, but he was still quieter than the other kids, and he knew that whatever he was asked to do, it would be done.

	“Hey, Zack. What’s up?”

	He was sitting on the edge of is bed, hands clasped between his knees and looking, as Holly had said, about as anxious as he’d ever seen him. Sam walked over and sat down beside him.

	“It can’t be that bad, can it?”

	“I don’t know,” Zack mumbled. He hadn’t yet looked at Sam.

	“Sometimes it’s just best to get it over with. You know, just spit it out.” He watched Zack take a deep breath.

	“There’s a father-son lock down at school the Friday before Thanksgiving. It doesn’t have to be a father. It can be like an uncle, or a step-dad, or something. But it’s to raise money for people who won’t have a good Thanksgiving.”

	“How do you raise money that way?” Sam asked, more than a little confused.

	“We rock in rocking chairs as long as we can, and people make pledges for every hour we do.”

	“Oh. That sounds like a lot of fun. Did you sign us up?”

	Zack looked up at him quickly, his mouth hanging open in surprise.

	“You want to go with me?”

	“Why wouldn’t I? It might not be legal yet, but I thought you knew that, as far as I’m concerned, you and your brother are my sons.” Zack turned and threw his arms around his waist.

	“I love you, Sam. I mean, Dad. Thank you.”

	“I love you too, Zack.” Sam whispered, wrapping his arms around the small shoulders. “And you’re welcome.”

	“Daddy, we’re gonna be late,” Billy wailed up the stairs a few minutes later. Zack moved away reluctantly, discreetly wiping at his eyes, and Sam’s heart constricted. He would be the best father he knew how to be and make up for all the father-son events Zack had missed. Fortunately, Billy hadn’t had the opportunity to find himself the odd ‘man’ out, and now he never would.

	“I guess we should get going. I hope you’re ready to have some fun.”

	“Uh-huh.” Although he was nonchalant about the bonfire, he couldn’t hide the sparkle in his eyes as he hurried downstairs.

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	“I don’t know where they get their energy,” Jess said, sounding tired.

	“Who?” Darby wanted to know. “The little boys, or the big boys?” All the women, sitting around the huge fire chuckled.

	“I didn’t know there was a difference,” Gina Jensen, Sam’s youthful mother sighed, eliciting more laughter.

	For the past two hours, all the males, young and old, had played one game after another, three-legged races, bobbing for apples, tag, and now an impromptu game of touch football. They also found time to roast and consume dozens of hot dogs, and enough s’mores and buttermilk donuts to feed a small army.

	“Zack and Billy are never going to sleep tonight,” Jenna observed, watching the hyper bunch in the yard.

	“Ya think?” Holly asked, smiling as Sam, dressed in jeans and a U of M sweatshirt jogged over. An MSU graduate, he claimed that wearing the rival’s colors qualified as a monster costume.

	“I need a drink,” he explained breathlessly, leaning down for his bottle of water, and kissing Holly quickly. He straightened, emptied the bottle in about three swallows, then handed the empty to her and rejoined the game. Holly gazed after him with a smile.

	“She looks like a love-struck teenager,” Jenna teased, to no one in particular.

	“Well, you’re not much better, drooling over Ed,” Holly shot back, tearing her eyes from her fiancé and grinning at her friend.

	“Our guys are just a sexy bunch,” Darby said firmly, to nods of approval around the fire. “Now if we could just hook Jon and Chris up with someone special, the numbers would be even.”

	“Maybe we should set Chris up with Harry,” Gina suggested, tongue in cheek. The mere idea brought tears to the eyes of everyone as they laughed so hard even the guys glanced their way, wondering what they found so amusing.

	“Oh that would go over well,” Jess giggled merrily.

	“We could try a blind date,” Darby added. “Wouldn’t you love to be a fly on the wall when they spotted each other?”

	“Ed would for sure have to have some of his officers on site to prevent a murder.”

	“He seems like such an easygoing man, too” Holly mussed. “Until he thinks about her. Did you hear him earlier? It sounds like he hates her.”

	“You know what they say about the fine line between love and hate though,” Jenna reminded them.

	“I don’t think there’s any love lost there,” Gina told her. “I’ve known Chris for a long time, and I’ve never seen him react so negatively toward anyone. I’ve never met her, but Jon likes her well enough, so she can’t be too bad. I wonder why she rubs him the wrong way.”

	“Because he’s a chauvinist. ‘Women have their place…and it’s not working construction,’” Darby mimicked almost perfectly. “Personally I think it’s funny. I hope she works there for the next twenty years. Serve him right if she did.”

	“Poor Jon,” Gina said with a laugh. “Can you imagine having to put up with Chris’ attitude if Harry actually did stay there long-term?”

	“Has anyone even met the girl?” Holly asked, curious as to what it might be about Harry that set Chris off every time her name was mentioned. “I know Sam has seen her. He says she’s a tiny thing, but seems to pull her weight.”

	No one had, though they all owned up to wanting to.

	“Kate’s still sleeping,” Dan announced, walking up to Jess and flopping down beside her. “I think I’m getting too old for this.”

	“Yeah, right,” Jess scoffed. “You just want another hot dog.” Dan grinned wickedly as the rest of the players wandered over, sitting by their wives or girlfriends. Or, in Jon and Chris’s case, next to each other.

	“Yup. You work up quite an appetite playing football. Right, guys?” he asked, directing the question to Zack and Billy. Zack nodded his agreement while Billy, who wasn’t sure what Dan meant, plopped down in Sam’s lap looking tired.

	“I wanna another hot dog, Mama.”

	“Me, too,” Zack echoed.

	Sam secured them on the dowels someone had supplied, an idea that Holly thought was pure genius. She never had liked the idea of using dirty sticks to cook her food on. She leaned her head against his shoulder when the boys approached the fire.

	“They’re probably going to be sick all night,” she said lazily.

	“If they’re up all night, I’ll come watch them tomorrow so you can take a nap,” Sam offered. Holly elbowed him.

	“Thanks. That’s very kind of you. I was thinking maybe I should send them home with you instead. That way you can experience the fun firsthand.”

	“Thanks. I appreciate the offer. Let me think about it and I’ll get back to you tomorrow.”

	“Coward,” Dan accused.

	“You bet,” Sam agreed amiably. But Holly knew that he wasn’t. That if she really wanted him to take them home, he would. He was getting into the father role wholeheartedly.

	“Mama. I have to go potty,” Billy announced, handing his stick to Sam. Holly groaned, getting to her feet and looking at Gina.

	“Go in the side door. The bathroom is down the hall to the right, first door on the left.”

	“Thanks. Come on, sport,” she said, taking her son’s hand and walking him across the lawn.

	They hadn’t been in the rambling old farm house yet and Holly’s first impression was that it was very homey, a perfectly lovely place to have grown up. While she waited outside the bathroom for her son to take care of business, she looked at dozens of framed school pictures hanging on the walls. Half of them, she knew, were of Sam’s sister, who was away at college, but the others were clearly her fiancé.

	From an adorable kindergartener, to the obviously awkward junior high years, to the young man in high school, well on his way to being the handsome guy he was today.

	“I’m done, Mama,” Billy announced, opening the door.

	“Did you wash your hands good?”

	“Yup.”

	“Good boy. Do you want to look at the pictures while I use it now?”

	“Okay. Is Sam on the wall?”

	“Right here,” Holly told him, indicating the twelve he wanted to see.

	“That’s my daddy when he was little like me?”

	“It sure is. Now don’t touch anything, okay? I’ll be right out.”

	“Okay.”

	Thinking that sending Billy back outside would have been a smarter move on her part, Holly hurried as fast as she could. But it wasn’t fast enough. Billy wasn’t in the hall. Instead he was across the hall in what she assumed was John Jensen’s office.

	“William McGinty!” she exclaimed from the doorway. “You get yourself out of there right this instant.”

	“But here’s my daddy, too,” he explained, not moving a muscle. Holly sighed and walked in to get him. “Look, Mama.”

	Holly did take a moment to look. Sure enough, it was a photo of Sam, proclaiming him the senior chess champion of 2003. He looked so proud that she couldn’t help but be proud of him.

	“What’s that in his hand, Mama?” Billy wanted to know.

	“It’s a trophy, kiddo, but we shouldn’t be in here. This is Mr. Jensen’s office and we weren’t invited. Let’s go back outside. I’m sure Sam has finished cooking your hot dog by now.”

	“My daddy,” he reminded her, slipping his hand into hers and letting her lead him back out to the fire.

	At the door he ran ahead of her, straight back to the bonfire and into Sam’s lap where he retrieved his finished hot dog.

	“Me ‘n Mama was lookin’ at pictures of you, Daddy. You got a tro-tro-” He looked at Holly as she approached a little slower. “What’s thing again, Mama?”

	“A trophy, sweetheart.” She looked at John and Gina. “I’m sorry. He snuck into your office while I was in the bathroom.”

	“That’s all right,” John assured her. “Mostly all I have in there are the kids awards and trophies. I’m glad that Billy was duly impressed. We’re pretty proud of our boy. Did you see his debate awards? He got them all through high school and college.”

	“I’m sure Holly doesn’t want to hear about all of that,” Sam said quickly. His tone was a little odd and Holly looked at him, wondering if he was okay.

	“Yes, we can talk about that some other time,” Gina added, changing the subject to the scavenger hunt, and the treasure chest full of candy that would be divided among the kids, young and old.

	While John hurried inside to get the first clues for the teams, there was nervous chatter around the bonfire, and Holly felt a vague sense of unease. Everyone had seemed perfectly normal until Billy brought up the trophy picture, but why would that have made everyone uncomfortable?

	So Sam was a genius. She already knew that. Why wouldn’t he have won games throughout his school years?

	The 2003 chess champion. Had he cheated to win, and they all knew it? She doubted it. He was far too honest to have done something like that, even if it was what? Nine years ago.

	Nine years ago?

	No, that couldn’t be right, she thought, shaking her head in confusion. That would make Sam what? Twenty-seven? No. He was her age. Wasn’t he? Slowly she turned her head and looked at him. She heard someone, Jon she thought, murmur, “Uh-oh.”

	“Sam.” Twenty-seven? No. He couldn’t be that young.

	“What, sweetheart?”

	“How old are you?” she asked.

	“About fifty tonight, why?” he asked evading a direct answer.

	“Sam- What year did you graduate?” She saw him close his eyes, and was vaguely aware that there was absolute silence around the fire.

	“Come here,” he finally said, getting to his feet and pulling her to hers.

	“Where are we going?”

	“Just over here so we can talk.”

	“You graduated in 2003, didn’t you?” she demanded as he pulled her along with him over by the barn, about twenty yards away from the crowd.

	“Yes I did,” he admitted quietly.

