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      Shelley Bennett held the cup of tea and watched on as the little redheaded boy stacked one block on top of another. She held her breath as he continued to tower them, knowing full well it would topple over eventually. His kindergarten teacher, Ms. Marshall, said he was having a hard time learning how to control his frustration, so Shelley was making sure he was learning the right way to deal with his feelings. She closed her eyes for a second. Poor Billy. He’d have to overcome a good many thing. Like why your dad abandoned you at the age of six days, leaving your mother to pick up the pieces. I mean, really? How do you ever move forward from that? Shelley had to. It was sink or swim and her instincts kicked in big time. Billy gingerly placed yet another large block on top of the three he already had. It was leaning slightly.

      “Look, Mommy.” His cheeks blushed a bright red.

      “I see. You’re doing a great job.” She looked down at her phone. “We have to clean up and get ready to go to school.”

      “I don’t want to go,” he protested, kicking the blocks over.

      “Billy Bennett!” she scolded. “You pick those up right now. That’s not how we play with our toys, and that’s not how you talk to your mom.” She placed her hands on her hips and stared him down.

      With his head hung low, he began gathering the blocks and putting them in a giant plastic bag.  “I want to go to work with you.”

      “Next time. Ms. Marshall has many fun things planned for you today. You’ll have fun. And when I pick you up, we’ll grab a cheeseburger and milkshake for dinner. How does that sound?”

      He picked up his head, his teeth showing through his wide grin. He nodded uncontrollably and began dancing around the room. “Burgers and shakes,” he sang.

      “Go in and brush your teeth. Go to the bathroom, and don’t forget to wash your hands.”

      He bounced down the hall.

      As Shelley rinsed out her mug, she could hear him scoot the stool over to the sink to do his business. He painted a ray of sunshine all over her face. He was a good boy. Headstrong sometimes, but a good boy. A tear bobbled on her lower lid. She quickly wiped it away. No time for tears, Shelley.

      She helped him with his small backpack, which contained a change of clothes and a snack. Then she loaded him into the car. As they drove across town, they sang silly songs to make the trip go by faster. One of his favorites, “Wheels on the Bus,” made him laugh so hard he could hardly catch his breath.

      As the two came up to his classroom door, Shelley leaned over. “Now promise me you’ll be a good boy and have your listening ears on today, okay?” She kept her eyes steady on his.

      “I promise.”

      “Burgers and shakes,” she said as she opened the door to the classroom.

      “Burgers and shakes,” he repeated as he stepped inside.

      As he located his cubby to place his backpack, Shelley had a quick moment with Ms. Marshall. “We had a talk. He promised to use his words and also have his listening ears on.”

      “He’ll be fine, Shelley. He’s a great student. So smart. He’ll go places someday.”

      “Thanks for saying that.” She turned to walk away.

      “No, I mean it. I see the potential in him already. He’s just a bit frustrated. He doesn’t understand a few things regarding his daddy.”

      “Has he asked about him?” Shelley drew in her bottom lip.

      “Yes. Especially when the other kids start talking about theirs.”

      “I see. Well, he’s too young to explain everything to him. I just tell him Daddy went away.”

      “And that’s probably all you can do.” Ms. Marshall reached out and touched Shelley’s arm. “Have you thought about going to therapy?”

      Shelley threw her a strange look. “That’s an odd thing to ask.”

      “I mean, have you yourself come to terms with his daddy walking out on you?”

      “That’s a bit personal, don’t you think?”

      “I’m only trying to help. But just think about it. Sometimes it helps to talk it out. And they might have some suggestions for you on how to explain it to Billy.”

      A loud raucous came from the back.

      “I do too have a daddy,” Billy yelled as he shoved another boy to the floor.

      “Boys,” Ms. Marshall yelled.

      “Billy,” Shelley screamed right at the moment he shoved his classmate.
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      Shelley and Billy sat in silence in the car. He kicked the back of her seat a couple of times, irritating her even more.

      “Stop kicking the seat.”

      “I’m hungry,” he wailed.

      She peered at him through the rearview mirror. He tossed her a cheesy grin. “I think you did that on purpose, young man. You wanted to come to work with me, so you started a fight with a little friend.”

      “He’s not my friend.” Another kick to the back seat caused her to whirl around.

      “Sorry,” he mumbled.

      “Why, Billy?”

      He shrugged.

      “I heard what you said to him. What did he say to you?”

      “He told me they went fishing. I told him my daddy was going to take me fishing too.”

