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      “Karen, you can’t be serious?”

      “I thought you’d be pleased? Why are you acting like this is a bad thing?”

      “Because you’re giving me no notice!”

      “Fine. If you don’t want to look after your own daughter then I’ll just ask my mom.”

      I kneaded my temple and quickly found a spot to pullover. Talking to my ex while operating a vehicle was a recipe for disaster. I’d actually be more inclined to run myself into oncoming traffic just so I didn’t have to listen to her voice anymore.

      “That’s not fair, Karen. You know how much I’ve wanted Kadee to come here. It’s always next summer or something came up. It’s been years since she’s been here but that’s not for lack of trying on my part. I wanted to take her up to the lodge but of course you put your foot down, I wanted her to spend time with my parents. But now you want me to drop everything just so you can go on a honeymoon you didn’t even have the courtesy of telling me about?”

      “Derek, I’ve just been so busy. I meant to tell you, I really did. You know how hard and time-consuming planning a wedding can be. God, you didn’t even say congratulations.”

      “Congratulations,” I said through gritted teeth.

      “So? Can you take her? I can put her on a plane tomorrow.”

      “Wait, what? Alone? You’re going to put my baby girl on a plane all by herself?”

      “Well, yes. It’s perfectly safe! The airline will take care of her. All you have to do is meet her at the gate. Besides do you think Brian or I have time to travel across the country and get back in time for our own flights?”

      I could feel every muscle in my body clench, becoming rigid with each word she uttered. I muted the call on my truck’s console and let loose a shout of frustration. I was way past boiling point, but this was how it always was with Karen.

      “Derek, are you still there?”

      My nostrils flared as I took several deep breaths before tapping the screen. “Yes, I’m still here.”

      “So? I need an answer now. Otherwise I’ll have to make alternative arrangements.”

      The thought of my baby girl spending more time with her ageing grandmother who could barely get around and look after herself or worse still letting Brian’s parents take her was not a something I could allow.

      “I already said yes, Karen.”

      “No you didn’t.”

      “Yes I did, you just don’t listen.”

      “Well maybe if you hadn’t started shouting at me and practically calling me a terrible mother—”

      I wanted to tell her right there and then that she was exactly that but knew the chance of seeing Kadee would most likely go down the drain if I did. Karen loved to use our daughter to punish me.

      Instead I managed to rein in the impulse and calmly said, “Text me the flight details and I’ll be there at the gate.”

      “It’s tomorrow—”

      “Tomorrow? Jesus, Karen,” I shouted. “Fine, I’ll make it work.”

      I was about to ask if Kadee was there to talk to and tell her I would be seeing her tomorrow when Karen, with a curt thank you, hung up.

      “Bitch!” I shouted at the console.

      Taking a deep breath I let the news sink in. Kadee would be here tomorrow. Regardless of the shitty reasons I would have my daughter for longer than I’d ever had before. There was nothing for it but to embrace the opportunity. This could be an amazing two weeks, though I had only the rest of the day to prepare. I would have to rush.

      I pulled the truck away again looking to swing around and head back into town. I had to brake abruptly as a speeding SUV hurtled past horn blaring.

      “Damn you Karen, why do you always mess things up!”
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        Georgie

      

      

      

      For once my dreams were coming true. Countless hours working over time selling my online designs, as well as a bittersweet windfall, I’d scraped together enough money and it was finally happening. My very own house! So many sacrifices had been made, so much I’d gone without. Several times I’d had to put that extra pint of ice-cream back, or skip over a fun night out, and I certainly hadn’t had a vacation in years. I’d already seen a vast majority of the world growing up, I didn’t feel like I was missing out too much.

      But this was all worth it.

      The Victorian styled house in front of me was a little on the plain side, slightly worse for wear, but it was all mine. I leaned against my equally run-down truck and couldn’t help but stare up at the structure. Impatient, I’d left the city and my friend’s couch and driven straight over stopping only momentarily in my new town of Hollow Point for a few supplies, needing to to get settled right away.

