
  
    [image: Autumn Do You Know]
  


  
    
      AUTUMN DO YOU KNOW

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        HUCKLEBERRY FALLS ROMANCES

        BOOK FIVE

      

    

    
      
        DONNA K. WEAVER

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Emerald Arch Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Foreword

      

    

    
      
        
          Part I

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

        

      

      
        
          Part II

        

        
          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        Sneak Peek of Merry and the Gentleman

      

    

    
      
        Read more by Donna K. Weaver

      

      
        About Donna

      

      
        Listen for Free

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This story was previously released as The Gift of a Child and The Forever Gift with different character names and location. While it has been revised, expanded, and integrated into the Huckleberry Falls universe, the heart of the story remains the same.

      

        

      
        Thank you for taking this journey with me again.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
PART I


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      It was the third worst day of Autumn Donnelly’s life. She lay on her bed, staring at the ceiling. It’d been two months to the day since the men from the coroner’s office had shown up at her door; two months since they had ripped out her heart. Two months, and she was still running from the grief.

      Shouldn’t the raw, open wound left by Steve’s loss have closed by now, even a little? Some days it hurt so badly Autumn found it hard to believe people couldn’t tell she was bleeding out emotionally right in front of them.

      But no, she had to put on a brave face. Grief was such a private thing. It made people uncomfortable if she showed it openly, like if she’d shown up to an event wearing only her undies. Autumn had learned to wear the face they wanted to see, that of a resilient young widow with two small children who was moving on. But those people didn’t have to come home to an apartment every night that echoed with her late husband’s absence.

      Autumn stared at the afternoon light coming through her window, already amber-hued though it was barely four o’clock. In Huckleberry Falls, the fall light had a way of rushing toward evening and got dark so quickly now.

      Every day, she had to face coming home to the apartment sooner after work. At the park, where she and the kids had spent so much time these last two months, she could pretend Steve would be home when they returned, and that he would joyously sweep them into his arms. Her eyes stung.

      Autumn had to stop this, had to fight this crippling lethargy. So what if it was the two-month anniversary of Steve’s death? So what if it was her birthday? So what if no one, neither her dad nor Steve’s parents, had remembered? She had to stop wallowing in despair.

      The children. She had to focus on them. They needed her. If she succumbed to this despondency, they had no one else.

      Autumn forced herself to sit up, slide her legs to the side of the bed, and stand. What should she do? The laundry was finished, the apartment immaculate. They’d already been to the park once today.

      Start living your life again. I want you to be happy.

      She heard the words as though Steve had spoken them to her. Closing her burning eyes, she imagined him standing behind her, his arms encircling her. It made her feel cared for again.

      He was right. She had to be strong, if not for herself, then for those two little children. She recalled a friend from high school whose wife had died in childbirth, leaving him with two young children as well. He’d completely disconnected emotionally. She felt so bad for those kids. They’d lost their mother and then, essentially, their father too.

      With a sense of purpose filling her, Autumn opened her eyes. She refused to do that to her children. Her own mother had died when she was a teen, and she’d had to do the mothering thing on her own. Dad was a loving but emotionally distant grandfather. It wasn’t like Autumn could drop in at his house for a cup of coffee and a word of advice.

      Then what should she do to start living again? Parker and Fay needed Autumn to be all there for them, to model appropriate behavior. With that thought, she knew what to do.

      Since it was her birthday, she would make a birthday cake.

      She went to the kitchen and pulled out the recipe book that had belonged to her mother. Every year until her death, she’d made a banana cake for Autumn’s birthday.

      A quick scan of the counter reminded her that Parker and Fay had split the last banana for lunch. She listened for the sound of them waking from their naps. Nothing, so no quick trip to the store.

      Autumn flipped through the book. At work, they’d passed around a recipe for a lemon cake. Fay loved lemon. They had the ingredients to make chocolate frosting, and Parker liked chocolate. That should be an interesting combination of flavors.