	“So you’re only twenty-seven, aren’t you?” she accused, offended that he hadn’t mentioned that fact a long time ago. She was five years older than he was.

	“What does it matter how old I am?” he asked.

	“It matters, Sam. You lied to me.”

	“I never did. You just assumed I was your age and- Well, it didn’t seem important enough to correct you.”

	“So you’re twenty-seven,” she muttered.

	“No. Not yet.”

	“Not yet? Your birthday was in August. We had a party for you, remember.”

	“No. I mean, yes. I remember the party. But no, not yet,” he admitted reluctantly. Now Holly was starting to feel a little nauseous and demanded,

	“If you‘re not- How old are you, Sam Jensen?”

	“Old enough to be in love with you. Old enough to want to marry you and be a father to those boys over there. Old enough to have made a name for myself in architecture. At least around here.”

	“Sam.”

	“Twenty-five,” he finally said, so quietly she was sure she couldn’t have heard him correctly.

	“What did you say?” she gasped, stepping away from him.

	“I’m twenty-five, Holly. I graduated from high school at sixteen, and from college at nineteen. It doesn’t matter-” He reached out to grasp her shoulders, but she shook him off, stepping farther away.

	“Doesn’t matter?” He was over seven years younger than she was. He’d only been twenty-four when they‘d begun dating. “Of course it matters!”

	“No, it doesn’t,” he insisted, sounding panicked.

	“How can you say that? You were only sixteen when Zack was born. And you want to adopt him? You’re barely old enough to be Billy’s father.”

	“I love them, Holly. I love you. My age doesn’t change that.” he said, stepping closer. She stepped back, now against the barn wall. There was nowhere else to go.

	“Because I’ve already been deserted by one man who thought I was too old for him.”

	“I’m not Mike! I’m not going to desert you or the boys. You’ve got to believe me. Trust me, Holly.”

	“I can’t. I’ve been through it once and it was hard enough,” she shouted, beginning to sob. “I can’t do it again. I won’t.”

	“I won’t leave you, sweetheart. As God is my witness I won’t.”

	“Hey, you two, we can hear everything you’re saying. Maybe you should tone it down a bit,” Dan said quietly. She hadn’t noticed his approach.

	“We’ll tone it down all right,” Holly promised, “because I’m going home. “Now. Will you take us, Dan?”

	“Holly, you don’t want to do this,” Dan said, grasping her hand as she started to run back to the fire.

	“Yes I do! I’ve been lied to and cheated on by one man. I’m not setting myself up for it again. Now will you take me and the boys home or not?”

	“I’ll take you,” Sam told her, sounding defeated.

	“No. I don’t want-” She couldn’t finish. With tears streaming down her face she tore the engagement ring from her finger and held it out. “Take it. Maybe you can find someone your own age to give it to the next time.”

	“Holly, please. Let’s go inside and talk,” Dan continued gently. “I think if you will listen calmly to-”

	“I’m going home if we have to walk.” She snatched her hand out of Dan’s and hurried to her sons, and grabbing their hands and heading for the dirt road that ran in front of the house. In her misery she didn’t notice that she’d frightened them half to death.

	“Holly, wait!” she heard calls from behind, but paid them no mind. She wanted to go home.

	“Mama, stop!” Billy cried out, digging in his heels so that she literally had to drag him along behind her. “Mama, I want my daddy!”

	“Sam’s not going to be your daddy after all,” she sobbed.

	“No! I want Daddy. Let me go!”

	“We’re leaving, Billy. Now stop it or I’m going to ground you from cartoons for a week.” The threat didn’t faze him, and he threw himself down to the ground, crying and fighting her for all he was worth.

	“I hate you! I want my daddy,” he screamed, as Ed Winslow’s car pulled up beside them.

	Jenna got out and gathered the hysterical boy in her arms, climbing into the backseat with him. Zack, shoulders slumped, followed her in. That left the front open for Holly. In resignation she got in and shut the door, beginning to feel numb, which was a pleasant relief from the pain and anger of a few minutes ago.

	Except for Billy’s crying for his daddy, no one else said anything, until Ed pulled up in front of her house.

	“Holly, will you wait a minute please?” he asked as Jenna got the boys out.

	“I don’t want to talk, Ed. I’m sorry but I don’t.”

	“Then just listen for a minute. Please.” She clamped her lips together and nodded once.

	“I know those boys, probably better than their own parents do. We’ve always been close. Dan had the most normal childhood of all. Jon and Cal had some pretty rough spots. Then there was Sam.

	“Sam, in his own way, was the biggest misfit of all, because he was so crazy smart. From the time he was small, he was smarter than just about anyone, and you know how smart kids are treated in school. Like freaks. I guess today they call them geeks. Anyway, the other guys befriended him, even though they were all more than two years older than he was. Sam was still more mature than the lot of them.”

	“What do I need to know this for?” Holly snapped, not wanting to picture in her mind a lonely little boy. Not after she’d just seen pictures of that same little boy.

	“Because you should know that Sam was always mature for his age. Very mature. The only girlfriend I recall him having in high school was the one who used him to pass one of her classes, and then she dropped him like a bomb.”

	“That’s sad, Ed, but what does that have to do with me?” she demanded, impatiently. She did not want to feel sorry for Sam. He was the one who lied to her, not the other way around.

	“A great deal, actually. He was always the odd man out, Holly. The girls his age were too immature, and the girls he did relate to, the older ones like you, didn’t want anything to do with someone that much younger than they were.”

	“I’m tired, Ed,” she whispered. “Make your point please.”

	“In everything except the actual numbers, Sam is exactly what you wanted, Holly. He won’t leave you like your ex did. It’s taken him all this time to find a woman he could commit to, and that’s you.” He paused briefly. “Did you know he fell in love with you when you started Zack in the Boy Scouts? And he never so much as looked at another woman since.

	“Did you know he remodeled his house about three months after he met you? He hadn’t done much with it before. It was more like an empty shell with nothing but an old table and chairs, and a bed because he really didn’t have any interest in making it a home. But once he got to know you a little bit, found out what you tended to favor, then he changed it to something you might like. He made it a home for you and the boys, Holly. It was like he was just waiting for the right woman. Does that sound like someone who will run away someday?”

	“You know what that sounds like? Like he’s the same kind of arrogant jerk my ex-husband was. Lure me in with pretty promises, and then disappear when things get to be too real.”

	“You don’t know much about him then, not if that’s what you believe. I know Sam, and I know he takes his commitments seriously. He won’t make one if he can’t keep it.”

	“I’m sorry, I just can’t- I mean, I have my sons to think about,” she whispered, wishing she could believe him.

	“Just think about it, Holly. That’s all I’m asking you to do. Just think about what I’ve said. You know it’s the fair thing to do.”

	“Fair? Like Sam misleading me until I fell in love with him was fair?” she demanded, ending the question with a shout. “It would have been fair to have been given the option of whether or not I wanted to date a kid. But Sam didn’t seem to care about fairness then, did he?” She flung her door open and climbed out. “I’m sorry, Ed. I really am. But you know what, I’m not feeling very charitable right now. Thanks for the ride. I’ll send Jenna out.”

	“I think she’s planning on staying.”

	“Fine.”

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	When Ed returned to the Jensen’s, Sam was still sitting at the fire, statue still, looking like a man who had nothing to live for. All of the guys were keeping quiet company. In the same way that nothing he’d said to Holly had mattered to her at the moment, he supposed that nothing anyone said to Sam would make him feel any better either. Still, he had to try, he thought, as he straddled one of the fat logs set round about the fire pit.

	“Give her time, son. She’ll come around. I know she will.”

	“Yeah, right,” Sam murmured tonelessly. But he did look at Ed. “Was she okay when you dropped her off?”

	“Not really. She’s a stubborn little spitfire.”

	“What about the boys? Billy?”

	“He was still crying. I don’t think Zack said much of anything.”

	“I’ve ruined their lives.”

	“No, you haven’t,” Dan said firmly. “You’ve hit a rough patch. We all do. I told you about the night that Jess was going to leave me. That was pretty bad, too, but look at us today. Like Ed said, give her some time.”

	“I don’t think that a hundred years will be enough time for her to forgive me,” Sam said, his eyes bright with tears. “I’m going to go home now. I appreciate that you all want to help, but I really would just like to be alone, okay?”

	“You’re not going to do anything foolish, are you?” John asked, concerned for the welfare of his son.

	“No, Dad. Don’t worry. I’ll talk to you later.”

	He stood up like it was more effort than he wanted to make and walked slowly to his car. There they watched him pause, probably recalling the happier drive when Holly and the boys had been with him, before getting in and driving away. The sound of his engine must have caught the attention of the women because they filed out of the house to join the men.

	“Is he okay?” Gina demanded of her husband. He just shook his head sadly.

	 

	~~~~~

	 

	“Hi, sweetheart. It’s me. I just wanted to tell you goodnight. And to say that I love you, and I’ll be waiting if you ever change your mind. I miss you, Holly.”

	Tonight his soft voice didn’t say how much he loved and missed the boys. He’d said that last night. And the night before. But all five nights since the bonfire he’d been sure to tell her.

	After the first night Holly let her machine get it. She should have erased the message. Along with the others, but she hadn’t. No, that would be too easy. Instead she hit ‘Play’ and listened to it again. And then she listened to all of them a few more times, crying quietly so she wouldn’t disturb the boys. He always called after they were asleep. Of course after all this time, he knew their schedule.

	She supposed she could put a stop to it. If she insisted, he wouldn’t call anymore. But she wanted something to remember him by after she moved back home. The restaurant wouldn’t be her responsibility for much longer. Someone would buy the house eventually. Other than Jenna, and a few other acquaintances she’d made through the years, there was nothing to keep her here, so when Christmas vacation started, they would be moving to Ohio. Home, for her anyway.

	Not that the boys knew yet. The past few days had been rough on them. First she’d scared them Friday night with her meltdown, followed by a depression and lethargy so incapacitating that Jenna hadn’t left her side until the day before. So they had had more than enough turmoil for the moment. Maybe they’d all heal over the course of the next seven weeks. Doubtful, but miracles had been known to happen.

	Maybe Billy would be speaking to her by then. So far he hadn’t said a word to her since she’d torn him away from his ‘daddy.’ When he wasn’t crying, he was shut up in his room, inconsolable.

	How could something so beautiful become such a heartbreaking mess?

	
~~~~~

	 

	“You need to lock your door,” Darby said softly, startling Sam so bad he jumped. She sat a covered dish on the table in front of him. “Cal thought you might like some lasagna. It was leftover from a luncheon this afternoon.”

	“Sure. Thanks.”