      There was so much to do. I didn’t even have a bed and would have to rough it for a short while. I didn’t care though; I still couldn’t believe the house was all mine. And I could already imagine myself in the evenings, sitting on the covered front porch, a cup of tea in one hand and a good book in the other.

      This was it, this was how my life was meant to be.

      Behind me across the road, I turned to see a blue truck pull into the driveway attached to the house opposite. In comparison that house and plot made mine look like a run-down shack. But soon enough I’d have it gleaming and sitting pretty like its counterpart opposite, here at the end of the cul-de-sac.

      I smiled and waved to my new neighbor as he left his vehicle. He was broad and dressed in a red and black plaid shirt that seemed to hug his frame with no breathing room to spare. His tight worn jeans left little to the imagination too. Two sizes too small, not that I was complaining about the two perfect buns or thighs that could crack walnuts which were straining the heavy fabric. Perhaps my new future friend didn’t have much luck in the laundry department.

      “Hi!” I greeted warmly, and increased the wattage of my smile instinctively as he turned to face me. He was pin-up gorgeous, the type you’d find in those calendars done for charity, each page filled with a half naked fireman or buff soldier. My neighbor had short chestnut brown cropped hair and broody dark eyes, he was pulling a tool bag from the back of the truck. I pictured him as the burly naked handy man of the calendar.

      But then he took one look at me and scowled. Maybe he hadn’t heard me properly? And like a fool I kept on waving and said hello again. There was no mistaking my greeting this time around.

      I was about to make my way over and introduce myself when the man grunted something—which I was pretty sure wasn’t anything nice—slammed his truck’s door and walked toward his house.

      Not even a hello?

      I stopped waving, my arm still in the air, and watched him go. In a few strides he was up on his porch, disappearing inside. The front door crashed closed. Clearly looks didn’t automatically equate to niceness. What a dick!

      He’d definitely seen me, right? Not like you could miss someone standing in the middle of the street hollering at you. I almost wanted to go knock on his door to make sure that I hadn’t suddenly turned invisible. But quickly shut that thought down. There was no need to get worked up about it. I mean everyone had a bad day once in a while. Yeah that was probably it. I should cut him some slack, even if he had been a grade A jerk. I pushed the thought of my moody handsome neighbor aside and studied my precious new property again.

      I had my work cut out for me, and I wasn’t going to get anywhere by standing out in the street. The sooner I got started the sooner I’d have a cute little garden brimming with welcoming blooms out front that I could admire from the porch-swing I’d always wanted.

      From my truck I picked up the first of the boxes, selected the right key from the small bunch the realtor had given me, and took a deep breath. The path needed weeding I noticed and the paintwork on the porch banister was flaking off. But it was all cosmetic. An easy fix.

      Suddenly the smile slipped from my face and I let out a scream when my left foot disappeared, going right through the second step of the wooden porch. Maybe I had developed superpowers.

      The box tumbled from my arms and the keys went flying through the air. I braced myself for the inevitable fall and collapsed in a dusty heap, splinters making homes for themselves in my palms. I hissed like a cat at the stinging pain.

      The distinctive earthly smell of rot wafted into the air and suffocating dust motes flew around my head. I coughed. The wind partly knocked out of me, all the while my leg, up to my knee, remained trapped between the planks.

      Shit. This wasn’t the start to my new life that I had in mind.
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      It took a painful amount of time to extricate myself from the porch, because each time I moved or shifted my weight the threatening creak of the timbers beneath my trapped body terrified me. I knew if I wasn’t careful I was likely to end up falling all the way through. Lost forever in the dark. Would my body even be found, I thought grimly? It was almost felt like the house had come alive and was trying to eat me whole.

      I debated whether or not to call for help. Surely my neighbor would take pity on me and come to my rescue? But then I remembered the rude way he’d looked at me and thought better of it. I didn’t need his help.