      Thinking about how happy her children would be, Autumn’s spirits lifted. A faint tune drifted in through her partly open window. Harvest Moon Waltz, a folksy melody the Huckleberry Falls radio station played beginning mid-September. She hummed along with it while she mixed the ingredients for the cake, the sweet scent of lemon zest filling the kitchen as she grated the peel.

      After she’d finished washing the dishes, she heard a noise from the bedroom. Once one of them woke up, it wouldn’t be long before they both were awake.

      She peeked in the bedroom door. Fay stood in her crib, one chubby little leg lifted as though she meant to climb over the side. Autumn was going to have to break down and buy that kiddy bed. As with Parker, she and Steve would normally have done it as soon as their daughter started walking. Precocious Fay had ruined that by walking at ten months, and Autumn hadn’t been able to bring herself to make the purchase. She’d wanted to keep her little girl a baby a little longer.

      She extended her hands and wiggled her fingers, inviting her mama to come and lift her from the crib. Autumn did, and Fay squeezed her arms around Autumn’s neck. She buried her face in the child’s blonde curls. Somehow, holding her sweet baby, who looked so much like Steve, the loneliness eased back a little, like how the tiny flame of a candle pushed back the darkness. When they’d first talked about starting their family, she never imagined how much she would love her children, how much they would change her.

      “Hey, Mama.” Parker rolled off his bed and rubbed his eyes. He paused and sniffed the air. “Something smells good.”

      “That’s because I’m baking.” Autumn bounced Fay gently on her hip.

      “What—” His eyes went wide. He grabbed his private parts and danced in place.

      “Just go to the bathroom, silly,” Autumn said with a laugh, and he took off running.

      Fay gave a squeal of frustration and tried to wiggle free.

      “Wait! I have to change your diaper first.”

      The bright little girl squinted, seeming to analyze her mother. Whenever she did that, Autumn had a feeling she was in for it when Fay got to be a teenager.

      “If you want a treat later,” Autumn cautioned, smoothing down her daughter’s flyaway curls, “you need to behave now.”

      When Fay let out a dramatic sigh, Autumn almost laughed, taking it as acquiescence and placing her on the changing table.

      Autumn’s thoughts drifted back to the image of her daughter as a teenager. In almost sixteen years, she would be an adult. Sixteen years. It seemed like such a long time to do the single-parent thing alone. The children wouldn’t remember Steve. She would need to look for ways to make him seem real to them.

      “Did you wash your hands?” she asked Parker when he returned. He heaved a sigh and turned back. Did they always have to push the boundaries?

      After finishing with Fay, Autumn checked on Parker’s cleaning job and washed her hands too.

      “When will it be cooked?” He made a sniffing sound as they passed the kitchen, bouncing on his toes with excitement.

      “About twenty more minutes, but then it has to cool before I can frost it.” Autumn opened the oven door briefly, the warm, lemony scent wafting out as she checked the cake’s progress.

      Her son looked longingly at the oven but skipped into the living room and dove into their toy box, Fay on his heels. Autumn had already packed the majority of their toys in preparation for the move on the first. When she unpacked them, the toys would be like new, and it would seem like Christmas in October to them. Maybe she should separate their toys into batches and rotate them.

      Fay tugged on Autumn’s jeans leg, so she picked up her daughter. Scanning the room’s bare walls, she knew she’d probably jumped the gun. She’d had most of the packing done for a couple of weeks, but it provided her with something to do when the children were in bed and she couldn’t sleep. Which, lately, was most of the time.

      She still felt conflicted about moving from the place where she and Steve had lived. Sure, it was only in the next building, but staying in the current apartment held too many reminders of what she’d lost. And she loved that it wasn’t far from the town square, where the city’s holiday activities were centered.

      Besides, she needed three bedrooms. That’s what she told herself, anyway.

      A shadow passed her kitchen window, and Autumn turned toward it. Chase Worthington, one of her coworkers, stood on the courtyard pathway outside her apartment, apparently talking to someone. She stepped out her door and found he was holding a box with the word Kitchen written on it.

      “Are you helping someone move, Chase?” she asked.

      “Hi there, Autumn.” He shot her a quick glance before setting down the box and dashing back in the direction he’d come. “Oh, no you don’t.”

