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Chapter One
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Summer wasn't finished with us yet. The sunbaked blacktop beneath my feet, pungent from the heat, radiated a steady, scorching warmth up my body as I crossed the street. It was mid-September, and my position as the job site safety inspector for Hollins Construction had brought me to Denver, Colorado, more than forty minutes outside my usual region of Boulder.

The resident inspector in Denver had taken his family on holiday to Europe, leaving me struggling to cover both his and my territory.

I rolled up the damp sleeves of my white, button-up shirt as I made my way toward a coffee shop down the road from my last inspection of the day. My shirt had started the day clean and crisply ironed, but now it was rumpled and sticking to the small of my back. The clothing we were required to wear as professionals entering construction sites was insanely inappropriate for the current weather. We'd been sweltering in high-eighty-degree heat for weeks.

The handle of the coffee shop's door felt cooler than the surrounding air as I gripped it and pulled it open. I was welcomed by a gust of what felt like an arctic breeze, in contrast to the air outside. I took a deep breath of it, inhaling relief from the heat and a pleasant assault of freshly brewed coffee and cinnamon buns.

If I didn't have other commitments, there was every chance I wouldn't leave this coffee shop any time soon. I looked back across the street at my car. I'd left the inspection reports I needed to complete by the end of the day lying on the passenger seat.

Later.

I'd head back out to the car to retrieve them once my body had cooled enough to brave the heat again.

The young, pink-haired woman behind the counter caught my attention by clearing her throat and greeting me as Sir. I'd reached the front of the line, but my mind had wandered. I was thinking about the long drive home to Longmont, realizing it would be late by the time I arrived.

I'd need to call my sister and ask her to pick up the kids from the after-school babysitter's—again. She wouldn't be pleased. She'd picked them up twice already this week. Luckily, today was Friday, meaning I'd be home for the next two days, relieving my sister, Janice, of her Auntie duties—favors actually... in other words, her continual saving of my ass.

I perused the board of coffee options and decided on something cold.

"Mocha Frappuccino, please," I said as I opened my wallet and peered inside, not sure if I should use my debit or credit card. I had no idea how much money was in my bank account. The kids had needed new clothes and a ridiculous amount of school supplies for back to school last month. Taylor, my eldest son, aged eleven, had been the most troublesome in the clothes shopping mayhem. He'd insisted the other two, Cindy aged eight, and Marcus aged five be left at home—with my sister while I'd taken Taylor out on his own.

Thankfully, she'd agreed ...again.

"Your name?" The bubbly female voice tugged me away from my wandering mind again.

"Sorry. It's Ryan." I removed the solitary credit card from my wallet. I didn't like using it for anything other than business expenses, but there was no sense in taking the risk of having my debit card declined. I'd never been this short of money before, aside from my college years. But everything was different now. I had mortgage payments, medical insurance, orthodontics, baseball, karate, ballet lessons—and a ton of other expenses to cover. Being a parent was expensive, and without my wife's income, I was struggling.

I wandered to the end of the counter to wait for the barista to complete what I hoped would be a drink capable of chilling my insides, matching the gradual cooling of my skin.

"Ryan?" A voice behind me had me turning around. I wasn't sure if I'd misheard my name being called. I didn't know anyone this far from home, and I didn't recognize the scruffy, dark blond-haired man approaching me; the cosmopolitan style of his clothing threw me off even further. Bare feet in white sneakers, torn couture jeans with a silver wallet chain, a black and white striped shirt, and a tailored suit jacket. He looked like a rock star.

People didn't typically dress like that in Denver.

"Ryan Middleton?" The man reached out to shake my hand, grinning as if greeting a lifelong friend, his unkempt beard accentuating his lips launching to speak before I'd had an opportunity to reply. "What are the chances? I haven't seen you since ...I was like, what ...thirteen? I just moved back here last week, and here you are."

He clapped his hands together after releasing my reluctant grip. I had no idea who this guy was. The handshake had been awkward, but he'd persisted undeterred. "Did you move out this way?" he continued. "I thought for sure you'd stay in Longmont. You never struck me as a big city guy. What about your parents? I sure miss them ...Bill and Evelyn. Your mom was always such a riot." He sighed and laughed softly, shaking his head. "Sam and I used to drive her insane."