	If not for his friends checking on him, and insisting he have something every day, he doubted he’d have eaten a thing since Holly walked out of his life. In a way he wished he had an appetite. It was a crime to waste Cal’s lasagna like this, as only a means of sustenance, and not as the culinary masterpiece it was.

	“Come on. Eat,” she prodded softly, sliding the plate closer to him and removing the cover. Garlic bread, broccoli and a fork were also beneath the foil.

	“I’m really not hungry,” he murmured in a feeble protest.

	“I really don’t care. You know the drill. I’m not leaving until you’ve eaten, friend, so give in gracefully and get busy, okay?” She sat down across from him, never taking her eyes from him. Like everyone else who’d been forcing him to go on, he knew she was serious.

	“Fine.” He picked up the fork and shoveled a bite in his mouth. He could have been eating wood chips for all the pleasure he got from the meal.

	“If it makes you feel any better, Holly is miserable, too, Sam.” It didn’t make him feel better at all and he whispered,

	“I never wanted to hurt her.”

	“I know, sweetie, I know.” She covered his hand with both of hers and just sat quietly with him for a while.

	 


CHAPTER 11

	 

	One more week. She only had to get through seven more days, and then the stress of McGinty’s would be off her shoulders. Only one of the burdens that weighed so heavily, but it was a huge one. Lyle had been sympathetic to her situation, and not minded at all when Holly told him she wouldn’t be able to work the evening shifts anymore. The boys needed her now.

	Well, Zack did. He was far more subdued than he’d ever been, but at least he didn’t hate her like Billy did. Nearly two weeks since the bonfire and her youngest son had still not forgiven her. His only bright spot had been the Boy Scout meetings she hadn’t had the heart to call a halt to. But Jenna was transporting them for her because she couldn’t bear the thought of seeing Sam.

	Wiping a weary hand over her eyes, she tried to focus on the paperwork on the desk in front of her. She wanted to make the transition for Lyle as easy as possible by having everything in order next Monday. At the rate she was going, she’d bankrupt him first.

	It hurt to think, or even attempt to concentrate. Truthfully, all she wanted to do was crawl in her bed and not get out until her heart had stopped hurting. Somehow, she doubted that would ever happen.

	“Holly?” Beth stuck her head in the door looking a little shaken up.

	“What’s the matter?” she asked, making an effort to shake herself out of the doldrums.

	“Someone is out front and demanding to see you. He’s scaring the customers.” And Beth, too, from the looks of things.

	“Where’s Lyle?”

	“He took the trash out. Bobby just ran to get him. Should I call the police?”

	“Send the guy back, Beth. Maybe I can calm him down. If not, then call the police.”

	“Are you sure?”

	“Not really, but we can’t have him frightening everyone can we?” A feeling of dread settling in her stomach, Holly got to her feet and braced herself for the worst.

	Only the worst was even worse than she’d ever imagined. Mike McGinty appeared in the doorway in a matter of seconds, a smile that sent chills down her spine on his still handsome face. Or what would have been a handsome face if his eyes hadn’t been so cold.

	“That’s quite a security system you have in place, Darlin,’” he drawled sarcastically, leaning against a file cabinet.

	“You need to leave, Mike. I said all I ever had to say to you the day you deserted your sons and I,” Holly said, looking him straight in the eyes. Wonderful. Her life already in a shambles, all she needed was her former husband showing up.

	“Well, what kind of a welcome is that, Darlin?’”

	“Stop calling me that.”

	“Don’t tell me you’re holdin’ a grudge now? How about forgive and forget? You used to be the sweetest thing on the planet, Holly. You couldn’t have changed that much in five years.”

	“Here’s a news flash for you, Mike. When you leave a pregnant wife with a four year old son, and a business you’ve run into the ground, not to mention a house and car you haven’t made payments on in two months, to run off with your mistress, you shouldn’t expect to be welcomed back with open arms.”

	“I suppose I can see your point. I was kind of a jerk back then, wasn’t I?” He pushed himself off the cabinet and ambled over to the desk, making his long frame comfortable in the armchair before it.

	Slick as ever, Holly fumed. He sat there, dressed in expensive charcoal slacks and a white silk shirt, the top three buttons unfastened, and she wondered if he was on the prowl again. His dark blond hair was spiky now, a change from the slicked back style he used to wear. How had she ever been taken in by his sly charms?

	“After all this time, what are you doing here? You signed away your rights to the boys and the restaurant. You have nothing here anymore.”

	“Well, that’s not exactly true, Holly. I was young and stupid, and I was thinking of maybe trying to get some visitation with my boys.”

	“They are not your boys.”

	“You didn’t get pregnant by yourself now, Darlin.’”

	“No, but I sure raised them by myself.” Oh, she just wanted him to leave. “You’re not going to get visitation, Mike. Go away.” But he didn’t move so much as a muscle.

	“You’ve really built this place up, Holly. Someone sent me an article about how successful it is, and that you’re selling it this month. Bet you’re making a pretty hefty profit on it aren’t you?” Ah. Now she knew why he was here.

	“That’s none of your business.”

	“Given that you wouldn’t have the business at all but for me, I think it is. And I think you owe me, Holly.”

	“Owe you what?” she nearly shouted. Only the thought of the customers not twenty feet away kept her from getting too loud.

	“Oh. I think half the profits would be fair.”

	“Sure. After you left me with nothing but debts? Only you could do something like that, and think you‘re due profits earned by my sweat. You‘re crazy if you think I’ll give you so much as a dime.” She laughed bitterly. “I still have two sons to raise and send to college.”

	“Maybe.” There was a hint of threat in his voice and her breath caught in her throat.

	“What?”

	“Here’s the deal, Holly. I’ve had a streak of bad luck this year. I figure you give me the money so I can make a fresh start, and I’ll be out of your hair quick as a wink.”

	“No.” 

	“No?” He smiled again and nodded. “Well there are other ways I suppose.”

	“Maybe you should look into them then.”

	“Sure are. I’ve done quite a bit of research on the internet and you know what, Holly? There’s quite a market for good looking little boys. And our boys sure have grown up pretty.” Holly felt the blood drain from her face. “Now you probably don’t bother with websites like the ones I’ve seen, but I’d be happy to show you. Is your computer online? Our boys could be famous as, oh, let’s call them models.”

	“Stop it!” This time Holly did shout. “You’re sick. A monster.” How could he even suggest such a thing?

	“You’re entitled to your opinion. But know this, Holly. I want cash, and I want it now. You can’t watch them every second of every day. And believe me, if I didn’t care what happened to them five years ago, I certainly don’t now.” He proceeded to tell her where they were this minute, who Zack’s teachers were, when he had lunch, music and gym class. When their scout meeting was, who their friends were. He even knew who their pediatrician was. Her knees gave out and she almost fell into her chair.

	“How much do you want?” she whispered, closing her eyes tightly, not able to even bear to looking at him. She winced when he named the sum. Exactly what Lyle would be paying her for McGinty’s. Apparently he’d invaded every area of her life.

	“It’s not like it’ll leave you hurting, Holly. That fiancé of yours is loaded. So why don’t you pay up like a good girl, and you’ll never see me again.”

	“I don’t have that kind of money right now.”

	“Bull.”

	“I don’t. We don’t close on the restaurant until the fifteenth.”

	“Fine. I can hang around that long. Maybe you could introduce me to the boys.”

	“You stay away from them!” she cried out.

	“Don’t be giving me orders,” he threatened, getting to his feet and resting his hands on the edge of the desk. He leaned closer. “Don’t try anything stupid either. Because I’ll turn up again someday like a bad penny. And when I do, no matter how old I am when I do, it won’t be you I’ll deal with, Holly. It’ll be your sons and your fiancé. That is a promise you can take to the bank. Are we clear on that, Darlin‘?”

	“Yes,” she whispered

	“I’ll be in touch, Holly. Good doing business with you.” With a mock salute, he walked out of her office, leaving her shaking like a leaf.

	“God, help me,” she begged, burying her face in her hands and crying.

	How could this be happening? After all this time, how could he have known? How could he threaten the boys like that? Just the thought of what he had insinuated made her skin crawl. How could any man, whether he loved his sons or not, consider doing anything to hurt them?

	Zack and Billy.

	She shot out of the chair and grabbed her purse. She had to get to them. What if he had headed to the school or daycare when he left? Passing Beth on the way out, she babbled something about an emergency and headed for Charlotte.

	
~~~~~

	 

	“I didn’t know who else to call,” Lyle mussed on the other end of the telephone.

	Sam had broken out in a cold sweat when he’d told him about the threats that Holly’s ex-husband had just made. Having listened outside the office door, Lyle had decided to follow Mike McGinty when he left. Now he was sitting in a parking lot across the road from a seedy motel on the outskirts of Lansing. He had Mike’s room and license plate numbers, which Sam had written down with a hand that shook.

	“I appreciate your telling me, Lyle. Trust me. I’ll take care of it. He won’t hurt Holly or the boys.” No matter what he had to do, they wouldn’t be harmed.

	“Thank you, Sam. If you could have heard the way he was talking to Holly- He even scared me.”

	“I can understand why. I’ll get on it right now, and I’ll let you know when it’s resolved.”

	“Thanks again.”

	Sam felt like putting his fist through a wall. Or through Mike McGinty’s face. Instead he dialed Ed’s cell phone, because sure as anything, he was going to need his help. If for no other reason than to keep Sam from putting Mike out of Holly’s misery…permanently. He might not be able to do anything for her ever again, but he would make sure that she and the boys were safe.

	
~~~~~

	 

	“You know I will lose my job if anyone finds out,” Ed reminded him as they wheeled into a parking space at the motel Mike McGinty was staying in.

	“I didn’t ask you to come along. I asked you for some advice on how to handle this,” Sam reminded him, turning the key off and dropping them into his jeans pocket.

	“Yeah, I know. But it sounded like too much fun to miss.” Sam glanced sharply at him. “Besides, I’m better at this kind of stuff than you are.”

	“Fun?”

	“It’s always fun shaking down a bully. Deep down they’re all a bunch of cowards, and I’d be lying if I didn’t admit to getting a kick out of it when their true colors start showing. When McGinty crumbles, you’ll enjoy it every bit as much as I will. Trust me.”

	“You wouldn’t be here if I didn’t. You’re sure this will work?”

	“I’m sure. McGinty is only brave when he can intimidate someone. Like a woman. When faced with a threat from real men he’s going to take off running with his tail between his legs.”

	“Good. Because if he doesn’t, you may be arresting me, coach.”

	“Na. You’re not that stupid. Besides, even if you were, I’m a cop. Unlike the idiots who write cop shows, I know how to hide a body. Not that I’ve ever had any experience, mind you.”

	Sam took a deep breath. Now that the moment was here, he was afraid. Afraid that Ed was wrong, and they might make things worse for Holly instead of better, and that was the last thing he wanted.

