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Milo.

––––––––
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“You guys did way too much for my birthday,” Jessica said and hugged me tight. “This is incredible, thank you.”

“Well, it’s what you get for not letting us buy you any gifts,” I told my sister.

Ava and Audrey had timed our arrival well. With it just starting to grow dark out, the fairy lights we set up gave the meadow a soft glow, but there was still enough light to take photos.

I photographed Jessica with her favorite acorn and flower people, then took pictures of her with her sisters and then her mothers. After photographing her with Dad, I set up a timer to take a photo of all of us together.

“You next,” Jessica said, grabbing hold of my arm.

Mom picked up my camera to take a few shots. The evening was full of laughter and smiles. My only wish was for this to continue. But Jessica had grown tense. When she turned to us, gripping the hem of her shorts nervously and pulling them taut, I feared I knew why.

“I have an interview with McQuaid and Thompson this coming Friday.”

My heart sank. The firm was two and a half hours from here. Just far enough to make it so she’d rarely be home for Saturday family dinners if she got the job. For the past six years, we’d only seen her during holidays, the occasional long weekend, and summer while she attended law school. If she got this job, we’d still see each other at holidays and here and there, but we’d lose spending summers with her, and it would never be the same.

Beside me, Dad tapped away at his phone. It was odd. I thought he’d be freaking out worse than I was about Jessica moving out of town.

“You’re going to have to cancel that interview,” Dad said softly.

Oh no. He’s freaking out way worse than me. Dad, you can’t just tell her not to pursue a career she’s worked hard for.

His phone rang. Smiling at us and seeming utterly calm, he answered and put the call on speakerphone. I’d never seen him use speakerphone in my life.

Mom’s hands flew over her mouth as she gasped. Mum looked flabbergasted but jumped in the air with enthusiasm. I didn’t understand why, but when my two youngest sisters stared at my father as though he had won the lottery, hope bloomed in my chest. Grandad nudged me and nodded at Dad’s phone.

“Hello, this is Benjamin Taylor from Taylor, Torres, and Adams calling for Jessica Williams.”

Muffled shouts sounded from my mother and me. Mum wrapped an arm around each of us as Jessica stared at Dad’s phone in shock. Ava was the one to shove her forward to take the call. Hands pressed tight against my mouth to keep me from interrupting the call, I felt my eyes grow wet as Jessica squared her shoulders and took the phone.

Speaking surely and confidently to Benjamin, Jessica hugged Dad tight. Tears ran down their cheeks as she accepted Benjamin’s offer for a job at a firm here in town.

I had to trap a relieved sob inside my throat when Benjamin told her how he and the others were looking forward to welcoming her aboard next week. My sister had been away for so long, and now she would live here again. I’d missed her so much.

Jess hadn’t quite hung up before Ava, Audrey, and Mum were whooping in celebration. The rest of us joined in. Overcome with relief that Pebbletown could once again become her home, Jess sank to her knees and cried.

“I may have told them it was your birthday today,” Dad told her and let out a startled laugh when all six of us tackled him in a hug.

***

[image: ]


“Hi,” I said when Connor answered the phone. “Are you home right now?”

“I am. How’s your sister’s birthday going?”

Practically vibrating in my seat with excitement as Grandad rounded the corner, I asked Connor to come outside. We pulled up just as Connor and Buddy came out the door, and I launched myself out of the car. “She got the job!”

“Oh my god!” Hefting me into his arms, he twirled me around. “That’s great. I’m so happy for her.”

Blushing when he set me down on my feet, my heart beat a mile a minute. No one had ever picked me up and swung me like in a romantic movie before. Lacing my fingers behind his neck, I pulled him close for a kiss. Lips parting beneath my own, his hands settled on my hips.

“Do you have a half hour or so to spare?” I asked. “I’d like to show you something.”

“I have as much time as you need.”

Looking down at my cute furry friend, I said the magic words. “Do you want to go for a walk, Buddy?” I laughed when he started running in circles.

“Are we going with you?” Connor asked Grandad.

“Nah, I’m just dropping him off,” Grandad said and bent down to pet Buddy. “And to see this little cutie. Hello, little fella.” Standing back up, an ominous creak sounded in his knee. “And that’s my cue to go home and get some beauty sleep.”

“Elevate your leg tonight,” I told him and wiped at my face. It was embarrassing, but I was still happy crying about my sister getting the job she wanted.

Grandad’s hand came down on my head and patted me. “They all got emotional when Jess got the job,” he told Connor.

I was quick to point out he had too.

“Well, yeah, I’m happy for her. Come on, Buddy, let’s head home.”

Connor was quick to scoop up his dog. “Don’t you steal my dog, Abe.”

“Come on,” Grandad encouraged Buddy, holding his arms out for the dog.