A drop of ice-cold condensation ran down my arm from where I was holding my plastic cup full of reprieve from the heat. The straw had yet to find its way to my mouth. How could this guy possibly know so much about my family when I had no idea who he was?

"I'm sorry, I don't think ...," I stammered.

"Oh man, you have no idea who I am, do you?" His neck flushed red, spreading right the way up to his cheeks. "Of course, you don't. The aged thirteen thing since I saw you last...." He extended his hand again. "Michael Sanderson. I was a friend of your brother's."

"Mikey?" I clapped my hand into his, laughing.

I'll be damned.

It was no wonder I didn't recognize him. The annoying, scrawny, pimple-faced teen, the kid who always asked way too many questions, ate all the M&Ms out of the mixed nuts, and borrowed video games out of my room without asking, was standing before me, unrecognizable.

Well, almost unrecognizable. Now that I knew who he was, his animated expression, intense green eyes, and habit of speaking way too fast confirmed his identity. Michael had been my younger brother, Sam's best friend for years. His family had moved away partway through their junior year. I'd been twenty-one at the time, busy at college and all that went with it, reading, studying, ...and spending time with my girlfriend, Rebecca.

I had, however, been sufficiently observant of my brother's feelings. Losing his partner-in-crime had hit him hard. He and Michael had been inseparable since kindergarten.

"What are you doing back here?" I asked. "I didn't think anyone who'd experienced life in New York would decide to move back across the country to Mile-High City."

Michael snorted in amusement. "Not entirely my choice... moving back." He motioned toward a table with an open laptop and ceramic coffee cup on its surface. "Do you have a minute to sit? I'd love to catch up."

"Sure, yeah." I followed him to the table and pulled out a chair as Michael closed the lid of his laptop and picked up his coffee. It looked to be of the hot variety. Crazy in this heat. "So, why did you move back here?"

"I really didn't have a choice." Michael set his coffee down. "My ex-wife took a job out this way. We agreed she couldn't pass it up." He pursed his lips. "Well, we eventually agreed. She wore me down. We've been divorced for over a year, and she's still making life decisions for me. Next thing I knew, we were moving."

I furrowed my brow. "Okay, so ...I don't understand why you followed her?" I finally took a sip of my drink, languishing in the rush of cold descending down my throat.

"For a damned good reason." Michael grinned. "Two reasons, actually. Mandy and Michael Jr, two of the most fantastic, tiny humans on the entire planet. Not being able to see them, watch them grow, go to their baseball games, and attend their school recitals...." He shook his head. "I would move anywhere to be with them."

I released the straw from my mouth and shook the cup to encourage more of the drink to settle near the base of the cup. "I know the feeling. I have three of my own."

"Now that doesn't surprise me." Michael leaned forward against the table. "I always figured you'd be a family man. Sam and I were constantly in your face, messing with your stuff, deliberately annoying you ...but you never lost your temper with us. You were even brave enough to take us places. Like the state fair ...do you remember that?"

I nodded my head, grinning. "Yeah, my friends harassed me for weeks about that. But I didn't want you guys to miss out. Not a single one of our parents wanted to take the two of you."

"See, that's what I mean." Michael reclined in his seat and crossed his arms. "So, did you end up marrying Rebecca? Sam said you two were pretty serious ...last I heard from him."

I lowered my gaze then looked away, concentrating my attention on the road running past a nearby window. There was an antique shop directly across. Rebecca had always loved poking around amongst the bits and pieces to be discovered in stores like that.

"Yeah." I looked up at Michael. "Rebecca and I got married after college."

"And you stayed in Longmont?"

I nodded my head, solemnly.

Michael tipped his head to one side, likely contemplating whether he should comment on my obvious discomfort as a result of his question. He chose to change the subject.

"What about Sam? He used to write to me at least once a month, then sometime around grade eleven, he started spouting off about self-sufficiency and his plans to head off into the wilderness to live off the land. Then—nothing. School finished, and I didn't hear from him again." Michael set his hands on his laptop. "He didn't do it, did he?"

I nodded. "Yeah, he did. He took off a few days after graduating high school. He'd been working at an outdoor recreation store for a few years before he left. Saving up money, buying supplies. He even got his hands on a rifle. Loaded everything up one morning ...and left."

"Damn, that's crazy. Not surprising, but crazy. When did you hear from Sam last?"

"Oh, wow, ...um." I scrubbed my hand across my mouth, thinking. "Sixteen months ago, maybe."