      A giggling figure was running away on short legs. It took only a few of Chase’s long strides to catch up. She knew he was single and wondered who the little boy was. Chase scooped him up and blew on his belly. The child squealed with delight before being hefted onto large shoulders.

      “Who’s that, Mama?” Parker asked, sliding his hand into hers, his little voice full of a longing that twisted her heart. He missed his father a lot, and it tended to show itself at unexpected times.

      “That’s Chase from work.” Autumn absently smoothed Parker’s cowlick. “He was at the picnic. Do you remember?”

      Her son shook his head. She wasn’t surprised he didn’t recall it. Steve had died the next day.

      “This is where you live?” Chase came to stand beside the box he’d set down.

      “For right now. At the end of the month, we’re moving to a larger apartment. Down there.” She pointed in the direction he’d been heading, shading her eyes from the late afternoon sun.

      “Ow, Jaxon. Don’t pull my hair.” He lifted the boy and blew on his belly again before setting him on the ground. Keeping a hold of the child’s hand, Chase asked Autumn, “Which apartment will you be in?”

      Autumn released Parker’s hand and set a squirming Fay on the ground. Her son and the little boy stared at each other, Parker stepping half behind her leg while Jaxon peeked out from behind Chase’s knee.

      “Apartment two-ten,” she said. “It’s one of the townhomes.”

      “What do you know? We’ll be neighbors.” Chase nodded toward the box. “We’re moving into two-oh-nine.”

      It would be nice to know her next-door neighbor. Autumn glanced up the walkway that led to the parking lot, looking for more people. She and Chase worked for a pest control company with an office a mile away.

      “Aren’t the guys coming to help you move?”

      “I didn’t know I could get into the apartment this evening, so they’ll be here tomorrow to help with the big stuff.” Chase bent over and said to Jaxon, “Why don’t you ask his name?”

      “Sorry. I should have introduced them,” Autumn said. “This little lady is Fay, and this is Parker. He just turned four.” Her son didn’t say anything but lifted his hand to show four fingers.

      “I’m this many.” Jaxon struggled to work his fingers, and Chase had to help him press some down so the boy could show three raised fingers.

      “How many will you be next month?” Chase asked.

      “Four.” The little boy had an easier time raising four fingers. “On Halloween.”

      “That would make for a fun party.” Autumn tried to remember if Chase was divorced. “Is he your son?”

      “He’s my nephew.”

      “What are you moving today?”

      “My kitchen. Brenda said I’d be able to put up with a lot of chaos if I had a bed to sleep in and a working kitchen. That’s especially important now that I’ve got this little guy with me.”

      Brenda was the office manager at work, a motherly woman who watched out for all the staff. She was a Huckleberry Falls staple, and someone who seemed to always know everyone’s business. She had probably helped every single mom in the valley at least once.

      “That’s smart.” Autumn glanced at her apartment. “I should probably do that too. I can get into the new apartment the night before.”

      “I’ve never gone wrong taking Brenda’s advice.” Chase glanced toward his new apartment. “Well, I should probably get busy.”

      “Can I help you with anything?”

      “That’s nice of you.” Chase grinned at the children. “But I’m not sure how much you could do, seeing as you have two little kids of your own to watch.”

      “Would Jaxon like to play with Parker while you work?” She glanced at the two boys, who had warmed up enough to show off what they could do with their fingers.

      “Would that be all right? I wouldn’t want to impose.” Chase looked relieved.

      “Sure,” she said. “They’ll entertain each other.”

      “Thank you so much.” Chase squatted next to his nephew. “Would you like to play at Parker’s house while I work?” When the boy nodded, Chase stood. “I appreciate it. Let me give you my number, though I won’t be far.”

      Chase pulled out his phone and handed it to her. “If you could put yours in, I’ll text you, so you have mine too.” Autumn typed in her information and handed it back. A few seconds later, her phone buzzed in her pocket. She checked it and nodded. He grinned. “Perfect. Thanks again.”
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      Autumn herded the children inside her apartment.