Keeping hold of his dog, Connor led me to his car before my grandfather could lure Buddy away. Propping his paws on the windowsill, Buddy’s tail wagged a mile a minute as Grandad kept calling to him.

Clicking Buddy’s seatbelt into place, Connor used threatening hand movements to indicate he was watching Grandad and gave him a playful scowl.

“His knee does not sound good,” Connor said as he got into the driver’s seat.

“I’m worried we made him walk too far today. I hope he takes tomorrow off to rest his leg like we asked him. Do you have the energy for a walk?” I asked and laughed because Buddy yipped with excitement with each repetition of the word “walk.”

“I’m full of energy,” Connor said. “And Buddy is rearing to go.”

Giving him instructions for an old dirt road made by a logging crew some years back, I promised Connor I wasn’t luring him into the woods to show him I was a werewolf.

Snorting a laugh, he ruffled my hair. We soon arrived.

“You’re going to want to bring up the camera on your phone,” I told him and turned on the flashlight on mine. It was pretty dark out now.

“Oh, so you’re going to force me to livestream you mauling me with your teeth while you turn me into a fellow werewolf? Rude. Film it yourself.”

“I’m not going to bite you and turn you into a wolf three days out of the month,” I told him and pressed a kiss to his cheek. “I far prefer shifters. They can transform into their animal selves whenever they want.”

Connor gave me a knowing smile. “I’ve read some of those kinds of books too. And you’re not allowed to turn me into a werewolf. I forgot to bring it up during our kink talk the other day, but I’m the biter in this relationship.”

I was hard in an instant, and a needy whimper slipped free of my throat. We burst into laughter at Buddy’s confused bark. Connor’s hands stealing over my hips stole my breath, and my legs parted to let his knee between them.

Pressing me back against the car, Connor ran his gaze down my body as he drew closer. He grunted his satisfaction when he pressed against my groin with his leg and found me hard. “Do you like being bit, Milo?”

“I don’t know,” I said between panting breaths. Another of those needy whimpers sounded when he rubbed himself against me.

“Let’s find out.”

I made the most embarrassing noise when he dragged his bottom lip up the length of my neck. Goosebumps ran up my arms when Connor’s tongue lashed across my throat.

“Here?” he asked.

“Mm hmm.” Holding him by the hips, I rubbed myself against him. My breath caught when I felt his teeth, but they only grated against my throat a moment before retreating. The brief feel of his teeth left me wanting a harder touch.

Ah, god, I was so hard. Grabbing him by the ass, I pulled him closer to me and rose onto my toes to rub our cores together.

Connor started kissing my neck. Each kiss lasted only a moment, and then he would suck on the skin he’d just kissed for a few seconds before kissing me in a new spot. He kept doing this until he had me humping wantonly against him, waiting for the kiss that would lead to a bite. Licking a path up my neck, he pulled one of my hands off his back and brought it down to his hip.

His tongue prodded my neck. “Here?” His teeth grazed the spot, and the brief touch sent a flood of sensation pouring down my body that made my balls rise.

“Uh huh.” Tilting my head to give him more access, my eyes closed as I waited for him to clamp down.

Furious yips sounded, and Buddy practically knocked Connor off his feet.

“Yeep! He saw a squirrel.” Connor was off and running with Buddy before his arm got torn off.

Still resting against the car, with more blood in my dick than my brain, it was a few moments before I made my way through the haze of lust to give chase after them.

***
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“It’s weird,” I said. “One of the things we do is laugh at what’s been eaten or knocked over by animals when we come back to look over our work. But hardly anything got disturbed while we were out for supper. It’s strange.”

Almost all the little acorn and flower people were intact. An impressive feat considering many animals had kept trying to eat the flowers and nuts while my sisters and I put everything together.

I had to admit, I’d been pleased to hear Connor gasp in wonder when he caught sight of the clearing. Fingers lacing through mine, he dragged me along when he ran to the little village we’d built.

“Milo, this is incredible.” Kneeling by one of the houses, he looked it over.

“Dad made the houses,” I said. “He meant to have more made, but it’s hard to find time when he’s working so many hours.”

“How much longer until the hours go down at the fish plant?” Connor asked. His hand swept down my back.

Too long. “Likely not until sometime in November. December will have reduced hours. They’re usually done just before Christmas.” I kicked at a rock and felt Connor’s hand run across my back again.

“I feel like you mean they better be done by Christmas.”

I nodded. “Sometimes they make them work into January. I hate it. The employees deserve to have the winter off after working so many hours for months on end.”

“How many hours do they work?” he asked.

“Sixty to seventy a week. It’s ridiculous. He’s so tired all the time.”