Michael's brow creased. "So, you don't even know if he's alive."

"No." I shrugged. "But he's living life on his terms. There's something to be said for that. Although my family doesn't necessarily feel the same way. Especially my mom and Janice."

Michael grinned. "How is that lovely but angry and vindictive little sister of yours?"

"Better. Still angry most of the time, but bearable. Janice is a big help when it comes to the kids. Picking them up. Dropping them off. Watching them overnight." I sighed, gripping my cup tighter in my hand. I hadn't meant to expose the extent to which my sister helped me out.

Michael knew something was up, but he was choosing to set it aside, most likely assuming Rebecca and I were divorced.

"So, what are you doing for work?" Michael seemed perfectly content to press on with new topics of conversation. I was thankful for that. I loved my job. The hours were long, and there was an annoying certainty of arguments between myself and the construction heads, making every day a potential for strife, but I could talk about it for hours. Not that I would, of course. Even though Michael had asked, it would be cruel to subject him to the entire outline of my job.

"I'm a regional safety inspector for Hollins Construction. I drive around and make sure the workers on our construction sites are following proper safety protocols." I smirked. "Sometimes, if I'm lucky, I get to do safety demonstrations."

The blank look on Michael's face told me even that small amount of information had nearly put him to sleep. I drummed my fingers on the table and grinned. "I know. Boring, but I love it."

A half-smile lifted Michael's cheek on one side. "As long as you enjoy it ..." He snorted, and a short laugh erupted, sputtering from between his lips. He clamped his hand over his mouth to control it. "I'm so sorry," he said after removing his hand. "Seriously, if you enjoy your job, I'm thrilled for you. Really."

"Ha-ha." I leaned back in my chair. "And what do you do that's so much more exciting?"

"Well," Michael said as he indicated toward the back of the coffee shop with his thumb, "I have a recording studio right next door. I mainly work with new independent artists, but sometimes I get the occasional audiobook or voice-over booking. I'm still new here, so I'll need to build a new base of musicians, but that shouldn't be a problem. I have a good reputation."

I coughed out a short laugh. "Okay, you win. That's way more interesting than what I do."

"Depends on your perspective."

"Um-hm, right."

Michael looked down into his empty cup, then back up at me. "Hey, I only have a few more hours of production work left to do. Would you like to come in and check the place out? Play with the mixing board a little? Order a pizza?"

I looked out toward my car. Checking out a recording studio sounded infinitely more interesting than the paperwork I had to do. I wrinkled my nose and turned back to face Michael. "I'd love to, but I have a lot of paperwork to finish, then I need to drop it off in Boulder before I head home. I'm going to be late as it is."

"That's too bad. Do you come into Denver often? Is it part of your work area ...?"

"Not usually. I'm covering for someone." I tapped the tabletop. "How about next Friday?"

"Nah." Michael shook his head. "I have my kids next weekend. I only have them every second weekend, so I try to be finished work early on a Friday. I like to pick them up from school."

"Understandable." I rolled my shirt sleeves down and buttoned the cuffs. The air conditioning was doing an efficient job. A nice change, but heading back into the heat was going to feel dramatically different. Especially since the air conditioning in my car had decided to act up, blustering lukewarm air across my skin, irritating me more than if it hadn't been working at all.

I slipped my phone from my pocket and handed it to Michael. "Give me your number, and maybe we can figure something out."

"Awesome."

Michael typed in his contact information then handed my phone back. I sent him a quick text, so he had my number as well.

Then we stood, gave each other an exuberant handshake, and went our separate ways.
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Chapter Two
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"Dad! Marcus has been stealing my Halloween candy again!" Taylor came flying into the kitchen, nearly tripping over the open dishwasher door. Taco Tuesday had been chaotic, but as always, worth it. As far as I was concerned, ground beef, salsa, lettuce, cheese, and taco shells covered off every major food group, and the kids loved it. Filling their own taco shells was disastrously messy, and the concept of do-it-yourself food set off more than a few arguments as they fought for control of the toppings, but it was a tradition. A tradition their mother had started. One I had no intention of putting an end to ...ever. Too much stability had been ripped from their young lives already.

"I told you," I said to the heavily furrowed, red, thin-lipped face of my eldest staring up at me, "to put your candy up high where Marcus can't reach it. If you leave it under your bed, it's fair game. To both Marcus and Cindy ...and me."