      Shelley turned back around and sank into the seat. She drew out her car key and started the engine. “This is not good, Billy. Fighting never solves anything.  When we get to the shop, you’ll sit at the table and color, look at a picture book, and when I tell you to close your eyes and take a nap, you darn well better do it.” She hit the gas pedal a little harder, making the tires squeal. Billy laughed. “It’s not funny. Nothing is funny today. Do you hear me?” She held back the tears, but the lump in her throat made it difficult.

      Once they got to the shop, Billy hurried inside. He must have known his mom was upset with him. Why else would he run to the small table she had for him and immediately begin coloring? She watched him with a careful eye.

      “See, Mommy. I’m coloring. And I’m staying in the lines.” He held up the coloring book to show her.

      She arched her brow and crossed her arms. “I’m still upset with you.”

      “I know, Mommy. But you still love me, right?” He never looked up as he painstakingly colored the barn red, his tongue slipping out between his lips as he carefully did his best.

      “Yes, I’ll always love you.”

      “You just don’t like me right now, right?” His little hand clutched the crayon tightly.

      A small gasp exited her lips. She threw up her hand to try to conceal it. She didn’t want him to think for one minute anything he did in class today was cute. Although what he was doing right now was cute overload.

      “When you’re finished with your picture, put a puzzle together. Stay busy and out of trouble. I’ll check on you later.” She stepped out of the office, pulling the door shut. She descended down the ten stairs to the lower level. The all-glass enclosure that served as her office had a great view of the entire stationery shop. When she had employees, she could let them run the store, and she could do paperwork and still keep an eye on things. But her last two employees quit, leaving her to run the store all by herself.

      Rock Paper Scissors was her baby. She started it from the ground up. Bozeman had everything. Everything but a stationery store. So, when the opportunity presented itself, she dove right in. A struggling shop that sold greeting cards, wrapping paper, seasonal gifts, along with a gift registry that was well, outdated, Shelley came in and turned it all around. Along with the usual stationery items, she offered engraved gifts, ornaments from around the world, and unique gift items like globes, trinkets, and even jewelry. Her biggest obstacle was hiring employees. With the low unemployment rate, she was having a difficult time drawing people in to work.

      She’d just finished putting up a new display of keychains. She made a deal with the company that if she sold all ten of them, she’d order ten more. She hated the fact she was out an engraver. It would really put a damper on her wedding gift registry. The Help Wanted sign was prominently displayed in the window along with the Open, Come On In sign. She pulled a lint-free cloth from the box under the display case and began to dust the glass tops. She moved to the other counter and did the same. She peered up to the glass enclosure where she got a glimpse of Billy pulling a puzzle box off the shelf. The bell sounded, causing her to look toward the door.

      Standing in the doorway, a tall man dressed in faded jeans, a blue tee-shirt, and brown boots, carrying a green duffel bag over his shoulder, smiled at her. His shoulder-length hair was pulled back in a band, and he sported a five o’clock shadow. He took a few steps toward her.

      “Hey. Saw your sign in the window.”

      She blinked. She moved her gaze around his face, landing on his green eyes. She blinked once more.

      “The Help Wanted sign.” He turned and pointed to the window.

      “Yes.” Her gaze darted from the window back to him. “Help wanted. Yes, indeed.” She clasped her hands and shrugged.

      “I’m not from around here. But I guess you figured that out.” He tapped the duffel bag.

      She raised her brows.

      “I got off the bus over at the Greyhound station. I like the vibe of Bozeman. I think I want to hang around for a bit.”

      “What kind of skills do you have?”

      “I spent six years in the army. I know a little about a lot of things.” He chuckled.

      She didn’t know how to break it to him, but knowing how to be a soldier probably wasn’t one of the skills she was looking for her store. “I need someone who can run the register, maybe engrave glass, metal, help with the unpacking of new items. That sort of thing.”

      “It just so happens I know how to work with metal. I worked in the sheet metal shop on base.”

      She rocked back on her heels. “But do you know how to use engraving tools?”

      “I’m willing to learn. If I can’t catch on, you can fire me. I’m used to being fired.”

      Shelley moved around to the counter. She retrieved an application and laid it on top. “Fill this out for me.”

      He dropped the bag and came toward her. He took a pen out of the jar filled with rice and leaned over, reading the document. He pulled up from the counter, stuck the pen back in the glass jar, and turned around.

      “Where you going?” Shelley asked.

      “Back out that door.” He lifted his bag.