Connor gave me a long hug. “Let’s hope they close down early for the year.” Letting me go, he asked me to show him every single thing my family and I had built lest he miss anything.

“Audrey makes these guys,” I said, pointing to one of the acorn people with the hand-carved faces. “Ava isn’t as crafty, but she makes fun ones. She did the one on the toilet we saw a ways back.”

“Marcie’s youngest is going to love that one. Will you leave them here for a few days for people to see?”

“Yes. With the exception of the toothpicks Ava used, everything is made from the forest. Even the paste I used is biodegradable, so except for collecting the lights next weekend, we’ll leave everything here until animals make off with them, or they wilt.”

Crouching, Connor took a photo of a flower person. “And you made the flower people?”

The way he looked at me with love in his eyes made me flush. I nodded.

“They’re beautiful.” Standing, he looped his arms around me and kissed me deeply.

When we pulled away to catch our breath, I found him looking up at the sky. I was sure the stars were beautiful tonight, but I couldn’t look away from the beauty of the man I loved. Threading my fingers through his, I brought his hand to my lips to kiss it. Looking at him as he watched the stars, I learned what the word tranquility truly meant.

Connor seemed completely at ease in the forest with me. Unburdened from the past. Untroubled. He simply was. I wasn’t sure how long we stood holding each other, but I treasured each moment that Connor was at peace.

“Thank you for bringing me here,” he said and brought my hand to his mouth.

The soft press of his lips against my fingers sent a rush of love through me that left me feeling deliriously happy. “Let me show you the rest. Ava made a whole classroom over here.” Finding it, I pointed out the student who had their chair tipped back, feet on their desk as they talked to the student next to them. “That’s my youngest sister, Audrey.”

Connor smiled at the little statue. He pointed to the one who had her arms folded over her textbook and looked off into the forest with a gentle smile on her face. “Is this Jessica?”

“It is.” I liked that he’d figured it out. “Ava is way over here, scampering off on an adventure. We almost didn’t find her.”

Connor laughed at the little acorn person climbing up a nearby tree. “Wait, which one is you?”

Blushing, I tried to lead him over to one of Audrey’s creations, but he fought my pull and returned to the group of students. Shining his phone’s flashlight over them, he studied each one.

“Aha.” Tapping the student who listened attentively to the teacher and had a stack of books instead of one like the other children, he smiled triumphantly. “There you are. What a good boy.”

I flushed when he ruffled my hair.

Connor brushed a finger along the teacher’s dress, which had been made from a flower. “This one is my favorite from this group.”

I felt my cheeks grow hotter from his praise.

“Buddy, no, that’s not a toy,” Connor said when Buddy absconded with one of the students.

“It’s all right. I’m surprised squirrels haven’t made off with more of them.”

There had been only one empty desk when we arrived. Likely, a happy squirrel nibbled on a treat somewhere nearby. We wandered the forest until we found each sculpture. All but one.

“I love the little acorn guy taking a bath in a lily,” Connor said as he caught up to me. His camera must be bursting from the photos he’d taken since we arrived.

“Yeah, Ava made him, and I suggested she put him in a flower,” I said, distracted as I hunted.

“What are you looking for?”

“My favorite one is missing.” I know I’d said the animals were supposed to make off with them, but I was a little peeved I hadn’t gotten to show this one to Connor. I’d worked hard on it.

Connor aimed his flashlight at the ground. “Here it is.”

What?

Crouching, I looked at the flower person. “This isn’t mine.”

“Maybe one of your sisters wanted to show you they appreciate your art,” Connor suggested.

Taking a picture of the small lady, I sent it to my sisters and asked which one of them made it. Twigs planted into the ground made up her legs, just like most of my flower people. An upside-down flower made her skirt. An acorn made up her torso, half of it hidden in the pistil of the flower that had its insides scraped out to make room for the nut to sit. A second acorn made up the head.

Waiting for my sisters to text me back, I took a closer look at the flower person. A spray of small flowers made up the lady’s hair, and two more twigs her arms. “Huh.”

“What is it?” Connor asked, crowding in to see what had drawn my attention.

“Audrey carves her faces. Ava and I draw ours on with a fine tip marker, but this is pen.” Hearing my phone chirp, I found a message from my sisters saying it wasn’t one of their creations. I hit the call button. “Then who made it?”

“We chose the area because people wander off the boardwalk all the time and go into the forest. We wanted people to find them. You must have inspired someone to try their hand,” Audrey said.

Hmm. I had left a bowl of paste behind when we went to my parents for supper in case we needed to make any repairs when we got back. Someone must have found the bowl.

“Maybe the rabbits that kept trying to eat your flowers made it to apologize,” Ava said, mirth in her voice.

“They got my nicest lily,” I wailed.