      “Balls!” Jaxon ran to jump into the small blow-up pool that they kept for the soft plastic balls. Parker and Fay dove in after him, and the three of them started tossing the toys around the living room.

      The oven timer buzzed, and Autumn checked the cake. She set it on the cooling rack and pulled out the ingredients for the frosting. She checked the clock. It would be time to start dinner soon. Since she was cooking anyway, she might as well make enough for Jaxon and Chase. Then he wouldn’t have to worry about it.

      When she had the casserole in the oven, Autumn went into the living room and played with the children for a little while. She then read them a few books before putting on a video and heading to the kitchen to frost the cake. As soon as she started the mixer, the three little ones surrounded her.

      “Hang on.” She laughed, wiping her hands on a dishtowel. “We can’t all frost the cake. I’ll let you each decorate a graham cracker with the leftover frosting, but not until after dinner. You boys sit on this side of the table.”

      She put Fay in her highchair while Parker and Jaxon scrambled into their seats. Autumn had taken a cake decorating class once and enjoyed the artistry. She didn’t make them except on special occasions; otherwise, she would have to buy a larger wardrobe.

      “What’s the cake for, Mama?” Parker asked, swinging his legs as they dangled from the chair.

      “It’s my birthday.” She kept her voice steady as she smoothed the chocolate frosting. It had turned out to be a good afternoon, and she didn’t want to ruin it by jumping into another pity party.

      “Your birthday?” Her son glanced around the room as if he were searching for something. “Where’s your presents?” Having celebrated his own birthday last month, he remembered gifts.

      A pang of loss struck Autumn. Hard. A lump immediately formed in her throat, so large that it hurt. Steve had always made birthdays a special occasion. That morning, when she’d opened her jewelry box for a pair of earrings, she saw his gift from last year, a bracelet with charms Parker had helped to pick out. Unable to deal with her emotions, she’d closed the drawer.

      “Who’s going to give me presents?” Autumn wiped her eyes, making her tone teasing for her son. “You?” At his stricken expression, she wished back the words. She made a pfft sound. “I don’t need anything else because I have you and Fay.” Autumn blinked, embracing the truth of those words for the first time that day.

      Parker’s expression brightened but didn’t clear completely.

      “I’m glad I bought some graham crackers,” she said, trying to distract him while she scraped frosting from the mixing bowl. “I think I still have some sprinkles that you three can decorate them with.”

      “Can I have cake and graham crackers?” Jaxon asked, bouncing in his seat.

      “Yeah, Mama. Can we share your cake with our new friends?” Parker asked.

      “And what new friends are those?” Chase’s voice came from the kitchen window.

      “Chasey!” Jaxon ran to push open the screen door and throw himself at his uncle.

      “Chasey? Nice.” Autumn grinned as she picked up the cake and moved it to the breakfast bar.

      “What can I say? When a kid gives you a nickname, you have to take it.” Chase put down the boy, ruffling his hair. “Thanks so much for watching him. I got it done in probably half the time than if he’d been there underfoot. He’s a great kid, but he’s curious about everything.”

      “I made a casserole, so you and Jaxon are welcome to eat with us.” Autumn indicated the set table. “I kind of promised him that he could decorate graham crackers after dinner.”

      “And eat birthday cake,” Jaxon added.

      “Whose birthday is it?” Chase glanced between Autumn and the decorated cake.

      “My mom’s, but I don’t have a present for her.” Parker shot her an accusing glance. “She didn’t tell me.”

      “I already said you and Fay are the only presents I need.” Autumn rolled her eyes at Chase, and he smiled sympathetically.

      “Well, if you don’t mind Jaxon and me crashing your party, we would be happy to eat with you. Wow. Babysitting and dinner.” Chase bent over and tickled his nephew. “I think we made out like bandits today, little dude.”

      “Great, but these three need to clean up the balls before someone trips and falls. Fay, can you help the big boys pick up the balls?” Autumn watched, pleased, as Parker took the hint and clasped his sister’s hand to lead her back into the living room. Sometimes he could be such a brat to her, while other times he was like this. He had a good heart, and she tried to reinforce that behavior.