	“Calm down, kid. Breathe. Everything is going to be fine.”

	“I hope you’re right. We should have done this two days ago.”

	“Nope. This way we catch him off guard. And when we make him call Holly, it’s going to look a lot more legit. Like he’s had some time to think it over, feels bad, and is leaving town without the money. Only the three of us will know that he had a little, oh, let’s just call it motivation.”

	
~~~~~

	 

	“Hi, sweetie.”

	“Hi, Mom.” Holly found it difficult to work up any enthusiasm, even for her mother.

	“How are you doing?”

	“About the same.”

	She sat in her rocking chair in the parlor, staring at the answering machine. Hoping that Eileen would hang up before Sam’s nightly phone call. Hoping that she wouldn’t.

	“Holly, I checked on the rentals around town. Unless you want to move the boys to a cracker box apartment, you’re not going to be able to afford anything. Not in a decent neighborhood anyway.” The heaviness that had lodged in her heart for almost three weeks grew.

	“Then I guess we’ll have to go with an apartment, Mom.”

	“You know Zack and Billy aren’t going to adjust well to that. Not after being used to having the run of their own home,” she pointed out.

	“It sounds like you don’t want us to move back home,” Holly accused, then gasped when Eileen answered.

	“I don’t.”

	“What?”

	“I don’t want you to move home, my darling. Much as I’d love to see you every day, you’re making a mistake.”

	“I can’t believe you said that.” Now her own mother was against her.

	“Holly, I know you feel like Sam lied to you, and I guess, technically you could consider it a lie. But it was a lie with the best intentions.”

	“No it wasn’t. It was pure selfishness on his part,” Holly spat out. “Right now he wants to play at being a husband and father. But when he grows up, and he will grow up and mature, he’s not going to want to be saddled with a wife who is seven years older than he is. When I’m forty he’ll only be thirty-two.”

	“For a couple of months. You make it sound like you’ll be an old lady. Holly, listen. If it were you who were twenty-five and Sam who was thirty-two, would it matter so much?” When she didn’t answer, Eileen did it herself. “You know it wouldn’t, because there’s quite a double standard in our society, honey. A standard that says a younger man is nothing but a boy toy, and any woman who’s with him is a dirty old lady.”

	To her astonishment, Holly burst out laughing. Her mother using the term ‘boy toy?’ Now she’d heard everything.

	“It’s true. And you know it. You also know it’s wrong, Holly. I met the man. He is completely in love, and committed to you and the boys. There is no doubt in my mind. He’s the polar opposite of Mike.”

	Fury was clear in her voice. Holly had been forced to tell her what had happened with Mike and, like any devoted grandmother, Eileen wanted nothing more than to rid the world of him.

	“I know there’s no comparison between them, Mom. I do. But it doesn’t change the fact that Sam isn’t old enough to be their father.”

	“Maybe not in years. But he is in maturity. Holly, I think you need to take a little more time to think this through. If you don’t, I’m afraid you’re going to look back someday and realize that you made the biggest mistake of your life.”

	Holly was pretty sure her mother meant one of the many biggest mistakes she’d made.

	
~~~~~

	 

	“Room service,” Ed called out, rapping sharply on the door.

	“What?” Mike asked, opening the door a crack. “This joint doesn’t have room service.”

	“It does tonight.”

	In a quick move, Ed rammed his shoulder against the door, throwing them both into the room. Sam stepped in behind him, closing the door quickly. By that time Ed had Mike by the throat.

	“Who are you?” Mike demanded, gasping for a breath. Ed loosened his hold marginally.

	“That isn’t important. What matters is that we know who you are, and that you are trying to extort money that doesn’t belong to you from a friend of ours.”

	“I knew that little witch couldn’t keep her mouth shut!” Ed slammed him against the wall.

	“Watch your mouth. She didn’t say a word. She didn’t have to, scumbag. You weren’t very discreet when you made your request. Holly has more friends than you know. And we all look out for her.”

	“I just bet you do,” Mike sneered. “She got a little business going on the side, does she?”

	Sam, filled with rage, brought his fist back, but Ed caught it before it could connect with Mike’s face.

	“Hold on there, partner. Let’s see if we can reason with Mr. McGinty first, okay? Time enough for that later.” Ed brought his nose close enough that it was almost touching Mike’s. “Can you be reasoned with?” Mike shrugged.

	“Depends on what you want.”

	“We want you to give Holly a call. Tell her you’ve had a change of heart, and you’re sorry. Tell her you’re leaving town, never to return.”

	“Drop dead.”

	“Oh, someone might be dropping dead, but it won’t be us.” He reached into his coat and withdrew his pistol. Mike blanched.

	“You’re not going to use that,” he said brazenly, though a bead of sweat appeared on his upper lip, giving lie to his brave front. Ed looked back at Sam, nodding his head.

	“You were right. He is going to be difficult.” He managed, in one swift move, to turn Mike so that his arm was twisted up behind his back, saying to Sam, “Go open the trunk.”

	“Wait,” Mike stammered, as Sam made to move toward the door. “Just wait a minute, okay?”

	“Wait for what?”

	“You don’t want to do this,” Mike said, his voice shaking. Ed laughed.

	“Don’t we? You show up after all these years. You threaten our friend. You threaten her kids. Of course we want to do this.”

	“You’ll never get away with it.”

	“That’s where you’re wrong, boy.” Ed slammed him against the wall again, Mike’s face taking the brunt of the impact. “We will. You know why?”

	“W-why?”

	“Because we know how to hide bodies so they’ll never be found. Hey. Don’t you think that would make a great song?”

	“I think it’s already been done,” Sam drawled. “Twice, in fact.”

	“Oh well. It was a thought.”

	“So, am I opening the trunk or not?”

	“Sure. He’s just stalling. Let’s get this over with so I can get home in time for the news.”

	“Wait!” This time Mike was definitely panicked. “I’ll make the call. Just stop, okay?”

	“Hmm. You think he means it?” Ed asked.

	“I don’t know. Could be he’s just scared and looking for a way to get us out of his hair.”

	“No, I mean it. I’ll call her.”

	“And I suppose that after you make the call you’re going to have to leave town in a hurry, right?”

	“Yes- No- What do you mean, leave town?”

	“I mean pack your bags, get in your car, and let us follow you to the Iowa border. Because you have this sudden desire to head west, don’t you? Like to California or something.”

	“Uh- Yes. As a matter of fact I do.”

	“I thought that might be more to your liking. Figured you hated Michigan, right?”

	“Right.”

	“Okay. I guess we’ll just have to take you at your word then.” He jerked him across the floor and threw him on the bed. “Call her. You know the number, don’t you?”

	“Yes.” Mike was rubbing his arm and looking murderous. Sam picked the phone up and shoved it into his chest.

	“Dial it. Now,” he said through gritted teeth. He wanted to beat Mike McGinty to a bloody pulp so bad he could taste it.

	“It’s busy,” Mike muttered, replacing the receiver. Ed tapped him on the shoulder with the barrel of the gun.

	“Keep trying.”

	Bracing herself for his voice, Holly wrapped her arms around her waist and stood there staring at the machine. It didn’t register immediately that it was Mike’s voice she was hearing. Mike’s voice saying he’d been a jerk and that he knew he wasn’t entitled to any of the money from the sale of the restaurant. That the boys would always be safe from him because he was leaving the state for good.

	And then he hung up. After two days of terror, he was going away. Her knees refused to support her, and she sank into the rocking chair and burst into tears.

	
~~~~~

	 

	“It’s going to be a really long night,” Ed sighed as they pulled into yet another service station. “His bladder must be about the size of a walnut.”

	“I think he’s doing it just to tick us off,” Sam muttered.

	It was almost two-thirty in the morning. He’d missed making his nightly call to Holly. And he was stuck in the car following an extortionist wannabe across the state of Illinois. He watched Mike pull up near the door of the building and sprint inside. The grin he flashed their way served to annoy Sam even more than he already was.

	“Well, as long as we’re here, I think I’m gonna hit the head. You want some coffee?”

	“Yeah. Make sure you wash your hands first.” Ed rolled his eyes as he opened the door to get out.

	“Yes, Mommy.”

	Alone in the car, Sam let his head drop, resting it against the window and closing his eyes for a moment.

	How had his life turned from something so wonderful to something so miserable? He missed Holly so much he literally ached with it. Missing her voice on the answering machine tonight had been harder than he’d have believed possible. Nearly three weeks now, and she still didn’t want to see or speak to him. Everyone had been wrong. She wouldn’t get over it. Nor would she forgive him for what she considered a lie on his part.

	But this had been exactly why he hadn’t told her. As long as she hadn’t known, everything had been fine. Better than fine. Perfect, though that seemed like such an inadequate description of what they’d had.

	Squealing tires brought him out of his reflections in time to see Mike peeling out of the parking lot and headed away from the freeway. He sat up and started the car, ready to take off after him, only Ed wasn’t back yet. And even though he hustled out within seconds, by the time they hit the road, Mike McGinty had seemingly disappeared. Sam parked on the shoulder and slammed his fist into the steering wheel.

	“I can’t believe we lost him.”

	“Well, his taking off to the south is a good thing, though. It’s still heading away from Michigan,” Ed pointed out. He didn’t sound as confident as Sam would have liked.

	“You think he’ll keep going then?”

	“I don’t know. We scared the tar out of him.”

	“Yeah, I could tell by the smirk on his face going into the station that he was petrified.”

	“My guess is he figured he had one on us and that’s why he grinned, Sam. Trust me, we scared him at the motel. If he’s smart, he’s not going to risk having to deal with us again.”

	“I hope you’re right.” A sick feeling in his stomach told him they hadn’t seen the last of Holly’s ex-husband. But he didn’t know if that was something he could put his trust in or not, having had zero experience in dealing with trash like that.

	
~~~~~

	 

	He’d given up. He hadn’t called. After eighteen days, he’d had enough. Holly changed position in her bed, something she’d done about a hundred times throughout the past few hours. She couldn’t get comfortable. Mostly she couldn’t turn her thoughts off long enough to fall asleep.

	She’d known he would get tired of her one day. And it was a good thing it had happened so quickly. It would help her to get on with her life, not getting any more of those incessant phone calls. And it proved to her as nothing else could have, that she’d been right. That her decision had been a good one.

	It just didn’t feel so good at the moment. In fact, it felt really bad. But she would heal. Her heart would mend.

	“Maybe if I live to be a hundred,” she whispered to herself. Maybe by then Billy would forgive her, and Zack would have stopped tiptoeing around her, so quiet and subdued that it broke what was left of her heart.