      “I thought you were looking for work?”

      He stopped, letting the bag slide off his shoulders.

      Her gaze drifted to his shoulders and arms as they flexed, causing her to blush when he’d caught her staring.

      “Well, let’s see. I don’t have a permanent address, nor a telephone number, or a reference, let alone three of them.”

      “Where do you stay when you’re drifting from town to town?”

      The pause between them became odd.

      “I mean, that is what you’re doing right? Moving town to town.”

      “You were more accurate with drifting. You see, after I spent six long years in a country, fighting the enemy, I returned to an empty apartment. Yep. My wife left me. Divorced me, in fact, all the while I was overseas serving my country.”

      She was shocked. Her jaw agape in disbelief.

      He lifted his finger to stop her. “Oh, but it gets better. Then I found out my car was repossessed because she didn’t make any payments on it with the money I’d sent her, along with all the furniture we’d bought on credit.”

      Shelley’s shoulders relaxed. “I have a feeling there’s more.”

      “Trust me. There’s so much more you don’t really want to know.”

      Shelley looked up to the glass office. She searched for her little redhead peanut, her nickname for him, but no Billy. She put up a finger quickly. “Hold that thought. I’ll be right back.”

      She rushed up the few stairs and pushed open the door. A long sigh escaped her lungs. There, lying on a pile of sweaters she’d neglected to bring home, was Billy. Taking a nap. She quietly drew the door closed and went back to where she’d left the man. The man with no home, phone, and apparently name.

      Realizing she’d not gotten his name, Shelley extended her hand to him. A moment later, he clasped her hand and gently shook it.

      “Skip Morrison.”

      “Shelley Bennett.”

      “Please,” she said, motioning toward a stool. “Stay awhile. Let’s chat.”

      He moved slowly toward the chair. “Isn’t that what we’ve been doing? Chatting?” He huffed as he sat.

      “I’m good without an address and even a phone number. I guess you could say I like to give the less fortunate a helping hand.” Her gaze drew up and settled on his.

      “First of all,” he said, standing. “I’m not less fortunate. I’m very fortunate. As I told you, I’ve been where you can’t even begin to know how bad it was and have come away able to breathe again and not look over my shoulder constantly. I’m darn happy to be here in the United States again where even though I have nothing, I have everything. Does that make sense?” He spoke without even hesitating between words.

      ““I’m sorry if I offended you.”

      “No offense, but Shelley, is it?”

      “Yes, Shelley Bennett.”

      “Shelley, it’s just been a struggle, and I’m working through it every day.”

      “I understand. Listen, if you want the job, you can have it. I might be able to get someone from the high school to teach you engraving. I know the shop teacher.”

      A slow, easy draw of his lips spread across Skip’s face. Shelley could feel the warmth traveling to her cheeks.

      “Not like that,” she said, pulling up the application and dropping it into the wastebasket nearby.

      “Why not like that. You’re an attractive woman.”

      “You’re making me blush for real.”

      “Good. And you’re also smiling. Something you haven’t done since I stepped in here.”

      “Well, guess I’m struggling with a few things too. See, I have a five-year-old upstairs sleeping in my office who should be in school today. He got sent home for fighting.”

      “And let me guess. His dad is nowhere in sight.”

      Shelley paused before continuing. Was it that obvious she was a single mother raising a strong-willed little boy? She studied Skip hard before she spoke. When was it too much information for a stranger?

      “You’re right. He walked out on us when Billy was six days old.” A tear glistened. “And you’d think I would get used to the idea, but here I am, crying over it still.” She wiped the droplets away that ran down her cheek.

      Skip moved his hand to the top of the glass display case and rapped his fingers like he was playing a keyboard. Then he slid his hand toward her and turned it, his palm facing upward.

      Shelley lowered her gaze to his hand. What was he suggesting? That she place her hand in his? They’d just met. She stood and brushed down her shirt and then stiffened her shoulders, flipping her hair back. “I’m really okay. It’s just every now and then I get angry he is missing out on everything. But it was his choice.”

      “Mommy.”

      All heads turned toward Billy. “Yes, dear. Did you have a good nap? This is Mr. Skip Morrison.” Shelley turned toward him and tipped her head.

      “Hi, Mr. Skip,” Billy said as he ran into his mom’s arms.

      She twirled him around a few times, lifting his feet off the ground.

      “You’re a big boy. How old are you?” Skip asked.

      Now, Shelley knew she’d told him Billy was five. Had he forgotten or was he just being friendly.