      “What can I do to help?” Chase was already washing his hands in the kitchen sink.

      “I just need to make a salad.”

      “I can cut up veggies.” He glanced around for something to dry his hands with, and Autumn handed him a towel.

      “The cutting boards are in there.” She pointed to the cupboard beside him.

      While Chase started going through it, she pulled out the produce from the fridge. They worked side by side, the comfortable rhythm of shared kitchen work settling between them. It reminded her of when they’d helped with last year’s work Christmas party. She chuckled.

      “What?” he asked, pausing with a tomato in his hand.

      “Did you ever notice that we always get the vegetable duty?” Autumn asked.

      “I guess that’s because we’re so good at it. Would you let Tomas do the vegetable trays?”

      “Heavens, no.” She laughed, tearing lettuce into bite-sized pieces. “We would be making a visit to the ER.”

      Poor Tomas was one of the salesmen. He’d been with the company for nearly twenty years and was good at what he did, but he was a menace when it came to food preparation. In the first year she’d started there, he managed to catch the grill on fire during the summer barbeque. Then, while preparing for the Christmas party, he’d cut his finger badly enough to almost require stitches. Now they limited him to the drinks. He could handle ice.

      “Only in Huckleberry Falls would Tomas become famous for nearly burning down the park pavilion.” Chase shook his head, grinning as he diced the tomato. “I still see people pointing him out at the grocery store.”

      “Poor guy.” Autumn glanced at Chase. “Is Jaxon visiting you today or for the whole weekend?”

      Chase’s expression turned troubled, his knife stilling on the cutting board.

      “Sorry,” Autumn said, concerned at his discomfort. “I didn’t mean to pry.”

      “It’s all good. He’s with me until further notice.” Chase hesitated but then lowered his voice. “His mother’s in rehab.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry.” Autumn was curious about what was going on. They’d been casual work friends for years, and this was the first time she’d heard about his sister having addiction problems. Was it something new? Had the sudden addition of his nephew made it necessary for Chase to move? But it seemed too personal a question to ask.

      “Do you think Jaxon would like to come to play with Parker tomorrow while you’re moving?” she asked.

      “Really?” Chase gave her a sidelong glance but continued slicing a cucumber. “You wouldn’t mind watching him again? I’m not used to keeping my eyes on a yard ape all the time. I would worry less if he were here.”

      “They seem to have hit it off. I think it would be good for Parker. The only other boy at his sitter’s house moved last week. I dread the day when he decides girls aren’t fun.” Autumn sighed, arranging the lettuce in the salad bowl. “But maybe I dread even more the day he decides they’re too fun.”

      “I vaguely remember going through both of those stages myself.” Chase chuckled softly. “It feels like ancient history.”

      She vaguely remembered him bringing his girlfriend to the Christmas party last year. Was she out of town, and that was why she hadn’t come to help him set up his kitchen? Or had they broken up? If he were alone again, Autumn could sympathize.

      They finished the salad preparation, and she sent him to put the bowl on the table while she retrieved a couple of salad dressing bottles from the fridge. She then brought in the casserole and called the children.

      The two boys chattered during the meal, and Chase spent most of his time trying to get Fay to talk her baby gibberish to him. He didn’t exactly laugh at her, but the twinkle in his eyes warmed Autumn’s heart. For some reason, it pleased her that he found her daughter so amusing.

      “Do you have candles for the birthday cake?” Chase asked when they’d finished clearing the table.

      Autumn scowled. “I don’t need candles to count years anymore.”

      “You have to have candles, Mama.” Parker sent her a pleading look while Chase sat there nodding, looking all innocent, like it was obvious she needed them on her cake.

      “Fine. Let me see if there are any left over from Parker’s birthday.” There were of course, since she’d bought a new box, and he’d only needed four of them. She removed three and brought them to the table.

      “The perfect number,” she declared.

      “How’s that perfect? Three was fine for Jaxon last year, but it doesn’t fit you, Autumn.” Chase folded his arms and put on a challenging expression. The two little boys then copied him, their small arms mimicking his pose.