	The rest of the night was a long one. Thank God it was Saturday, because if she’d had to go in to McGinty’s, she would have bawled like a baby. As it was, when she gave up the pretense of trying to sleep, it was all she could do to drag herself down the stairs.

	But she had to. The boys would be up soon, and she needed to get waffle batter mixed up and bacon frying. Life might be falling apart around her feet, but she had to make it as normal as possible for them.

	“Good morning,” she greeted Billy, who stumbled into the kitchen a short while later. As had become his habit, he only scowled at her on his way to the stool by the sink. “Do you want me to help you get a glass of water.”

	“No.”

	Holly had thought that life would be easier when her youngest son started talking to her again after nearly two weeks of silence. Except his curt one word answers, to direct questions only, were almost worse than not talking. Because she could hear his anger, and his pain, which hadn’t diminished at all. If anything, he was more miserable than he’d been when they’d left the bonfire.

	“Is your brother awake?”

	“Yes.” He took a couple of swallows, set the glass beside the sink, and headed to the living room.

	“Okay. Breakfast will be ready in about fifteen minutes.”

	Breakfast was the same sad affair that it had been for the past eighteen days. No one seemed inclined to talk, leaving Holly the chore of trying to converse alone. Zack, bless his heart, did try, but he was grieving the loss of Sam, too, and didn’t seem to care.

	“Mom?” They were clearing the table when his hesitant question came.

	“What, sweetie?”

	“Um-” He took a deep breath and let it out slowly, avoiding eye contact with her.

	“What is it, Zack?” she asked gently. “You know you can talk to me about anything.”

	“Well-” He turned around so that he was facing away from her, his head hanging down. “I- I signed me ’n Sam up for the lock in a long time ago, and my teacher said he needs my permission slip on Monday.”

	“Oh, Zack-” She’d forgotten all about it.

	“I know Sam probably won’t want to go with me now and, maybe you could write Mr. White a letter or something.”

	“Zack-”

	It was to be the first time he could actually participate in a father-son activity, and Holly could have wept at the disappointment he was feeling. She swallowed hard. She knew for a fact that the scout meeting was still the highlight of their week, because of Sam. And she knew that he was still treating them as though nothing had changed. Maybe-

	“If you still want to go, I could…call Sam and see if he’s still interested in taking you. Would you like that?”

	Zack turned around slowly, watching her face closely. Holly knew if he saw any trace of the misery she was feeling, he’d tell her no. So she smiled as brightly as she could, and hoped it was enough.

	“You wouldn’t mind?”

	“No, not at all. Why don’t you go watch some cartoons while I finish up here, and then I’ll give him a call.”

	“You won’t feel real bad?”

	“No. I’ll be fine. Now go, okay? I’ll let you know what he says after I talk to him.”

	Her hands shook as she loaded the dishwasher and wiped the table, counter and stove off. She’d never lied to her sons ever. But then maybe it hadn’t been a lie. She wouldn’t feel bad. She would feel horrible. And she would be fine, compared to other worse things that could happen. But she didn’t even want to think about what could possibly be so awful that it would make this situation seem fine.

	 

	 


CHAPTER 12

	 

	He could hear the ringing from what sounded like a tunnel. A long tunnel. Squinting an eye open and glancing at the clock told him that it was just past nine o’clock. He’d been in bed for about forty-five minutes. He reached out and tried to find the phone, finally pushing the talk button on the fourth ring.

	“Hello?” he mumbled, blinking rapidly to try and clear his vision. He didn’t hear anything on the other end and would be furious if this was a prank call. That in mind he said irritably, “Hello?”

	“Sam?” He recognized her voice instantly, sitting bolt upright in bed.

	“Holly?” he croaked, running his hand through his hair.

	“Yes. It’s me,” she told him reluctantly. “I’m calling for Zack.”

	“Zack?” Oh he wished he’d gotten more sleep. Any sleep. What was she talking about?

	“He reminded me that he’d signed the two of you up for the lock-in at school this Friday. He has to turn his permission slip in Monday morning and-” She sighed deeply. “He wanted to know if you were still interested in going with him.”

	“Going with him? Uh- Yes. Of course I’ll take him, Holly. I promised. And I keep my word.” He could have kicked himself. He hadn’t intended to say that. Not like that. All he needed was to make her angry by reminding her that she had broken hers to him.

	“I’ll let him know then,” she said, her tone clipped. “Thank you.”

	“Holly, wait. I’m sorry. Don’t hang up.” He tried to think of something, anything, to keep her on the line. “We’re going to need sleeping bags.”

	“I think I have some in the garage somewhere. I’ll dig them out and see if they’re still in decent shape. If they are, I’ll get them washed.”

	“Where in the garage?”

	“Up in the rafters, if I still have them.”

	“You shouldn’t be climbing around up there.”

	“I’ll be fine.”

	“Look, I’ll come over in about half an hour and get them myself.”

	“No, Sam, I don’t-”

	“I’ll see you in a little bit.”

	Much as it hurt, he quickly disconnected the call, and turned the phone off so she couldn’t get through if she tried calling back. Then he jumped out of bed and got dressed in record time, dashing into the bathroom to brush his teeth and comb his hair.

	
~~~~~

	 

	Holly was afraid she might fall apart, in a million pieces all over her kitchen floor. She wanted to run away from home. Or crawl in her bed to hide. She didn’t want to see Sam. It was hard enough to listen to his voice and not throw caution to the wind. But to actually have to see him again, face-to-face- Well, that was just asking too much.

	She leaned back against the wall and closed her eyes, breathing slowly and deeply to try to calm her nerves. All she managed to accomplish was to make herself lightheaded.

	“Stop it,” she told herself firmly. “You’re an adult, start acting like one.”

	After all, Charlotte wasn’t that big. She was bound to run into him at the grocery store, or somewhere else, before she moved home. She wouldn’t be able to panic or have a breakdown out in public, so she needed to be able to control herself for the few minutes he would be here.

	Right.

	This was doable.

	She took another deep breath, wiped her palms on the legs of her jeans, and walked purposefully into the living room.

	“Sam still wants to take you,” she managed to say with a tight smile, her voice neutral. “He’ll be here in just a little while to see if we still have those sleeping bags.”

	“Sam’s coming?” Billy demanded, the first time he’d actually initiated any sort of conversation since the night of the bonfire.

	“Yes he is.”

	“Yippee!” he shouted, jumping up from the floor and dancing around.

	“He won’t be staying, Billy.” Holly hated to burst his bubble, but she couldn’t let him believe it was anything other than what it was.

	And if Sam had any hopes that it would be more than just that, she wouldn’t waste any time in setting him straight either. Nor in letting him know that he couldn’t do this again. It wasn’t fair to the boys, not to mention either one of them, to drag things out. It just hurt too much.

	“But-”

	“I’m sorry, Billy. He’s only coming to see about the sleeping bags for the lock-in Friday night. That’s all. And then he‘s leaving.”

	“I hate you,” he muttered, throwing himself back on the floor and scowling at her. Zack, she noted, just looked at his lap.

	“Whatever,” she finally sighed, not sure what else to say to him. He probably did hate her right now.

	“I’ll be in the kitchen,” she told them both, turning to make her escape.

	“Mom?” Zack’s soft voice stopped her.

	“What?”

	“Thank you for calling- You know.”

	“You’re welcome, sweetie.”

	She was a horrible mother, she decided, pacing back and forth, waiting for Sam. First, she walked into a relationship without knowing all the facts. Then she got engaged, giving the boys a father figure for the first time in their memories, again, without knowing all of the facts. Finally, upon learning those facts, she’d torn them away from him, making their lives sad and miserable.

	But wasn’t it better to lose him now than a couple of years down the road? When Sam would realize what a mistake he’d made? When they would all love him even more than they already did? Wasn’t ending it now the intelligent, more compassionate choice?

	Of course it was. But if it was, why did it have to be so hard?

	“Sam’s here!” Billy shrieked from the other room. Holly stood stock still, unable to force her feet to move in the direction of the front door. All she could do was stare at the doorway, wishing she were anywhere but in her kitchen, yet grateful she wasn’t anywhere else.

	Her heart started pounding when she heard his voice in the other room. For the first time in eighteen days, the man she loved was in her house – and she couldn’t – wouldn’t – have him in her life.

	Holly thought her chin would hit the floor when the three of them walked into the kitchen. Zack held his hand while Billy clung to his leg like a lifeline. But that hadn’t captured her attention as much as how awful Sam looked.

	He’d lost some weight, and he was so pale. It looked like he hadn’t slept in ages. As the old saying went, he looked like death warmed over.

	“Holly,” he whispered, looking at her like he was starved for the sight of her. She hardened her heart against him, forcing herself to look at the door leading to the garage.

	“You’ll have to get the ladder off the wall in order to get up into the rafters,” she told him, hating the tremor in her voice. “If I still have them, they’ll be up there. If they are, and they’re not moth eaten, I’ll take them to the laundromat after work tomorrow.”

	“I can do that,” he said quietly. “I don’t have anything pressing going on.”

	“No. You don’t-”

	“Holly, I want to do it, okay? I don’t have enough things to do to take my mind off…things.”

	“Fine. But it may be a moot point since we don’t even know if they’re here.”

	“I’ll have a look then.”

	The boys practically begged to go with him, and Holly just shrugged her shoulders. She couldn’t make herself say no. Didn’t even want to, in fact. They would only see Sam four or five more times before she took them back to Ohio, after which they would never see him again.

	“And neither will you,” she reminded herself as the door closed behind them.

	Why did that thought bother her so much all of the sudden? Wasn’t that precisely why she was moving so far away? So that she wouldn’t have to risk being hurt every time she happened to run into him? But why was the thought of never seeing him again so excruciatingly painful?

	Feeling tears on her face, Holly turned and ran to the bathroom. She couldn’t let Zack or Billy see her crying. And she absolutely couldn’t let Sam.

	
~~~~~

	 

	As soon as the door closed behind them, Billy started to cry. Sam knelt down to hold him. He drew Zack against his shoulder when he saw tears in his eyes, too, figuring if he didn’t get the situation under control quickly, he’d lose it, too. Then they’d all be in trouble.

	“Hey. Hey, guys, it’s okay.”

	“No it’s not,” Billy sobbed against his neck. “You were gonna be my daddy.”

	“Billy.” Sam’s heart felt like it broke in two in that moment. Again. Billy reacted the same way at each of the scout meetings he’d come to the past three weeks, and each time Sam felt helpless, and angry, and guilt ridden. “Shh. Shh. It‘s okay.”

	“But- But I want you to be my daddy.”

	“I don’t know if that’s going to happen now,” he soothed, gently rubbing the sturdy little back. “But if it doesn’t, I can still be your friend, can’t I?” After a few seconds he felt him nod just a little. “Right, Zack?” He nodded, too.