Feeling the dampness of the forest ground working its way through my pants, I got to my feet and cast the little flower lady one last look before leading Connor back the way we’d come. Holding onto his hand to help me keep my balance, my eyes struggled to make out tree roots in the darkness. The laser eye surgery had cured my need for glasses but done shit all to help my night vision.

“This was a beautiful gift for your sister.” Connor gestured back at the creations twinkling behind us. “I’m sure she understood how much her family missed her when she saw it.”

My eyes watered. “We did miss her. None of us has ever been away for that long before.”

Connor put an arm around me. “I’m glad she got a job here. I could tell how much she wanted it. It sucks that she was away for school for six years.”

“It was a long time.”

Connor pulled me into his arms. He didn’t complain or try to get us moving again when I cried on him. He held me and gave me time to get my feelings out.

“Thank you,” I said and dried my eyes. Looking behind us at the village, I wondered again who had made the flower person.

We were halfway back to the car when Connor stopped me. “You keep looking back. Would you like to go and get the flower person to take home?”

“Do you mind if I run back?” I asked.

“It’s only a few minutes walk. I’ll come with you.” His eyes widened as he was almost yanked off his feet by the leash going taut. Angry barking sounded, and a squirrel shoved an acorn that bore a smiling face into its mouth before running for its life. “As soon as we catch this mean old squirrel.”

With that, the two of them were off and running after the squirrel. I laughed at Buddy’s petulant whine when the squirrel chittered at him from the safety of a tree.

“Oh, Buddy, no,” Connor said when his dog tried to climb the tree.

I soon retrieved the mystery flower person and kept her cupped in my hands to protect her as we trekked back to the car. Feeling loved when Connor held onto my arm since he couldn’t hold my hand, I looked at the little flower person and wondered who’d made it with such care.
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Chapter 2.
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Harper.

––––––––
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I lucked out and was able to get Mary, Miwa, and Ethel down to the boardwalk the next morning. Wanting to surprise them, I told them nothing. They were a bit weirded out when I made them drive down an old logging road but went willingly.

Miwa’s eyes lit up at the first acorn man we came across. “Brody mentioned finding acorn people a few years ago. I always wished I could have seen them in person, but I didn’t live here back then.”

“There’s more!” Dragging them forward, I pointed out each one of Milo and his sisters’ creations.

Ethel laughed uproariously at a poor little acorn man who’d had his head stolen. I glared at the multitude of squirrels running around. How dare they steal poor Mr. Acorn Man’s head instead of gathering the many other nuts that were around.

“I wonder who made them,” Mary said and looked directly at me.

Shrugging, I fought against the blush that tried to rise. I felt awkward about having spied on Milo and his sisters last night. I probably should have announced my presence, but it had seemed like a family affair, and he would have felt the need to include me had I revealed myself. Besides, it had been nice seeing a family get along so well together despite their disparate personalities.

“I wonder,” Ethel said, also looking at me.

“There’s more up ahead,” I said, eager to escape any further questioning.

Mary chased after me. Catching me, she pinched my cheeks. “Look at these cute blushing cheeks. You know who made them. Yes, you do.”

With a knowing smirk on her face, Ethel asked me why I was keeping it a secret. Miwa looked from me to Mary and back, this time registering my blush.

“She definitely knows who made these.” He walked around me like a detective in a movie. “Hmm. Harper is always keen to promote local artisans, so why keep the creator of these a secret? Could it be?” Whirling on me, he made a silly “aha” face at me. “She has a crush on the person who made them?” He waggled his brows suggestively.

“No,” I sputtered. “There were three people making them.”

“Ohh, she’s fixing to build herself a whole harem,” Ethel said.

“No,” I rushed to say. “They’re siblings!”

“So, you’re just crushing on one of them,” Mary said. “Who is it?”

“I’m not crushing,” I said and ran for it. I soon learned that it wasn’t just Connor I couldn’t outrun; it was everyone. Shrieking with laughter as they tickled me, I told them I would take my secret to the grave.

Finding a fleet of acorn men that Ava had made took everyone’s focus off me. Unfortunately, the farther along the path we went, the more the local wildlife had claimed bits and pieces of the acorn and flower people. I mourned their lost limbs, but Mary and Ethel found it funny, and Miwa told me to be happy that the animals were well fed today.

Ethel was enchanted by the village at the end. Kneeling next to one of the wooden houses, she brushed her fingers lovingly along the mossy roof. “I’ve always loved reading tales about fae folk,” she said.

We explored every nook and cranny of the village.

“The flower person I made is gone.” I shook a finger at a nearby squirrel. “I just know you ate her. Bad squirrel.”

“Hey,” Miwa said. “This is his home we’re standing in. I’m sure he’s thankful to you for such a tasty snack.”