      Seriously? Autumn lifted her chin and tried for a haughty look. “When one reaches a certain age, it’s appropriate to simply acknowledge one’s advanced years. One candle will represent yesterday.” She poked it into the cake. “One will be for today, and this one is for tomorrow.” She smirked at the three of them, though the children looked back with confusion.

      “I like it,” Chase said. “But how old are you?”

      “One never asks a lady’s age.” Autumn sniffed, pulling an imaginary pair of spectacles down her nose.

      “What, are you your grandma?” Chase asked, clearly amused now.

      “She’s twenty-seven, right, Mama?” Parker said.

      “Ancient,” Chase agreed, his expression serious but his eyes twinkling. He glanced at the boys, and they both nodded solemnly.

      “How old are you, Mr. Wise Guy?” she asked defiantly.

      “Twenty-six and proud of it,” Chase said. “We aren’t afraid to admit our age, right, guys? You two boys told your ages when you first met. The only one we don’t know is—” He’d been turning toward the highchair but broke off with a laugh.

      Fay had fallen asleep, her head lolling to one side.

      “Poor baby.” Autumn rose. How could she have let herself become so diverted by the company? “Why don’t you cut the cake while I put her to bed?”

      “She’s fine.” Chase shifted Fay’s head to a more comfortable position, his touch gentle. “See? You shouldn’t miss any of your own party.”

      “We have to sing Happy Birthday first,” Parker insisted.

      “Yeah, it’ll be good practice for Jaxon’s birthday next month.” Chase got them started but sang so softly that Autumn had to strain to hear him at all.

      “I expected more from the Singing Pest Control Man,” Autumn said when they finished. For years, she’d heard how he sometimes sang for his clients, but no one at the office had been able to convince him to give them a demonstration.

      “That’s just something to pass the time.” Chase shrugged, his cheeks flushing slightly.

      As she cut the cake and handed out the plates, she wondered why he continued to work at a job he apparently found boring. Not that she would want to be out in the field spraying people’s homes with chemicals either. She’d been a bookkeeper at Green Pest Control for three years, and he already worked there when she started.

      Chase took a bite of the cake and paused, a funny expression crossing his face. He started chewing again, slowly, and then nodded. He swallowed.

      “Lemon,” he said. “I thought it was just a yellow cake, but it’s lemon.”

      “A surprise for the taste buds,” she declared. “I love the combination.”

      “It’s really good.” He took another bite and once again took his time, seeming to savor the combination of the lemon and the chocolate.

      A sense of pleasure filled Autumn that she hadn’t felt in a couple of months. Parker would eat anything, but Fay was picky. They often taunted each other at mealtimes, and it wore on Autumn. It was a pleasure to have someone actually enjoy something she’d cooked. The two little boys even seemed to like theirs.

      When they finished eating, she went to the cupboard for the graham crackers and sprinkles.

      “I hope it’s not too late for this,” Autumn said, setting the supplies on the table.

      “We’re fine, but I think it would be best to wrap it up for him to eat tomorrow.” Chase glanced at his nephew. “Otherwise, he might be bouncing off the walls tonight.”

      “I understand that.”

      As Autumn helped Parker spread frosting on his graham cracker, she watched Chase work on his own while giving Jaxon advice on his.

      “When I was a kid, we didn’t make Christmas gingerbread houses.” Chase piled a few more sprinkles onto his mountain of frosting. “We used graham crackers.”

      “I have a killer gingerbread recipe, and we use it to make gingerbread trees,” Autumn said.

      “How do you do that?” Chase asked, pausing with a sprinkle-covered finger halfway to his mouth.

      “You cut them out in the shape of a leaf and bake them with the sides curving up a little. My dough is firm, so they don’t fall apart once they cool off. I use Christmas tree hooks to attach them to Styrofoam cones.”

      Chase looked intrigued. “Now that sounds like something Jaxon would enjoy.”