      Eventually I crawled free, picked some of the splinters that I could see from my hands, and started on the task of finding the keys. I’d lost track of where they’d flown off too. I took one look at the long straggly uncut grass in the front and just knew they’d be in there, somewhere.

      With a groan I inched down the porch steps, making sure to keep to the sides—I didn’t know how far the rot extended—and started the impromptu treasure hunt.

      The sun was setting on Chestnut Grove and the streetlights did not help illuminate the shadowy depths of the long grass. It felt like forever searching back and forth and I still hadn’t found them, thankfully it was a relatively warm night and I wasn’t in danger of freezing to death. With my puny little torch light on my phone I scoured the ground, careful not to step into the little presents some critters had left behind.

      “Late night weeding?”

      Startled I spun to the sound of a voice coming from the sidewalk. I saw the familiar red and black pattern from earlier; my neighbor standing under the weak yellow street light.

      “Not quite,” I replied gruffly wanting to pay him back for his own rudeness earlier, and returned to my task. I wanted nothing more than to find my keys, get inside, unpack some essentials, shower the day from me and go to bed. Tomorrow I’d start fresh, start again. The mishaps of today were simply a little bit of bad luck. Nothing to be overly worried about.

      “Whatever you are looking for you aren’t going to find it with that light. It’s no better than a flickering firefly.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s all I have,” I replied and stood up placing my hands on my lower back to soothe the ache that had been getting increasingly worse. Irritated I turned to Dick. “Is there something I can help you with?”

      “With that attitude, nothing,” he said. Dick shrugged and stepped of the sidewalk presumably to go back to his fully intact, perfect little rot-free house.

      Then I spotted something in his hand. A rather industrial looking black cylinder.

      “Wait.” Quickly before he could get across the road I caught up to him. I pointed to the object in his hand. “Is that a flashlight?”

      “Depends,” Dick quipped.

      I frowned. What kind of answer was that?

      “It either is or it isn’t!”

      “Now it’s definitely not one.”

      Before I could make myself see sense—he was practically twice my size and a stranger to boot—I lunged for the torch he clearly had in his hand.

      “Woah there.”

      The bastard actually smiled and like a child that did not want to give up his toy he put it out of reach. His arm went vertical, sticking up in the night air with the huge torch clamped in his meaty fist.

      Instinctively I jumped for it. I didn’t even come close.

      “Give it up, you know I need it. The sooner you help me out the sooner you can go home and brood some more.”

      He laughed again and I almost kicked him in his shins.

      “Come on, dude, you obviously saw that I needed help and came out to give me that, right? Being neighborly and all?”

      He shrugged.

      “Okay you want me to beg? Please, can I borrow your flashlight? I lost my keys and all I want to do is go inside and sleep… this hasn’t been the greatest day, you know?”

      Slowly his arm sagged a little, he no longer had it locked in place and gravity began to help me out a little.

      From the look on his face, he clearly did not want to help me. His stubborn eyes flicked from my face to my house behind me. I took my chance while he looked away and jumped again, this time reaching the target and catching him off guard. I yanked the torch out of his hand and sprinted away.

      “Hey!”

      I had no idea what I was thinking, it was foolish and silly, it wasn’t like he wouldn’t be able to catch up to me to get it back. But nonetheless I clicked the torch on and was momentarily dazzled by the blinding white light as I ran towards my patch of grass.

      In seconds with the help of the torch that seemed to be powered by the sun I found the keys, glittering in a tuft of turf. “Yes!” I exclaimed and scooped them up tight in my hand. I swirled around to find Dick’s unamused face, glowering at me.

      Trying to diffuse the situation I smiled. “Thanks, I found them. You can have your torch back now.”

      “Oh really I can? Gee, thank you.”

      “There’s really no need to be so rude. I said thank you!”

      “Yeah after you stole my torch!”

      “You were going to give it to me anyway!”

      “Says who?”