"You wouldn't touch it."

"Oh, wouldn't I?" I winked at him. "There's this thing called candy tax. Payable by all children to the parent or parents who braved the elements and costuming mayhem to take them out trick-or-treating."

"That's not real," Taylor replied with uncertainty. "There's no such thing as candy tax."

"Maybe not, but my love of Snickers bars is." I ruffled Taylor's hair even though I knew he hated it. Soon my eleven-year-old would become a teenager, and I wouldn't be able to get away with annoying him with stuff like that. Hormones would be raging, and the ugly head of teen angst was apt to explode all over my meticulously spotless kitchen if I tried.

"Dad, don't," Taylor said as he ducked away from my hand, his mop of blond hair falling back in place, barely exposing his eyes. He needed a haircut. I looked at the other two as they leaped and climbed up and over the back of the couch in the attached family room—again and again, screeching with excitement. They all needed haircuts. Yet another thing to add to my ever-growing to-do, money to be spent list.

I closed the dishwasher door and pressed the heel of my hand against my forehead, massaging my brow, hoping to fend off the tension headache building there. I was exhausted.

Not quite done yet.

I picked up the tattered dishcloth, infused it with scalding, hot water from the tap, and set to work on the counters and stovetop, bottle of antibacterial spray in hand. I'd only just finished wiping down the last counter when the sound of the front door opening interrupted my plan to stretch out on the couch and close my eyes. Cindy and Marcus hadn't tired of their latest movie yet, so distracting them for a bit of peace wouldn't have been too much of an issue.

My sister, on the other hand....

"How's my big brother," Janice said as she strolled into my kitchen and opened one of the cupboards. She wasn't looking for an answer, so I leaned against the counter and sighed. One moment of peace was apparently too much to ask for. I knew I shouldn't complain. I really shouldn't. My sister was a lifesaver.

"Wine?" Janice lifted two wine glasses down and swung the fridge open. There was still a bottle of white we'd been working our way through over the weekend. I was more than happy to help her finish it off.

"Please." I took the glass, savoring the cool, delicate surface. Most of my day, in the drinking glass department, consisted of plastic cups with twisty straws. Marcus loved them, and Cindy insisted on using one because Marcus did. And Taylor.... Taylor had decided he wanted to drink everything out of a plastic sports bottle. Somewhere along the way, I had picked up an old coffee mug and never used anything else.

"Ryan." Janice shoved me, jostling me, then went to sit on a stool on the other side of the kitchen island. "It's only Tuesday, and you look like hell."

"Thanks."

"No, really. You need a break." She set her wine glass down and drummed her fake nails on the marble countertop, the repetitive, rhythmic clicking imitating how I imagined the marching feet of a caterpillar might sound as it moved across the island toward me. I reached forward and set my hand on top of hers to stop her.

"Sorry." She lifted her wineglass and took a long sip, then set it down. "I think you need to get out and do something."

"I get out." I crossed my arms. "I do stuff."

"I'm not talking about driving kids to lessons or going grocery shopping." Janice poised her hand above the countertop, as if she might start click-drumming again, but laid her palm flat on the surface instead. "I'm talking about going out and having fun."

I set my wine glass down and turned toward the sink. "I'm not having this conversation with you again." I gripped the handle of the faucet and turned the water on. Cold then warm. I ran my hands under it, washing them. "I'm not ready to start dating yet." I turned the water off. "You know that." I swiveled back to face her. "Not even Amy in Engineering."

Janice's lips were tight as she nodded at me. "I know." She took another sip of her wine. "Oh, I have it." She set the glass down and held both hands out, a smile spreading across her face. "Have you talked to Michael since you bumped into him?"

I tipped my head to one side, resulting in a satisfying crunch. I had meant to call Michael, but finding a block of time to hang out with him when I had three kids to deal with was impossible.

"Didn't he invite you to check out his recording studio?" she continued.

I nodded. "Yes, but I can't drive all the way to Denver when I have stuff to do around here." I raised my hand, pointing in the direction of the utility room. "I haven't done laundry in over a week."

Janice placed a hand on her hip, staring me down. "You're going to miss an opportunity to hang out in a recording studio ...you—who loves music as much as you do ...in order to do laundry?" Then came the finger waggle. During any conversation with Janice, there was an unobjectionable finality in the wings once the finger waggle happened. I didn't stand a chance.
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