      “Well, we’re going to be neighbors. If he’s around when we do them, you’re welcome to come over and help. You know the Festival of Trees donates all its proceeds to the children’s hospital, right?” When he nodded, Autumn said, “Well, Brenda’s daughter Coleta is helping with a bake sale fundraiser for the hospital’s NICU. I signed up to make a few extra gingerbread Christmas trees for them to sell.”

      “Great. We would love to help.” Chase rose and put a gentle hand on Jaxon’s head. “Well, little dude, it’s time for us to get you home and to bed. I have to finish packing once you’re snoozing away.”

      His nephew gave a sleepy nod, and Autumn got some storage bags for them. Then she and Parker escorted them to the door.

      “The guys are supposed to come over at ten tomorrow,” Chase said. “Can I drop Jaxon off half an hour before, so I can pick up the truck?”

      “We’ll be here.”

      “Thanks again, Autumn. For everything.” He lifted Jaxon onto his shoulders and strode away. A few steps out, he started to whistle.

      “That was fun,” Parker said, tugging on her hand.

      “Yes, it was.” Smiling, Autumn and her son went back inside the apartment.

      Her phone pinged with a text, and she grabbed it from the counter.

      
        
          
            
              
        Coleta.

      

      
        Happy Birthday! Okay for me to call?

      

      

      

      

      

      “Parker, get your jammies on, okay? I’ll be up in a minute.”

      Autumn dialed her friend’s number, and Coleta answered.

      “I’m sorry I’m calling so late. I’ve had a stomach bug and spent the last six hours worshipping the white porcelain god.”

      “That sounds terrible,” Autumn said, turning off the lights and making her way toward the stairs. “Are you feeling better?”

      “Yes, just tired now. I’ve probably lost five pounds.” Coleta laughed weakly. “Not a diet I would recommend. But how did today go? I know it must have been hard without Steve.”

      The day ended much better than it had begun, Autumn was pleased to realize.

      “It didn’t start well.” She stepped into the children’s room. “But the kids and I spent a fun evening with a coworker and his nephew, who are moving into the complex.”

      “Who’s that?” Parker asked from his bed, where he was struggling to get his pajama top over his head.

      “Coleta.”

      “Hi, Aunt Coleta,” he called and then glanced at Fay’s crib guiltily.

      Autumn sat on the bed and held the phone so they could both hear, helping Parker straighten his pajama shirt.

      “Hey, Parker, love. Did your mama have a happy birthday?”

      A shadow crossed his little face. “I didn’t get a present for her.”

      Autumn didn’t want to get into it, so she put her arm around him as she repeated the same assurance she’d given earlier.

      “I’m such a slacker, Autumn,” Coleta said gloomily. “I sent your card late. Things have been crazy at work, and that evening design class is more time-consuming than I expected.”

      “Girl, you’ve been sick. Does your mother know?” Autumn pulled Parker’s bedding over him, tucking it around his shoulders.

      “No, and don’t tell her. You know my mom. She’ll want to come to help. I have to prove to her I can do this.”

      Autumn did know. Brenda, her office manager, mothered all the employees with the same loving but bossy energy she gave her own kids. But especially Coleta. When she had lost her preemie and her marriage crumbled under the weight of her grief, it had nearly shattered her.

      Now that Autumn was finally coming into the light again herself, she understood. Coleta had relied on her mom so much through the worst of it, she needed to prove she could stand on her own again.

      “I won’t tell her unless she asks,” Autumn promised.

      “And why would she ask unless you offer it first?” Coleta asked. “But I didn’t call you to moan about my problems. I just wanted to wish you a Happy Birthday before I finally go to bed.”

      “I appreciate it,” Autumn said, grateful. “Get some rest.”

      “I will. Night.” Coleta disconnected.

      “I’m glad Jaxon’s moving here.” Parker’s eyes fluttered closed.

      “Me too.”

      Autumn smiled, looking forward to the future for the first time in two months.
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      After dropping Jaxon off at Autumn’s apartment the next morning, Chase couldn’t help grinning. His nephew hadn’t stopped talking about playing with Parker. Thinking about it, Chase had to agree that spending the time with Autumn’s little family had been a great way to end the day.