“Do you think your friend will be able to cast the flower person I took home in resin?” I asked him.

“I’m taking it to her before I head to work,” he said. “She’ll have to dry the petals before she attempts it, otherwise the heat of the resin will cause them to brown.”

I nodded, though I worried that letting the petals dry would change the shape of the flower person’s dress. Crossing my fingers, I hoped this would work, but I’d taken plenty of photos to remember her by if it didn’t.

We spent too much time looking over the little marvels and had to sprint back to the car to get Miwa to work on time. After that, we dropped Ethel off at the hospital to spend the day with her mother.

“Thank you for today,” Mary told me, hugging me tight. “The fairy village helped ease her heart. She’ll deal better today than she would have otherwise.”

“I’m glad.”

***
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“We’re here for two days,” the tourist said. “What do you suggest seeing in town while we’re here?”

I’d been working at the shop just long enough to have a rehearsed speech for the tourists. I was far more prepared now than I had been back when I worked here as a teenager. Back then, I’d thought the town rather dull, but it turned out I only thought that because I spent all my time between school and the church. Now I knew more of the town’s treasures.

Pebbletown was small, which meant I didn’t have a large list of things for people to see and do if they weren’t willing to travel outside of town, but I did have enough for a family with two young children to occupy themselves for the next day and a half.

Sadly, this family was flying home. Miwa’s cement statues would be too heavy for them to take home, but I encouraged them to visit and wander through the yard to see all the cool stuff. I gave them the usual recommendations—the best ice cream stores, neat shops that were scattered through the town, art galleries, and a few other things. But today I had one extra thing to add to my list.

“If you follow the boardwalk that way, you’ll find the best stretch of beach. There are picnic areas and a volleyball net set up for people to use. The boardwalk goes a little into the forest, and there are lots of cute rabbits and squirrels to see. There are rarely any large animals this side of town—they’re usually more toward the other end of town, but be careful just in case. You’re here at a great time. There’s a beautiful free art installation just past the end of the boardwalk.”

I’d been telling people about the acorn and flower people all day and hoped that at least some had gone down to see them. I kept a few pictures at the ready on my phone to tempt them with, but I wanted them to discover the majority on their own.

“Aww, you already found it?”

Looking to the doorway, my heart beat a little faster when I saw Connor. Business casual suited him. A white button-up shirt and black pants might be a bit hot for this weather, but he looked good in them. The sun shining through the door meant his hair would be warm to the touch. I dearly wanted to comb my fingers through his locks, but I had a store full of people.

“I went for a walk with my friends this morning,” I said. Not a lie, but not the whole truth.

He pouted. “I wanted to surprise you after work.”

I noted with amusement that a few of the women in the shop had their eyes on him. My man was a catch. Sorry, ladies, he belongs to me and Milo.

“Don’t you have a lecture you’re going to tonight?” I asked.

“Oh crap, is that tonight? Why didn’t it come up in my calendar?” He tapped away at his phone while I rang up a customer.

I knew he was waiting for the store to clear out to give me a kiss, but sadly, a steady stream of people kept coming in. We contented ourselves with chatting. Unfortunately, the crowd of people meant I couldn’t smack his ass when he handed me my “nightly eight-thirty orange juice.”

“You’re never going to let me forget it,” I said.

“Never,” he said smugly.

Risking a chaste kiss on the cheek when he headed to see Milo before his lunch break ended, I wished him a good day.

The work day passed pleasantly, and two excited people even returned to the store to thank me for sending them to the art installation. Feeling good about my day, I endured Mary’s ribbing when she drove me to the convent after work.

“Quit it, you. No teasing me in front of a bunch of nuns.”

“We both know there could only be one person you’re being shy about,” she chanted.

“Shh,” I said as Jenny pulled in beside us.

Miwa was already here. We soon loaded up ten nuns into our three cars and headed out. Mary and I giggled away when we turned off the road and brought the ladies down the old logging road. Their perplexity soon changed to delight as we wandered the forest together.

There were a few other people around exploring as well, and I had no idea how, but somehow, news spread about a bunch of nuns wandering the forest, and a reporter showed up. Diving behind a tree to stay off camera, I let the ladies have the spotlight to themselves.

Marching behind the tree, Mary crossed her arms and stared me down. “Listen, just admit it was him.”

“I am absolutely not admitting that I watched a new friend like a creeper from behind a tree while he and his sisters made beautiful things.”

“Why didn’t you join them?”

“It was a family thing, and what was I supposed to say? That I just happened to be in the forest at the same time he was? That’s weird. It’s super weird.”

“Weird? Or serendipity?” Miwa asked, joining us. “And who is this new friend?”