      “You look to me like you might be six or even seven.” Skip grinned.

      “No,” he said, hiding his face in his mother’s legs.

      “Well then, how old are you?” Skip persisted with the “how old are you” line.

      Shelley pulled Billy back. “Answer Mr. Morrison, Billy.” She placed her hands on her hips and smiled down on him.

      Billy held up five fingers. “I’m five!”

      Skip reared back and laughed. “You could have fooled me. You are so tall.”

      “I know. My daddy is tall too.”

      Shelley frowned. There was no way he knew that. She hadn’t told him a thing about his daddy. She couldn’t bear to even breathe his name, let alone give him any details.

      “Billy, why don’t you go get your snack out of the bag. I’ll be up there in a minute.”

      Billy ran off giggling.

      She turned around after he was out of sight. “Sorry. He’s just a little imaginative regarding his daddy. He doesn’t know anything about him. If he’s tall, short, thin or heavy. Dark hair, blonde hair, blue eyes or brown. I refuse to tell him anything.”

      Skips gaze looked beyond her. “Well, by the looks of it, I’d say his daddy had red hair and blue eyes.”

      “And how’d you come to that conclusion?” She tried to wipe off the shocked look that was surely on her face.

      “Because you have beautiful golden blonde hair and the prettiest brown eyes I’ve ever seen. Did you know they have gold flecks around them? They look like little gold bars.” He reached for his bag.

      She drew in a deep breath and held it. It had been a long time since a man took her breath away.

      “So long,” he said, giving her a backhanded wave.

      “Wait. Don’t go.”

      Skip stopped dead in his tracks and slowly turned toward her.

      “When can you start? I mean we didn’t quite establish that yet. I can get Quincy to come over and help you with a few classes on engraving. I have a backlog of requests.” She shrugged as she clasped her hands tightly.

      “Tomorrow. I can start tomorrow.”

      Her next thought was where was he staying. She knew it was a bit bold, but hey, they’d shared some moments earlier.

      “So, where are you staying?”

      “I thought I’d find a nice comfy park bench.”

      His wide smile made her smile back. “No, really.”

      “I reserved a room at the B and B down the road. I think it’s on Cypress Lane.”

      She twisted her mouth as she contemplated his so-called reservation. “And how’d you do that without a cell?”

      He palmed his chest. “Oh, man. You caught me in my first lie.” He laughed, then dropped his hand to his side.

      She arched her brows while tapping her toe. Maybe hiring him wasn’t such a great idea. “Lie?”

      “No. Actually, I did have a cell phone. Someone stole it. But at least I was able to make reservations here before they lifted it. You just never know what kind of people you meet at hostels or encampments.”

      “Encampments. That sounds dreadful.”

      “It is. Anyway, I can’t wait for a hot shower, a nice dinner and clean sheets to sleep in. See you tomorrow.”

      She blinked a few times as she watched his body move through the doorway. Not only was he a mystery, he was gorgeous, and those two things could be dangerous. She bit down her bottom lip and shook her head side to side.
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      “Two cheeseburgers and two chocolate shakes, please.” Shelley spoke loud and clear in the speaker box at the drive-in.

      “Fries, Mommy.”

      “Oh, and a small fry, please.”

      They collected their food at the window and then drove off. Shelley felt bad for Billy and decided no sense in not providing the cheeseburgers and shakes even though he didn’t really deserve them. It was one of her weaknesses. She was constantly making up for his deadbeat of a father. Shelley pulled into the nearby park where children were playing on swings and other equipment. It was a beautiful summer evening, and the temperature remained warm. They found an empty picnic bench and enjoyed their dinner while watching children play.

      “Can I go play, Mommy?”

      Shelley gazed over at the paper wrapping. One small bite of his hamburger remained. “Sure. But only where I can see you at.”

      Billy jumped off the bench and ran for the slide. Shelley watched as he went up and down it. He never grew tired of it. She noticed the time on her cell. It was beyond bath time for him.

      “Hey, Billy,” she called, cupping her hands around her mouth.

      He looked over toward her, but then ignored her, climbing up the stairs one more time.

      “Billy Bennett,” she yelled. “Time to go.”

      He ran up the last few stairs and then slid down the slide, laughing. His rosy cheeks were almost the color of his hair.

      “Billy. You must do a better job with listening. When I say it’s time to go, it’s time to go.” She placed her hand on his head and moved him forward.

      “I just needed to do it one more time.”

      “You needed to?” She knitted her brows as they kept walking toward the car.