	“It won’t be the same, though.”

	“No, it won’t. But it will be better than nothing,” Sam said, trying to sound more upbeat than he felt.

	“Even after we move?” Zack wanted to know.

	“You’re moving?” Sam asked, shifting around so he could look at him. “Why would you be moving now?”

	“Mom wants to move by Grandma.”

	“To Ohio?”

	“Uh-huh. Me and Billy don’t want to go, but she says we gotta.”

	Sam felt like someone had slugged him. He was having trouble drawing a breath, and his lungs felt like they might explode. It was a good thing he’d knelt in front of the step down into the garage, because he fell back slightly and wound up sitting on it.

	No. She couldn’t move that far away! What hope did he have of ever winning her back if she was living in Ohio?

	
~~~~~

	 

	By the time they walked back into the kitchen, Holly had made progress in pulling herself together. So what if her eyes were red and Sam felt guilty? He should. If he’d been up front with her from the beginning, all of this could have been avoided. But he seemed to be reeling from something, an air of hopelessness that hadn’t been there minutes before was clearly evident now.

	Obviously the boys had told him about the upcoming move.

	To his credit he didn’t bring it up, only looked at her as though he’d never see her again which, if she had her way about it, he wouldn’t, because it just hurt too much for her to see him.

	“Did- Um- Did you find the sleeping bags?” she asked, finally breaking the silence.

	“No. I guess you threw them away,” he murmured tonelessly. “I’ll see if Dad or Jon has a couple we can borrow.”

	“If they don’t, I’ll pick some up later in the week.”

	“No. I should have some on hand anyway,” Sam told her, not meeting her eyes. “Sometimes the guys and I do things like camping.”

	“Which is why you don’t have a sleeping bag of your own?” she asked sarcastically.

	“Holly, let me do this. Please?”

	“Fine. Thank you.” The words were hard to get out past the lump in her throat. “You’ll pick Zack up by six-thirty on Friday?”

	“Yeah. I’ll be here.”

	“Well thank you.”

	“Holly-” She knew he was going to try and she just couldn’t handle it.

	“Don’t. Please, Sam. Just don’t.” He looked miserable, but nodded his head.

	“All right.” Squatting down he hugged each of the boys, who had started crying and clinging to his neck. Holly felt like the wicked stepmother and had to walk out of the room. But she hadn’t walked so far that she didn’t hear Billy sob,

	“I hate her! I wanna live with you, Daddy.” Her heart ached at the words.

	“Billy, don’t ever hate your mom,” Sam said gently. “You have the greatest mom in the world, and she’s just trying to do what’s best for you.”

	“I want you to be my daddy.”

	“I know. And I wish I could be. But your mom doesn’t think that would be a good thing anymore. Someday-” She heard his voice crack. “Someday she’ll find you the best daddy in the world, and then you’ll be glad you didn’t get stuck with me.”

	“No. I don’t want another daddy. I want you.”

	“Billy.” He was soothing him now, trying to make her son accept what could not be changed. “I’ll always be your friend. I promise. Look, so-sport, I have to go, okay? But I want you to promise me that you won’t hate your mother anymore. If you love me, then you be nice to her. I mean it.”

	“But-”

	“No buts. You be nice and make me proud of you.”

	“Okay,” he wept.

	“Promise?”

	“Uh-huh. I promise.”

	“Good boy. And I’ll see you both Thursday night, right?”

	“Yes,” Zack whispered.

	“Okay. Give me another hug and then I really have to go.”

	She couldn’t look at him when he walked by and out the front door to his car. Out of her life again. She sank into her rocker and began to cry. It wasn’t long before she felt two small, chubby arms around her neck, then two longer, thinner ones. She gathered her boys’ close and heard Billy whisper,

	“Don’t cry, Mama. I’m sorry.”

	
~~~~~

	 

	“She’s moving to Ohio,” Dan told Jess, hanging up the phone and re-joining her and Kate at the table. They had just been finishing lunch when Sam called.

	“Is he all right?” she asked, casting him a worried glance as she wiped Kate’s face, then plucked her from the high chair.

	“No.” Dan was worried, too. “He sounds about as low as I’ve ever heard him.”

	“Do you need to go over there?”

	“Probably. He did say he was going to try to get a little sleep. He and Ed were up all night making sure her ex left the state.”

	“So he’s exhausted, too. That can‘t help.”

	“Nope.” He popped the last piece of bacon in his mouth, chewed and swallowed, then snapped, “I can’t believe she’s moving a couple hundred miles away just to get away from him.”

	“Dan-”

	“No. You know what? Maybe Sam should have been up front about his age, but it’s not like he’s twelve years old and she’s fifty. It’s seven stupid years. I’d really like to go over there and beat some sense into her.”

	“Dan!” his wife gasped. “That’s a horrible thing to say.”

	“At least I’m only saying it. It’s not like she doesn’t deserve it. Holly is making all of them miserable. Sam said both the boys were crying when he left.”

	“I’ll bet Holly was crying, too.”

	“Yeah? I hope so. She deserves it.” Jess glared at him.

	“No she doesn’t. She’s had a tough time, Dan. Her parents disowned her for marrying her ex. Then the creep left her when Zack was only four and she was six months pregnant with Billy. For a younger woman. You don’t know what that kind of thing does to someone’s self-esteem. It makes it hard to trust. If her husband, who was close to her own age left her for a younger woman, why wouldn’t Sam do the same thing someday?”

	“Sam wouldn’t do that,” Dan growled. “He loves her.”

	“You know that, and I know that. But look at it from Holly’s perspective. Really look at it, Dan. She’s scared. She loved and trusted her husband, and where did that get her? Now she sees that Sam lied to her, and technically he did. You know it as well as I do. By hiding his age, it was a lie of omission. I don’t blame her for needing time to come to terms with it.”

	“And you think she’ll come to terms with it in Ohio?”

	“No, I don’t. What I do think is that she‘ll regret it for the rest of her life if she goes.”

	
~~~~~

	 

	Sam couldn’t ever remember being so tired. He’d tried to sleep. He honestly had, but by the time Dan had shown up that afternoon, behaving like a worried parent, he had only managed to doze for about five minutes before a nightmare jerked him awake. After that he thought that maybe it would be better to not try to sleep again for a while.

	And now that it was pushing ten o’clock he knew he couldn’t put it off much longer, nightmares or not. It was just not humanly possible for him to stay awake forever. As it was he’d been up close to thirty-six hours with less than an hours sleep.

	Still, he sat on the porch swing staring at the stars and shivering in his coat. The November air was frigid, and he hoped it would help make him so exhausted he’d have a dreamless night. Finally, he got to his feet and walked inside, his steps slow. If he didn’t go now, he’d wind up sleeping outside and probably wind up with pneumonia. That would mean disappointing Zack…and he wouldn’t do that for the world.

	
~~~~~

	 

	Holly couldn’t sleep.

	She’d lain in bed, exhausted, for hours now. A glance at the clock told her it was nearing two a.m. But she kept seeing Sam’s face, and wished with everything in her that she could believe he would still be around in twenty years. When she was fifty-two and he was only forty-five. A man in the prime of his life shackled to a woman who was entering the downhill slide, well on her way to becoming a senior citizen.

	Their separation was wearing on him. She’d seen it in his eyes. He honestly believed he had what it took to be the man of their family. At twenty-five years old, with a step-son only sixteen years his junior.

	But she had to admit that he was good with the boys, patient and loving. In truth, he’d done more father-like things with the both of them than Mike had ever done with Zack alone. If she could find a way to add the time, she would probably find that Sam had spent more time with them in one week than Mike had with Zack in four years.

	“Stop it,” she commanded herself. If she didn’t, she was going to talk herself into taking a chance. Into trusting that he would be there.

	As hard as she tried to stop them, the arguments just kept rolling around her mind.

	He had waited for more than a year for her to notice him, not dating anyone else the entire time, not realizing that she’d noticed him right off.

	And he was a scout leader, for heaven’s sake. What man his age, what single man his age, so patiently devoted his time to kids like Sam, and had been doing it every week for over two years now? A dependable man, that’s who, she acknowledged. A man who cared about the welfare of others above his own.

	Nothing like Mike, who only thought about Mike. Mike couldn’t even give his own son the time of day unless he was showing him off to his peers, yet Sam gave countless hours of his time, usually with underprivileged kids. Kids who had no fathers, or fathers who worked long hours, or were negligent. Like Zack and Billy. Like Zack and Billy, whom he wanted to adopt.

	Sam was nothing at all like Mike, she thought again. Mike, who had had at least one affair and not lost a moment of sleep over it, facing her with an innocent smile every day. Then there was Sam, who had obviously spent many sleepless nights over the last two and a half weeks.

	“What am I doing?” she exclaimed, sitting up and reaching for the bedside phone.

	Not caring about the hour, she dialed Sam’s number with hands that trembled.

	
~~~~~

	 

	He didn’t know how many times the phone had rung before the noise penetrated his sleep clouded brain. But it rang three more times as he fished around the floor trying to find where it had landed when he knocked it off the nightstand.

	“Hello?” he mumbled into the receiver. There was no response. “Hello?” Still none. He pulled it away from his ear and squinted at it. Oh. Upside down. Righting it he said a little more clearly now, “Hello?”

	“Sam?”

	“Holly?” Nothing like her voice to bring him fully awake. Or as awake as he could be after- He glanced at the clock. Maybe three hours sleep this time.

	“Sam, I’m sorry,” he heard her crying softly.

	“Sorry for what?” he asked, clearing his throat.

	“For everything. I was wrong. I was so wrong. I love you and I’m sorry for hurting you.”

	“Holly?” His breath caught in his throat, hope welling up inside of him. “What are you saying?”

	“I’m saying that if you can forgive me, and still want me, I still want to marry you.”

	“Oh thank God,” he breathed, sagging back on his pillow. “Yes. Yes, I love you, and I’ll always want you, Holly. Always.”

	“I wish you were here.”

	“I can be there in ten minutes. Is that soon enough?”

	“Sam, it’s late-”

	“I don’t care. Do you want me there?”

	“Yes. Please?”

	“All right then. Give me one minute to get dressed and then call me back on my cell, okay?”

	“Okay. I love you.”

	“I love you.”

	Reluctantly, he pressed the off button and leapt from his bed, needing to grab hold of the headboard to steady himself. No doubt he would have to drive carefully because tired as he was, he probably shouldn’t be behind the wheel of his car. But Holly loved him, and still wanted to marry him, and he was going to her before she could talk herself out of it again.

	In record time, he stepped into his jeans and sneakers, and then pulled on a sweater and was heading for the front door, not bothering with a coat, when his cell phone rang.

	“Hey, you,” he greeted, shivering as he climbed into his car.

	“Hi.” She sounded shy now and he smiled, throwing the shifter in gear and heading for her house.

	“Can I ask you what changed your mind?” he asked after a couple of moments of silence.

	“I just remembered all the reasons I can trust you.”

	“I’ll never betray that trust,” he promised. He could see the lights from the first intersection in town up ahead, maybe half a mile in the distance. Almost there. The drive had never taken so long.

	“I know. And I think I knew it at the bonfire. It’s just-” She hesitated as he came to a stop at the flashing light then turned right.

	“What?”

	“Are you sure my age won’t bother you when we get older?” Sam laughed softly, hanging a left onto her street. Just six more blocks now.

	“Your age will never bother me. Even when we celebrate our fiftieth ann-” He heard her inhale sharply. “What? What’s wrong? Are you hurt?”

	“Sam!” she was whispering frantically now. “A window broke downstairs.” Another gasp. “Someone is unlocking- They’re opening the door!”

	“Oh, God-” Sam floored the gas pedal. “Holly. Get to the boys room and lock the door. Take the phone with you and call 911. Now! I’m just a couple of blocks away. Call the police!”

	It seemed like forever, but it could only have been seconds before he was careening over the curb, coming to an abrupt stop at her porch. He left the car at a run, bursting in the front door as a shadowed form, heading up the first couple of stairs, turned and lunged for him. The impact sent them both crashing into a table.