He damn well knew who I was talking about. “He has no name,” I claimed. “It was very mean of his parents not to give him one.”

The two of them snorted a laugh. Listening to the nuns talking to the reporter, we smiled when we heard Rosalie speak. She hadn’t been her usual self when we arrived. Quiet and seeming lackluster, she had told us she would pass on the outing. Rosalie was always looking for a chance to leave the convent and explore. Depression was setting in as I’d feared.

It had taken a bit of cajoling to get her to come, but she’d perked up the moment she saw the first acorn person. Now she seemed filled with a passion for life as she talked to the reporter about the beautiful blessing that had been found in the forest. That was our Rosalie.

I knew at once that she would be the center of the community piece that the news show would run tomorrow night.

Wiping a tear away, I told Miwa to go speak with the reporter about the summer camps he was running later this month. He still had a few open spots left; it couldn’t hurt to try.

“I suppose I should take the opportunity.” Heading off to see if he could speak with the reporter, he cast me a knowing smile that told me he knew this was Milo’s work.

The nuns thanked us for such a fun outing, and even my normally quiet aunt was bursting with energy when we dropped them off. Looking to the sky, I thanked God for creating such a wonderful family that not only went to great lengths to show each other their love, but left that love open for everyone else to enjoy.

“I thought you might like to read this,” Miwa said and handed me a book about liminal spaces.

It had been the intrigue of exploring such a space that had brought me into the forest. There, I discovered the beautiful work Milo and his sisters had created.

“Thank you.”

Hugging Miwa, Mary, and Jenny, I thanked them for helping me ferry the nuns to the forest and headed home. There, I found another surprise.

“This came for you in the mail,” Janine said, handing me a decent-sized box.

There was no return address. How mysterious. Not expecting anything, I hastened to open it. Two photographs lay on top of the items the box contained.

“Anthony will love this,” I said to Janine and showed her the pictures of Sophia and Charlotte. Grinning at the camera, they stood proudly in Sailor Scout poses. Sophia wore the Sailor Moon shirt that my brother and I had gifted her.

Eager to find out what the box contained, I started pulling items from it. Each item came with a handwritten note, and I cried as I read the messages from family members in Florida. They’d sent clothing for me to try out different styles after learning from Sophia that I wanted to change up my look.

“This is so sweet of them,” Janine said, eyes wet.

“This one’s for you,” I said and handed her a shirt that had its own handwritten message on it.

I’d told Sophia about how Janine’s family wasn’t the greatest. It was kind of her to send something for Janine. I hugged her as she cried a little after reading the note and smiled when a few tiny bags stuffed full of beads fell out of the shirt when Janine unfolded it. She was truly touched, as was I, by all the gifts. Some of the clothing wasn’t my style, but I would make sure they found homes with people who would appreciate them.

I took photos of each item and letter to make a memory scrapbook.

“There’s still one in here,” Janine said.

I eyed the red fabric. I just knew that this would be the piece Sophia had selected and that it would be sexy as hell. “I’m terrified to look at it in case it isn’t my size.”

“Harper.” Giving me an admonishing look, she pulled the red dress out of the box and held it up. “Oh my god, it’s gorgeous! It’s definitely going to fit you.”

Connor is going to spunk in his pants when he sees me in this. Taking it from her, I ran into the bathroom and changed. I came out to an appreciative whistle. Grinning at Janine, I sat down to read Sophia’s letter.

Harper, we had a blast having you and Anthony here. It’s all Charlotte talks about. It was great getting to know you. The items everyone sent you are second-hand, so you can’t quibble over money being spent. It was fun helping everyone hunt through their closets to find something to send you, and we discovered we all have clothes we don’t wear anymore.

We spend the evening trading clothes and having fun. Everyone went home with something new. I haven’t been able to fit into this dress in ten years, so I want you to have it. Tell Connor I said he’s welcome. But if I ever manage to lose the twenty pounds I put on during my pregnancy, I want the dress back!

I laughed at the saucy-looking smiley face she’d drawn on the line that spoke about Connor. With the four-hour time difference between us, it would be rather late there, but I called anyway. Charlotte was only too happy to be roused from bed, and we video chatted for an hour, catching up with each other. I showed them the videos and photos I took of the magical beings in the forest. They were thrilled that I brought a group of nuns to the forest and promised to watch our local news tomorrow.

Heading to bed after the call, I kneeled on my prayer mat and clasped my hands. I thanked God for family and felt loved. There would be difficult times with my local family in the future, but I felt assured that Connor and I could weather anything that happened.
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Chapter 3.
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Connor.
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“Where do you want to go running today?” Michaela asked, trying hard to look upbeat.

We normally didn’t run together on Tuesdays, but here she was at my door.