      “Mrs. Marshall said I have a lot of bent-up frustration.”

      “You mean pent up?” Shelley said.

      “Yeah, that.”

      “So?”

      “She said I need to find a way to explode.”

      Shelley smirked. “I doubt she said that.”

      They took a few more steps toward the car. She’d already discussed a little bit with his teacher about her predicament. Maybe she was overstepping her authority as Billy’s teacher. She watched as he got inside the safety seat and buckled it closed.  Perhaps it was time to talk about dearest Daddy even though she dreaded it so much.
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      “Okay, just a few more minutes in the tub. Then it’s bedtime.” Shelley began to take some of the toys out and drain them. Billy laughed when she drained a few over his back and neck. He squealed like a little girl, making her laugh too.

      She dried him off, helped him in his pajamas, and while he brushed his teeth, she drew down the covers to his bed.

      “Read this one, please.” Billy handed her a book and then jumped into his bed, pulling up the covers.

      Before Shelley was through, he’d fallen asleep. She tiptoed out of the room, closing the door behind her. Creeping down the hall, Shelley entered the kitchen to make herself a cup of tea. Taking in the aromatic chamomile, she wrinkled her nose. Softly shuffling onto the hardwood floor, she snuggled into the corner of their well-worn and comfy couch and put her feet up on the coffee table with the bright yellow crayon marks on the corner. Shelley lowered her head, inhaling her freshly brewed tea. Smiling as thoughts raced through her mind about her crazy day, she lifted her feet and tucked them under her bottom, marveling at the sequence of events and how she made it through yet another day as a single mom and struggling entrepreneur.
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      After she dropped off Billy at school, Shelley headed over to the stationery shop. Skip promised her he’d be there. She’d coordinated with her longtime friend, Quincy to help Skip with some engraving skills. If everything lined up correctly, they’d both be waiting there for her. She pulled her oversized bag from the car and hung it over her shoulder. It was a beautiful morning. It was hard to hide the desire to flash grins at passersby and return hellos. Living in small-town America had an appeal so many people looked for; it was what enticed her to move to Bozeman four years ago.

      “Good morning, gentleman!” She dug into her fabric bag and drew out the keys to the shop.

      “Good morning,” Quincy said, puffing out his chest.

      She looked up at Skip. “How are you?” She inserted the key and gave it a twist, opening the door. She stepped inside and flicked on the lights. “It’s a beautiful morning, isn’t it?” She twirled around, her eyes beaming, her smile wide.

      “It sure is. I was telling your new employee how we knew each other.” Quincy rolled back on his heels.

      Shelley’s heart began to boil.

      “Yeah, he told me how you all went on a blind date.” Skip gave her an “I told you so” look that annoyed her to no end.

      “It was one date.” She held up a finger, smirking.

      “It could be a second date if you’d accept my offer.” Quincy flashed his fake grin again.

      “Okay, let’s see.” She tossed her purse on a stool. “I’d like you to show Skip how the Dremel tool works. I’m sure he’s told you how experienced he is in metalwork. He just needs a fast lesson on engraving.”

      “It’s not something you can learn in one lesson, Shelley,” Quincy said, furrowing his brow.

      “Two lessons then. I need him on board soon. I have several back orders.”

      Quincy dug his hands deep into his pockets. “Shelley, I don’t think you understand the talent involved in good engraving. One wrong slip and your D could become a P, or your Y could become an X. Do you understand?”

      Shelley crinkled up her forehead. “Yes, I do. I’m just panicking is all.”

      “No need. I also told you that I’d be happy to step in and get all of your back orders filled until you hired an engraver. Do you remember me telling you that?” He narrowed his eyes at her.

      “Yes, I recall that. But—”

      “I think what she’s trying to say, and not doing a very good job at it, I might add, is she feels a bit awkward in asking you to help. She doesn’t want to be beholden to you in that way.” Skip nodded to Shelley.

      Quincy murmured while quickly taking the lead down the aisle toward the back room. “Are you coming, Scooter,” he yelled.

      “Skip. His name is Skip,” Shelley yelled back.

      Skip leaned over. “It’s okay. We’ve ruffled his feathers a bit. It’s hard on some men when you hurt their egos.” He turned away from her and moved down between the lined shelves.

      Shelley opened her mouth, but no words came out. Her gaze landed on his back as he traveled to catch up to Quincy. Something about Skip took her totally off guard. Something about how he read her mind scared her, and at the same time, intrigued her.
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