	
~~~~~

	 

	Holly heard a horrendous clatter from downstairs, and then the sounds of a fight. Sam was down there protecting her and the boys while she cowered behind a locked door, safe from harm. Quickly she shook Zack awake and whispered,

	“Someone is downstairs. Lock the door and don’t open it for anyone but me. Understand?” He nodded, barely awake, but did as she commanded.

	Now what to do? All the boys sporting equipment was in the garage, so grabbing something like a ball bat was out of the question. But she did have a heavy cut glass vase on her dresser. Running as fast as she could she grabbed it, then pounded down the stairs.

	In the darkness she could see two shapes fighting for all they were worth. The sounds of fists connecting with flesh and the grunts that followed each impact, made her stomach roil, but she couldn’t tell which one was Sam. Another crash sounded, a lamp, she thought, and she skirted around them for the light switch.

	They were all blinded by the brightness for a moment. When her vision cleared she saw Mike, face bloodied, holding long knife, trying to slash Sam, who jumped back, but not before Mike slashed him across his side. Holly screamed, drawing their attention briefly.

	“Get back upstairs!” Sam shouted, ignoring his wound and circling around Mike. In the distance, she heard sirens and prayed the police would arrive soon.

	“Mike, leave him alone,” she screamed, when he lunged again, this time slicing Sam’s forearm. “No!”

	With all her might, she threw the vase at his head – and missed, shattering the picture window instead. It distracted him long enough for Sam to get in a blow to his chin, but Mike wasn’t fazed and lashed out again with the knife. Blood spurted from another gash on Sam’s side. This time she threw herself at Mike, sending him against the wall.

	Recovering from the surprise almost instantly, he hit Holly so hard just under her eye that she finally knew what people meant when they said they saw stars. Sam caught her as she stumbled backwards and quickly, but gently, lowered her to the floor before plowing into Mike with his shoulder.

	The police burst into the room at that point and in an instant, pulled both of the men apart, as rough with Sam as they were with Mike. Even though Holly knew they were trying to protect her, and didn’t know whose blood covered who, she shrieked at them to be careful, crawling over to Sam.

	“Oh no. Oh no,” she sobbed, against his chest. “Don‘t hurt him. He was trying to save me.” She pointed at Mike. “He was trying to kill us. Oh please call an ambulance!”

	“Holly.” Sam was trying to get her attention, but his voice was weak.

	She pressed his uninjured arm against the cut on his left side, pressing it tightly as she tried to find something to stem the flow of blood from the other side, as well as from the gash on his arm. “Can someone please get a towel? Please!”

	“Holly-” She ignored him, grabbing the towel an officer handed her. She balled it up, placed it on his side, applying as much pressure as she dared.

	“Don’t die. Oh, God, please don’t die.”

	“Holly, stop. Call Jenna. You can’t let the boys see us like this. She needs to look after the boys. Holly, call her.”

	It took a moment for what he’d said to sink in, before she really looked at Sam, then herself. Her nightgown and his shirt were covered with his blood, his face battered and bruised. Given the throbbing along the side of her face, she’d be willing to wager that she was developing a colorful bruise of her own.

	She struggled to pull herself together and give Jenna’s number to an officer, who offered to make the call for her. After explaining the situation, he hung up and told her that her friend was on the way, then offered to wait for her if Holly wanted to ride in the ambulance.

	“Yes I want to go with him,” she wept, praying the sirens she heard this time belonged to the rescue squad.

	
~~~~~

	 

	Jenna actually arrived in her nightclothes before the paramedics wheeled Sam out to the ambulance, paling when she saw the blood everywhere. Holly told her where the key to the bedroom door was, and that she should tell the boys she loved them and would see them in the morning. And that they shouldn’t worry.

	“I will. Holly, stop looking so scared,” Jenna said, hugging her close. “He’s going to be okay. He will.”

	“He has to be.” She watched them strap him to the gurney and lift it. “I don’t want to live without him, Jen.”

	“You won’t have to. Now go. And keep me posted, okay?”

	“I will. Pray for him. And call his folks. They need to know.”

	“I will. Go.”

	 


CHAPTER 13

	 

	Holly had apologized profusely to John and Gina, but even though they were very gracious about their son nearly being killed in an attempt to save her, she huddled by herself in a corner away from them. She didn’t deserve their kindness, or any offered from the others who trickled into the waiting room. If Sam died, it would be following eighteen days of misery that she put him through, all because she’d been too stupid to see him for what he was, which was a man willing to lay his life on the line to protect those he loved.

	She couldn’t seem to stop the tears that flowed without ceasing. Would the fact that he was run down from not eating or sleeping for so long affect his recovery from the vicious attack? If he recovered, of course. He could die, and it would all be her fault. She wrapped her arms around her waist, bending forward to rest her forehead on her knees.

	As sobs began to shake her, she felt a hand begin to gently rub her back.

	“He’s not going to die,” Gina told her softly. “He’s got too much to live for, so you just stop thinking that way, young lady.”

	“It’s my fault he’s in there,” Holly whispered, unable to find her voice.

	“How do you figure that?”

	“Because he wouldn’t have been hurt if I hadn’t called him.”

	“Why did you call him, Holly? To come and save you?”

	“No! I wouldn‘t have put him in danger like that.”

	“Then why?”

	“To tell him I was wrong and that I loved him.”

	“So he came over so you two could make up.”

	“Make up?” she laughed harshly. “Yeah right. He didn’t do anything to make up for. It was me, my doing that that we’ve been apart. He was coming because I finally started using the brains God gave me to see what I would lose if I lost him. And now I might anyway.”

	“Sam wasn’t entirely innocent,” she heard Jon say. All the guys had come. Jenna had also called Ed, who spread the word. “We all told him it wasn’t fair to you to keep you in the dark about his age. That was his choice.”

	“Because he knew I’d be unreasonable about it, and I was.”

	“Maybe you did react a little more, um, strongly than the situation warranted,” Gina conceded, “but then no one has ever walked in your shoes before, so we really can’t judge, Holly. Perhaps if we’d lived through what your husband did-”

	“Ex-husband,” she corrected adamantly.

	“All right. If we’d lived through what your ex-husband put you through, we might have felt the same way. The fact remains, what happened has happened. You can’t change it, and you cannot take the blame. Mike McGinty has some serious mental issues that only he is responsible for.”

	“Like being a narcissistic butthead,” Ed said, walking into the waiting room. “Did you tell them about his threat against the boys, Holly? That he was going to kidnap them and use them to make money through child pornography if you didn’t hand him the money from the sale of McGinty’s?” She heard gasps around the waiting room. Holly looked up at him.

	“How did you know?” she whispered.

	“Lyle overheard him and called Sam. We spent all of Friday night following him out of state, but we lost him. I thought we’d put the fear of God into him and he was hightailing it far away from Michigan. Unfortunately I was wrong about that.” He shook his head as though unable to believe he could make an error of that magnitude.

	“Sam knew about-” Holly’s eyes widened.

	After spending a night trying to keep her sons safe, he probably hadn’t slept at all when she’d called him about the lock-in. Yet he’d come over immediately, only to have her treat him as though his feelings were unimportant. And then he’d forgiven her immediately when she called him, coming to her without hesitation, only to wind up saving her life at great risk to his own.

	“I don’t deserve him,” she whispered, agonizing over what she’d put him through. Gina sighed deeply.

	“You do. And you’re going to pull yourself together so that when he’s out of recovery, you can go to him with a smile. Do you understand me, Holly?”

	“I-”

	“Ed, I hope you have some clothes for her in that case you’re holding.”

	“Sure do. Jenna told me she’d need them. Was she ever right about that.”

	“Took you long enough to get here,” Jon observed. Ed looked at him and scowled.

	“For your information, I helped Jenna clean the mess up. The broken glass from her picture window was all over the floor. And then I had to go get some plastic to cover the hole in the wall.”

	“I’ll give Chris a call later and we’ll get it fixed this morning,” Jon told him. Holly could have wept again at everyone’s kindness.

	“Come on,” Gina commanded, rising to her feet and taking the small suitcase from Ed. “Let’s get you cleaned up and ready to see Sam. I’m sure they won’t be much longer.”

	“But what if the doctor comes out-”

	“Then someone will come and get us.” She tugged on Holly’s hand, leading her down the hall to a private restroom. “I’ll wait out here for you.”

	
~~~~~

	 

	Holly’s breath caught in her throat when she caught sight of herself in the mirror. The front of her nightgown had several large bloodstains, which alone looked bad enough. But her face- Her cheek was swollen from where Mike had slugged her, it and the area around her eye was now a brilliant shade of purple. Dark enough that she doubted even a Hollywood makeup artist could hide it.

	But she couldn’t worry about that now. She quickly rid herself of the gown, and looked around for paper towels with which to clean herself a little. All she found was a wall mounted dryer, so she made do with a couple of wet wipes she kept in her purse for emergencies, grateful that Jenna had had the foresight to send that along, too. Finally, having done the best she could, she opened the case, where she found a washcloth laying on top of the small stack of clothes. Her friend thought of everything.

	With a self-conscious laugh, she wet it and washed away the last traces of blood. Less than five minutes later, she joined Gina back in the hall, wearing jeans and a sweater. No shoes though, but thick socks had been included, so Jenna thought of almost everything.

	“Now we’ll get you some coffee and something to eat.”