Distress tightening the corner of her eyes let me know she was still worried about her friend. More so than she already had been. I wracked my brain to find a location that would free her of her troubles for a little while. I had hoped our walk through Milo’s wonderland last night had put her in a better frame of mind, but either it hadn’t, or things had gotten worse with her friend.

Thinking of the time Milo and I went running in Pond’s Park, I had my answer. Michaela moved here half a year before me. There was precious little she didn’t know about the town, but I might finally be able to surprise her with something.

“Wanna go hunt for a superhero?” I asked enticingly as I laced up my shoe.

“Excuse me?”

“Oh? You didn’t know Pebbletown has its very own superhero?” I asked.

Michaela gave me a disbelieving look. “I don’t believe that. I would have heard about it.”

“He exists,” I insisted. “Let’s see if we can find him. And hey, you’re sure I can’t tell the others what day it is today?”

“Absolutely not.”

Rolling my eyes at her, I headed outside.

We piled into my car and headed for the park. Pond’s Park wasn’t quite big enough for a long run, but we could do multiple laps. Arriving, I parked on the side of the road and crossed my fingers as we walked into the park.

“The superhero hangs out in a park?” Michaela asked. She sounded unimpressed.

“Sometimes. There’s cute ducks to look at.”

“Well, you didn’t tell me there were ducks.”

Chasing after her when she sprinted for the pond, I was happy to see the ducks and their babies were out. I wasn’t sure if Brody would be here filming today, but at least Michaela could have some cute ducks to talk about at work later.

I knew running her uncle’s business was wearing on her. The job was a far cry from any of her fields of interest. In the beginning, she’d challenged herself to excel at running her uncle’s business and was determined to have a well-running machine when her uncle returned. But now that she’d made the business more efficient, she was growing bored.

Worse, the longer her uncle stayed away—forcing her to keep running his business for him—the more she started to resent him. After seeing his finances grow under her leadership, I was starting to resent him myself.

I seriously hoped he really was out finding himself, and that he wasn’t staying away because Michaela was making him more money than he’d been bringing in himself. She’d never quite been forthcoming about how much her uncle was paying her. I worried she was going above and beyond too much.

She was wealthy thanks to an inheritance, and even without that, she’d never lacked for money. She didn’t need the job; she was doing this for her uncle’s sake. I would be upset if I found out her uncle wasn’t paying her according to her value. He wasn’t strapped for cash even after his medical expenses.

We stopped at the halfway point of the wooden boardwalk that crossed over the center of the pond. Resting against the railing, we were quiet as we watched the ducks swim.

Slowly, her shoulders relaxed.

“All right,” Michaela said. “Let’s see if we can find this superhero you claim exists.”

“He’s real,” I said, offended.

“Sure, sure.”

I led the charge this time and took us into the little forested area. I gave her a smug “I told you so” look when I saw the sign that let people know there was filming going on.

“Livestreaming superhero acts is just begging to have your secret identity busted. Next thing they know, their entire family is kidnapped by super villains,” Michaela complained.

“Thankfully, there aren’t any super villains in Pebbletown,” I said. “We’re getting close.” Creeping forward until I spotted the camera through the trees, I adjusted our course slightly to remain out of sight of the camera.

Brody looked happy to have a live audience. We sat down behind the camera, but when Brody kept gesturing for us to join him, Michaela patted me on the shoulder and got up.

It made Brody’s day to have someone follow along. I wished I could join in. Mood souring a little at the thought of Tiffany, I tried to push my worry away and enjoy the morning. Michaela did well following along.

“That was lovely,” Michaela said at the end of the class. “Thank you for letting me join you.”

Brody’s smile disappeared the second he heard Michaela’s voice. He seemed taken aback for some reason.

“You’re very welcome. It’s nice to have company.” Looking conflicted, he fell quiet.

Confused by what was going on, I joined them.

“Is there something wrong?” Michaela asked him.

“Um. Sort of. I recognize your voice.” Chewing on his bottom lip, Brody seemed to grow more uncomfortable. “We haven’t met before, but I know who you are. My brother . . . he does best when he has someone just for him.”

His eyes flicked to me and then back to Michaela.

“Connor, could you give us a minute?” she asked.

“Yeah. Of course.” I headed back toward the pond, but they started talking before I was out of earshot.

“You’re getting through to Milo in a way no other therapist has ever been able to achieve,” Brody told her. “I want to thank you for helping him.”

Big Milo is one of Michaela’s six patients.

Running to put enough distance between us to give them privacy, I returned to the pond and sat on the bridge. Stomach tight from the heavy emotion in Brody’s voice, I let my legs hang off the bridge and watched the ducks swim.