      “Oh, whatever. Here take it back. You’re the worst neighbor ever!” I took a step toward him about to thrust the damn thing at him, but actually I really wanted to throw it at his face. But I didn’t look to see where I was going, I’d shut off the torch and was suddenly blinded by the blackness, the absence of light, and failed to see the loose stone from the path.

      “Shit,” I said as my foot caught the edge and I let go of the torch. Everything around me seemed to slow down, time almost stopping as the seconds came to a halt. All but the torch froze, that instead was still moving, spinning in the air but slowly but surely getting closer and closer to the ground.

      I tried to reclaim it—so did he—we both reaching out and lunged toward the tumbling item. But no matter how hard I stretched, my fingertips never came close. Time unpaused and we were on a collision course. We bounced into each other and for the second time that day I landed in a heap. This time however, it was in the arms of a handsome but surly stranger.

      For a second I made the mistake of looking at him properly and I felt a rush of blood thud wildly to my head.

      Frozen I could only stare at my neighbor, my eyes adjusting to the surroundings. Even in the dim light I could see his eyes properly now, pools of rich chocolate that could melt anyone’s heart. Granted he was the most annoying guy I’d ever met but my body reacted to him in a way that had me licking my lips and flushing like a teenage girl on a first date.

      There was a loud crash, the sound of glass shattering as the torch landed hard. I prayed that the thing was robust enough to handle a short fall otherwise mister grumpy was not going to be happy with me.

      I slipped free of his arms and gauged my neighbor’s reaction, giving him a sidelong glance as I reached my feet and brushed myself off. If he could produce steam from his ears, I think he would’ve. He was in danger of damaging his teeth too the way he was clenching his jaw.

      “Oh crap. I’m sorry… I tripped and it just slipped.”

      He grabbed his torch off the ground, clicking the switch several times and whacking it against his hand before realizing it wasn’t going to turn on.

      “Well good work, you couldn’t just give it back could you? You just had to go and break it,” he growled.

      “What! Look, I’m really sorry. I didn’t mean—”

      “No, we’re done here, stop talking.”

      “I’ll buy you a new one, take it easy.”

      “Just shut up will you!”

      Taken aback I returned his stare. “Look, whatever your name is… Who the hell do you think you are telling me to shut up? I said I’m sorry and if you can’t accept an apology then my first impression of you was right—”

      “Whatever, you’re a mouthy little thing aren't you?”

      “Eugh! And you’re a dick with capital D!” I said and threw my hands up in the air. I couldn’t win with this guy, he was the most annoying person I’d ever met, and that was saying something considering I’d spent years around cocky tough guys only out to prove themselves. The longer I was in his presence the more I either wanted to hit him, or jump his bones. There was something wrong with me. Why were all the hot ones jerks or already taken?

      Choosing to do neither I retreated to my house, ignoring the calls about replacing his damaged flashlight that were coming from behind.

      “Yeah, I have bigger problems to worry about than your dumb five dollar torch, mister!” I shouted back.

      Gingerly I found my way up the stairs and across the porch and finally let myself into my house for the first time.
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      I checked my watch once again. Kadee’s flight had landed and I paced at the quiet gate for a glimpse of her. My sweet Kadee, the daughter I’d not seen in so long. She was still learning full sentences the last time I had seen her, but now was an entirely different matter. During our brief opportunities on the phone or Skype, that Karen had occasionally allowed, she was a proper little person, all questions, full of curiosity and wonder.

      Regardless of the aggravating cause of this visit I had to make the most of the time I’d been granted. I would get to to know my daughter and hopefully we could forge a strong relationship for the future. I just hoped my heart wouldn’t break in two when I would have to send her back to her mom.

      I’d made the airport in plenty of time, time enough for the coffee I had missed this morning. It had also offered me the chance to browse the soft toys that caught my eye in one of the gift shops. Surely a bear would be suitable, but I just didn't know where Kadee’s preference lay anymore. Was she still clinging to her favorite thread-worn blanky? Did she even like bears and stuffed toys? There was so much to learn about the daughter that had been cruelly taken away from me.