      It was the first breath of normalcy since he’d received temporary custody. Not that it was the same kind of normal he’d had three months ago. Life as he’d known it as a single guy had come to an end. Chase’s life now centered around his job and caring for Jaxon. The little dude was the reason for the move.

      Chase’s old apartment complex didn’t have many children. When he checked out the new place, he’d paid attention to how many kids were using the playground. He came purposely late enough in the day that school would have let out, so he could check. The individual buildings also formed a courtyard with green spaces in the center. Jaxon was a curious and fearless little boy. Chase didn’t want it to be a deadly combination.

      Finding out that Autumn lived in his complex had been a pleasant surprise. He’d felt bad for her when he heard about the death of her husband in a car crash. At work, Chase had even chipped in to buy flowers for the funeral. But he’d been too consumed with learning how to care for a three-year-old to give her situation much thought.

      Seeing her last night, with the sadness she must hide at work so evident in her expression, had struck him. There she was, just like him, raising those kids by herself. Chase’s situation might be temporary; hers was not. He’d felt an unexpected connection with her then.

      By the time he picked up the truck and returned to his old apartment, the gang from the office had already arrived. They made short work of it, and then they headed to the new complex. He’d ordered pizza to be delivered at noon. While they ate, he returned the truck. A couple of the guys stayed to help him assemble the beds, and then they took off.

      Chase glanced around the apartment at the haphazard placement of the boxes. The only order was in the kitchen, exactly as Brenda had said. He would need to thank her for that bit of advice.

      Should he try to make sense of the chaos before picking up Jaxon? Probably not. Leaving him with Autumn would be taking advantage of her generosity. She had enough to deal with.

      Chase locked his door and paused on the landing, assessing it. The middle part of the building only had two stories, but the end units were three levels high. The ground floor end-apartments had one bedroom, with the unit above being a two-story townhome. The only way to access the third floor of Autumn’s new apartment would be from the inside.

      It gave him a surprising sense of comfort that in a few days she would be living next door. It would be good to have Jaxon’s new best friend so close.

      Chase skipped down the stairs and turned toward Autumn’s apartment. She was already headed his way, the children in tow.

      “I saw the others leave,” she called, “and thought you might like some help putting your apartment in order.”

      “If you don’t mind.” He lifted Jaxon and set him on his shoulders, the boy’s hands immediately finding their way into his hair.

      They spent the afternoon sorting the boxes. That’d been another bit of Brenda’s advice, marking the boxes by room. Autumn took the children into Jaxon’s bedroom while Chase worked at setting up his computer and sound system in the living room.

      For some reason, Fay decided she wanted to play wherever he was. When he went into the kitchen with a box, she followed him, her little feet pattering behind. Then he moved on to the bathroom, and she tagged along. When he returned, his little shadow came too. Autumn collected her for a diaper change, but then Fay went in search of Chase.

      He paused, keyboard in hand, and watched the toddler playing with a toy nearby. Was she drawn to him because he was a man and she missed the man in her life? How did a small child who couldn’t comprehend death handle the reality of it? All the poor kid knew was that her daddy wasn’t there anymore.

      Jaxon’s loser father had never been a part of his life, but the little guy missed his mother and didn’t understand why he couldn’t live with her anymore. Chase was making sure to fill the gap for his nephew. He would have to see if he could do the same thing for Fay.

      “We have Jaxon’s room set up the way he wants it,” Autumn said, coming into the living room, with the two little boys following.

      “I appreciate it.” Chase rose from his computer desk, stretching muscles stiff from crouching over boxes. “Can I pay you all back by taking you to dinner?”

      “Today’s our obligatory monthly dinner at my father’s.” She picked up Fay.

      The little girl immediately reached for Chase, so he pretended to eat her hand. She giggled.

      “Thank you for the offer, though,” Autumn said.

      “Another time then.” He and Jaxon walked them to the door and watched as they went down the stairs.

      Entering their new apartment again, they both paused and looked around the room. Chase glanced down and found his nephew frowning.
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