	“Oh, no. I couldn’t. Thank you anyway.”

	“I’m not taking no for an answer,” Gina grinned at her. “You’ll have to get used to my interfering ways, Holly. I will love you like my own daughter, but I will do what’s best for my son, and I know that he’d want you fed, so we’ll feed you.”

	“Gina, it’s only four o’clock. I never eat this early.”

	“So today you will. I’m not talking about a ten course meal. Just coffee and a sandwich out of the machine. No arguments.”

	
~~~~~

	 

	“The family of Sam Jensen?” A distinguished looking man asked from the doorway. It was four-forty-five a.m. The Jensen‘s, Dan, Jon, Cal, Darby, Ed and Holly all jumped to their feet. The doctor chuckled. “Big family. Go ahead and sit back down.” He sat in a vacant chair across from them and smiled.

	“How is our son?” John asked the question they all wanted an answer to.

	“Sam is going to be just fine,” the doctor told them. “His wounds were mostly superficial, although he does have a fractured rib. It only took an hour or so to stitch him up.”

	“What took so long then?” Ed demanded. “You’ve been working on him for more than two hours.”

	“As I started to explain,” came the patient response, “a couple of police officers insisted on speaking with him. I guess the attacker cast some doubt as to Mr. Jensen’s role in the altercation, and they needed to clear it up. As the attending physician I felt I should be there with him. Unfortunately, in the confusion no one bothered to let you know what was going on.”

	“You allowed them to question him so soon after surgery?” Gina gasped.

	“Well, we didn’t actually have to do surgery. Just stitch him up. In fact, whenever you’re ready, you can take him home.”

	“Shouldn’t you keep him overnight?” Holly demanded, unable to believe that he was going to be sent home. She’d witnessed firsthand his injuries, and they were bad, at least in her opinion.

	“Not unless you want us to,” the doctor teased.

	“But- There was so much blood.”

	“It sure looked like it, but honestly, he’s going to be fine. He’ll be pretty sore for a while. Other than that though, I promise you, he’s okay. Eventually even his scars won’t even be all that noticeable.”

	“Can we see him now?” John wanted to know.

	“Absolutely. We’ll need a couple of you there while the nurse goes over the discharge order. The others will have to be patient for another few minutes. Come on.” No one moved, though everyone looked at Holly.

	“Go ahead,” she urged his parents. It was one of the hardest things she’d ever forced herself to say. “I can wait.”

	“In another month, you’ll be first in line anyway,” John said with a smile. “Go on with Gina, Holly. I’ll wait.”

	“No, he’s your son-” The doctor burst out laughing.

	“We’ll break the two visitor limit for you. All three of you come with me. I’m not about to keep parents out, and since Sam has specifically been asking for Holly, she needs to be there, too. Although looking at your face, young lady, I don’t think he’s going to be too happy.”

	“I’ll bet,” Holly said wryly. “I don’t think he actually planned to marry someone who looks like she went the distance with Ali.”

	“I think he meant Sam isn’t going to be very happy to see what Mike did to you,” Dan assured her with a quick hug.

	“Exactly. Now if we can get moving here, you’ll all be able to head home shortly.”

	
~~~~~

	 

	If he weren’t so sore Sam would be pacing the small cubical. Other than the few minutes with her in the ambulance, he hadn’t been able to make sure everything was okay with Holly. As far as their relationship was concerned certainly, but most importantly, to see how she was doing after Mike’s attack. If someone didn’t tell him something soon, he was simply going to leave. In fact, he wasn’t even going to wait.

	He’d just eased himself off the small, uncomfortable bed when the door opened and there she was. Tears filled his eyes when he saw her beautiful face, bruised and swollen.

	“Oh, Sam,” she whispered, beginning to cry. He opened his arms and she walked into them, touching the wide strips of gauze wound around his waist. Holding her carefully, he kissed her hair and said,

	“I’m okay. How are you feeling, Nolan?”

	“Nolan?”

	“Nolan Ryan. You know, the best pitcher in the history of baseball.”

	“What?” She looked up at him in confusion and he laughed softly.

	“The way you lobbed that vase at Mike, you should try out for the major leagues, sweetheart.”

	“Oh.” He watched her cheeks turned pink. “I missed.”

	“Yeah, but you took the window out like that.” He snapped his fingers.

	“I did do that, didn’t I? How are you feeling?”

	“Great.”

	“Yeah, right.”

	“Holly, you’re here. I’m holding you. How could I feel anything else but great?”

	“I do love you.”

	“I love you.”

	“We love you, too,” Gina reminded him with a smile.

	“Mom. I’m sorry.” He honestly hadn’t seen anyone but Holly. And there was his father, too.

	“It’s okay. Mom’s just teasing. We just wanted to see for ourselves that you were okay, and now we’re going back to the waiting room with everyone else. We’ll see you there.”

	“Everyone is here?”

	“Of course they are. Would you expect anything else?”

	“No. I guess not.” But for once he wished that no one but Holly was here. He’d missed her so much that he didn’t want to be with, or talk to, anyone but her – and he didn’t care how rude it made him look either. When his folks started out of the door, he was relieved.

	“Hold it,” Gina exclaimed, stopping so suddenly that John nearly tripped over her. “What happened to your shirt and coat?”

	“I guess they tossed the sweater. And I was in such a hurry to get to Holly I didn’t grab my coat.”

	“Here,” John said, stripping his flannel shirt off. Beneath it he wore a thermal undershirt. “You can wear my coat home.”

	“Thanks, Dad. But the shirt will be enough.”

	“You’ll take my coat,” he said in a tone that meant arguing would be a waste of his time.

	“Thanks. I appreciate it.”

	“See you in a few.”

	And then they were alone. Sam would like nothing better than to stand there holding Holly for the rest of his life. 

	“I don’t suppose I could persuade you to move the wedding up to this morning, could I?” he murmured against her hair.

	“If you’re up for a red-eye to Vegas, so am I.” From the tone of her voice he would have guessed she was serious.

	“If I thought you meant it, we could apply for the license and get married on Wednesday. Then we could have a reception on December fifteenth – if your mom wouldn’t mind.”

	“I don’t care if she does, Sam. I don’t want to be apart from you anymore. Besides, she’s told me often enough over the last two and a half weeks that I was making a mistake.”

	“Really?”

	“Yes. She even told me she didn’t want me to move back home because she was afraid I’d regret it.”

	“I knew I loved your mother.”

	
~~~~~

	 

	After napping in the recliner until early afternoon, Sam woke to find Holly sitting on the sofa writing furiously in a notebook.

	“Did you get any sleep at all?” he asked quietly, not wanting to startle her.

	“Some.” She got up, bending down to kiss him. “Are you hungry?”

	“Starving, actually.” And he was. For the first time since the bonfire, he was hungrier than he could remember being in a long time.

	“You’re in luck. Cal stopped by with some stroganoff and homemade rolls. It’ll just take me a minute to warm them up.”

	“Let me put this thing up and I’ll come with you.” He caught her hand before she could head for the kitchen.

	“No, you can just sit there and rest.”

	Uh-uh. I don’t want to let you out of my sight.” Holly smiled and helped when it became obvious that pushing on the arms of the chair was putting stress on his wounds. “I don’t think I’m going to be doing much of that for a while. I guess I’m turning into a wimp in my old age.” She tugged gently on his hands to help him to his feet, and he promptly drew her against his chest.

	“We’re not going to get your lunch like this,” she murmured, resting her head just under his chin and sighing. She was finally back where she belonged.

	“I might have exaggerated about how hungry I actually am.” His stomach growled to punctuate that statement and they laughed.

	“Let’s go get that food warmed up.”

	“Let me kiss my soon-to-be-wife first.” He was pleased at the speed with which she complied with his request.

	
~~~~~

	 

	“Where are the boys?” he asked as they sat at the table, Sam on one end, Holly to his left. That way they could have their fill of looking at and touching one another.

	“Jenna is still looking after them.”

	“Think she’d be willing to bring them over here for us?”

	“I’m sure she wouldn’t mind at all.”

	“Can we call her?”

	“Are you sure you’re up for Billy?” Sam grinned and nodded, and then his expression grew serious.

	“The sooner we put their minds at ease the better I’ll feel.” Holly was deeply touched at his thoughtfulness.

	“Thank you.”

	“For what?”

	“For everything, Sam. For being so patient with me. For not hating me for what I put you through. For forgiving me. But mostly for loving the boys.”

	“It would be hard not to love them. Kind of like their mother.” He caressed her cheek. “I can’t wait until we’re married, you know. I wish we were now, and that you didn’t have to go home tonight.”

	“Me, too, but Jon will be staying with you.”

	“Now there’s the romantic evening I’ve always dreamed of.”

	“That’s right. He and Ed are my competition, aren’t they?”

	“Not so much Ed anymore. He’s pretty enthralled with Jenna at the moment.” He leaned forward and kissed her again. “You have no competition. And you never will.”

	“I believe you,” she whispered.

	“Good. Now let’s get our boys out here, okay?”

	



	


EPILOGUE

	 

	“You’re really gonna be my daddy now?” Billy asked suspiciously, perching on the edge of the coffee table and looking at Sam and Holly as though not sure he could believe them.

	“Forever,” Sam promised. Billy looked at his mother.

	“Forever,” she confirmed.

	“You’re not fightin’ anymore.”

	“Nope. Your mom has learned her lesson. Daddy’s are always right.” When she snorted, Sam grinned at her. “Some of the time anyway.”

	“Aunt Jenna said-” Zack started to say, and then stopped.

	“What did Aunt Jenna say?” Sam asked, encouraging him to finish the thought.

	“She said the man who used to be our dad hurt you pretty bad.” Sam and Holly looked at one another before he answered. Sam was sorry any child had to refer to their biological father as ‘the man who used to be our dad.’

	“Oh, we fought, and I’ve got some pretty cool stitches I’ll show you in a few days, but he didn’t hurt me too bad.”

	“He hurt our mama,” Billy said with a scowl, eyeing Holly’s brilliant bruises.

	“Yes he did. And if he ever tries to hurt your mother again, I’ll knock him into the next century.” Billy chuckled, liking the sounds of that.

	“Will he go to jail now?” Zack wanted to know.

	“Yes,” Holly said gently. Ed had phoned earlier to tell them he’d found out Mike was being charged with attempted murder, breaking and entering, assault and battery, and a host of other crimes that should keep him locked up for two or three decades. “Does that bother you?”

	“No. I never want him to get out of jail. He’s a jerk.”

	“Yes he is,” Sam agreed vehemently.

	“We’re gonna be a family?” Billy asked, returning to the original subject.

	“We sure are,” Sam said.

	“Forever, right?”

	“Right.”

	“Yippee!”
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