Michaela made it her job to take care of people. She also went to greater lengths than she should and frequently burned herself out. We discussed this at length after we broke up and became friends. I managed to get her to agree to keep her patient numbers at a manageable number. Six. No more. She promised me. But she also told me she would never have less than six and that I had to accept it.

I’d met one of her other patients briefly. A woman in her fifties. She showed up at Michaela’s in tears once when I happened to be there. I’d always wondered who the other four people under her care were but respected her and her patients too much to ever ask.

I should have known the large man with the anger management problem that stemmed from childhood trauma would be one of Michaela’s patients. Anger was her specialty.

Milo and the police officer had told me Big Milo only ever turned his anger on himself. In the past, he’d raged to the point of breaking his hand, hitting things while begging his mind to stop reliving the day he lost his parents.

Milo had been able to help the big guy calm down before he did more than scrape up his knuckles. He’d been able to calm down faster than normal because Michaela was helping him learn how to manage his anger. She had helped me so much since I met her. I still had bad days, just like Big Milo, but they were far fewer than they had been, thanks to Michaela’s guidance.

Wiping away tears, I wondered how Harper’s military friend and his wife were doing. I hoped she didn’t have cancer but something that would clear up soon instead, and that Robert was healing well. With luck, the cream I gave him would prevent his face from scarring.

Michaela sat next to me. “Brody sends his thanks for joining him for his class. He enjoys having company.”

“Thank you for going on camera with him. I can tell it made him happy.”

She gave me a sad smile. “I know you wanted to as well. I don’t know Brody, but I know his brother quite well. Brody is a safe person. I told him just enough for him to understand that you can’t join him on camera for your own safety. At least not yet. I hope that’s okay.”

“I trust your instincts on people. And hey, he’s a superhero. Of course he’s trustworthy.”

She smiled. “I saw you freeze up for a second when you were walking away. You heard that his brother is one of my patients.”

“Uh, yeah. Sorry.”

“It’s all right. He started talking while you were still in hearing range. I didn’t tell him you’re my patient, but he’s quite intelligent. I think he figured it out. I don’t think he’s the gossiping type. He won’t tell other people.”

Falling quiet, we watched the ducks for a while.

“I think he started talking while you were still in hearing range because he figured out right away that you’re one of my patients. I think he wanted you to know about his brother in hopes that you would call me if you ever find his brother in distress again. He’s very grateful to you and Milo for helping when you heard his brother in the alley. It must have been frightening. I know how bad it gets in his head and how he reacts.”

“It was,” I admitted. “I didn’t know what was going on. I’ve actually been meaning to ask you about how to do better. Twice last week, I made bad assumptions about people. I assumed the worst of them, only to find out they’re good people going through hard things. How do I quell that instinct and teach myself to wait before passing judgment?”

“Well, with Milo—uh, Brody’s brother Milo.”

“I’m calling him Big Milo to distinguish him from my Milo.”

“Mmm, that’s better than what some people in town call him. But you had a reasonable reaction to him. A man screaming his head off in an alley and throwing large things around is alarming. Don’t feel bad about your initial reaction. Instead, be thankful that you were able to course-correct and treat him well when you found out what was going on. Thank you for looking after him that night.”

“It was mostly Milo.” Tapping her arms hesitantly, I forced myself to say something I needed to say. “The police showed up to respond to a noise complaint about him. I was scared, but I talked to the officer. It went well. He knew who Big Milo was, and he was very understanding.”

“I meant it when I told you there’s a strangely good police force here,” she said. “But your fear of police officers is justified. You were right to worry about what could happen, but I’m glad it was a good officer who responded to the call and that the experience was a good one.” She watched the ducks for another minute. “I know you won’t tell anyone that Big Milo is my patient. I appreciate that.”

“I won’t even tell Milo or Harper,” I promised.

She nodded. I worried she would claim she had to head to work and then go look after Big Milo now that she knew his depression was bad. She was under enough stress; she didn’t need more. But she stayed, and we finished our run.

“He usually films here or at the end of the boardwalk in the forest,” she said as we got into the car. “Brody is a charming and approachable man. You’ve seen Big Milo. His size scares people. I want you to think about how he’s gone through life watching people befriend his brother at the drop of a hat, and then those same people grow quiet when he tries to join in. He wants to connect with people, but many judge him by his size and think his resting thug face means he’s an asshole.”

“That’s gotta be tough.”

“It is. I’ll have to avoid the places Brody films because I cannot have a relationship with him. Brody told me his brother has always done best when he has a special person for himself—like his teacher’s aide back in school. Later, he had a few years with a martial arts instructor before his brother joined the class. It disrupted his progress when Brody and the teacher became friends. He wants Brody to be happy, so he stopped telling his instructor when things got bad in his head because he feared the instructor would let Brody know. I won’t risk the progress I’ve made with him.”
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