      “Kadee,” I called out the moment I saw her, brandishing the bear in my waving arm.

      The sight of this slightly forlorn little girl, by the side of an airport attendant, making her way amongst the jostling travelers towering above her made the anger I felt for Karen rear its ugly head.

      Kadee looked like she was about to topple over from the weight of her backpack; belongings stuffed into it and which was clearly far too large for a kid her size. How could Karen do this? I had to swallow the anger back down, I was here for the rescue, and I wouldn’t take my anger out on my precious girl.

      Kadee’s eyes darted all around her, searching. I waved again and called her name. A small smile appeared on her angelic face.

      “Hey, baby girl.” I knelt to welcome her with open arms.

      “Hi.” Her reply sounded sad, and her hug felt more like a tired surrender. She must be exhausted, I thought and wanted nothing more than to take her in my arms and whisk her away to somewhere safe, but first I had to deal with Kadee’s airline chaperone. I handed over my identification and the paperwork was quickly accomplished. She was all mine, at least for a couple of weeks.

      “Let’s get you home shall we? I have your room all ready. And how about you let me take your backpack?” She nodded and let the weight fall from her shoulders. I stood, hefted it over my arm and took her tiny hand, ready to lead her back to the car park.

      “Is that for me, or is it yours?” Kadee asked pointing to the bear I held in my other hand.

      “Oh, yes,” I replied, completely forgetting the gift which I now offered. “Though he doesn’t have a name yet. What do you think his name should be?”

      Kadee shrugged but took the fuzzy brown bear into her arms and hugged him to her belly.

      “How about Herbert?”

      Kadee wrinkled her nose.

      “Well, you two can get to know each other before you decide on a name.”

      Once back at the truck I placed her back pack on the rear seat, and she climbed in the front and buckled up without a word. Each of my inquiries on the journey home were met with little more than shrugs or unenthusiastic “yeahs”. She just sat there inspecting the bear in her hands.

      I was feeling dismayed after the quiet and awkward journey, maybe once I got Kadee home she could relax. I pulled into the driveway slowly and saw my obnoxious and irritatingly attractive neighbor out of the window. She was fighting with a large box from her overloaded battered truck. This was the first thing to peak Kadee’s attention it seemed.

      “Who’s that?” Kadee asked with a noticeably perkier tone.

      “Just the new neighbor, not to worry.”

      “We should help her out, that’s a heavy box.”

      “I’m sure she doesn’t want us interfering at the moment, hon. Let’s just get you settled in.” I stepped out and went to gather Kadee's belongings from the back.

      The clash with my neighbor the previous night had left me wanting to have as little to do with her as possible. But I could already see Kadee marching across towards her.

      “Kadee, where are you going? Don’t you go troubling her,” I called after her loud enough so as not to alert my neighbor, but Kadee paid no attention and just kept marching.

      “Dammit,” I muttered to myself. I slammed the door and walked hastily after her.

      I could hear Kadee in full swing as I approached, her voice now confident and cheery.

      “Hi. I’m Kadee, welcome to the neighborhood. Would you like some help? My dad can lift boxes. He’s strong, don’t you think he looks strong?”

      “Hi there, and thank you,” she replied, obviously taken back a little by the sudden appearance of a five year old by her side.

      The neighbor looked a little tired, most likely the result of a rough first night in the new house I imagined. She was wearing casual clothes today, jeans and a long sleeved jersey, ready for a day of action, hauling boxes and doing up the house that should have been mine. I couldn't help but notice the sexy snug fit of the jeans as she bent to dump the large box on the sidewalk, but I tried to avoid catching sight of this, I just wanted to retrieve my daughter and get inside.

      “Kadee, you are not to go walking off like that. This may be the end of the road, but it’s still dangerous okay? Surely you mom has told you you’re not supposed to talk to strangers either?” I scolded her in a stern voice as I arrived at the scene. I could already see the pout forming on Kadee’s face.
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