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Zachary Foxx McMurray and Angus McMurray are happily married and enjoying their life in the small town of Scotland… South Dakota. 

Since their wedding at Niagara Falls, Zac has taken up freelance editing and proofreading, having left the bustling world of publishing in New York when he moved to the Midwestern plains to be with his soul mate. The work he’s doing isn’t fulfilling, but there’s a passion project he wants to tackle—turning Gus’ numerous short stories into a series of books for children on the autism spectrum.

Angus is still making cabinets and carving statues from wood, but there’s something very important to him that he believes would make their lives perfect—a family. Gus hasn’t had the courage to broach the subject with Zac, but suddenly, an opportunity arises that makes it his primary focus.

Take the journey with Zac and Gus as they try to achieve their goals while weathering the highs and lows along the way, all the while remembering the reason they were drawn to each other in the first place. With a lot of love, patience, and understanding, can they make their perfect life 2perfect?  
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“What are you doing?” I asked my husband as I stepped out of the house and onto the front porch. 

Angus, or Gus as I called him, had backed his 1975 Ford F-250 pickup into the front yard of our little piece of paradise in Scotland… South Dakota… and stepped down from the driver’s side, walking behind the vehicle to lower the tailgate.

“I wanted to move this carving here in the yard, and then I’m taking that bench over to the motel for Mom to put in the lobby. I want to take that table out of there because she hides things in the drawer,” he insisted, which made me chuckle. 

It was an ongoing battle between my wonderful mother-in-law, Monica McMurray Black Feather, and her only son, Angus McMurray, who happened to be my universe. 

Gus didn’t want her to smoke because she was a breast-cancer survivor, and Monica had insisted that cigarettes helped with her stress. Martin, her husband, and I stayed as far away from those arguments as we could get. Neither of us wanted to be in the doghouse with our spouses, so we found other things to do when they started antagonizing each other over just about anything.

Just then, Curious George, our calico rescue cat, came slinking up the front steps and wound his way through my legs, the nosy feline. He was nowhere to be found when it was time to go to the vet, but when we were outside, he had to know where we were or what we were doing, thus his name. 

George had showed up at the farm late one night, I assumed after having been dumped out by someone who didn’t want him. I’d fed the poor kitty because I could see his ribs, and it made me sad. Early the next morning, I called a no-kill shelter in Sioux Falls to see if they’d take him, and they said yes. I made an appointment to take him in the next morning, but the damn cat was nowhere to be found. 

Later that evening, I saw Gus walking back from his workshop with the feline in his arms. “Where was he? I was supposed to take him to the—”

Gus cut me off. “He wants to be here, and he can live in the shop. He made himself a nice bed in an old wooden box in there, and he likes it a lot. I took a bowl out there for some water for him, and George will be just fine.” That had been the end of the discussion as far as Gus had been concerned.

Gus’ insistence that George wanted us always reminded me of our honeymoon in Niagara Falls. We spent three days straight in bed so Gus could ensure I knew how much he wanted me. His endless reassurances were precious to me.

I reached down to pick up George and carried him down the stairs to see what my hunky woodsman was putting in the yard now. The first time I’d watched him move all of those sculptures out of the grass and onto the sidewalk so he could cut the yard, I’d been in awe. 

I’d tried to lift one to help him, but he’d patted my ass and leaned forward, whispering, “I’ll do the heavy-lifting since Luke doesn’t live here, sweetheart. Now and always.” 

The Luke to whom he was referring was my good friend from college, Jean-Luc Ladeaux, who had been with me on that fateful trip to Scotland where I met the love of my life. I had been there trying to entice Gus to sell his beautiful short-story collection to the publishing house where I worked back then, Pollard & Prentiss Publishing. Then and now, Gus knew how to take my breath away.

I looked down at the piece he was placing on the grass under the eaves of the house to see it was the book he’d been carving when he’d asked me to stay in Scotland the previous June. He hadn’t let me see it again, but based on what I was looking at, he’d finally finished it.

The sculpture was carved from an oak stump. There were two perfect replicas of our wedding rings in the seam, and our names were carved at the top, along with our wedding date, June 10, 2021. “It’s beautiful, Gus. What is it?” I asked, feeling like a dope because I wasn’t sure what it was supposed to represent.

Was it indicative that our life was an open book, and we’d only begun to write our story? That was quite a romantic notion, though in some poetic fashion, Gus seemed to make ordinary gestures into the most loving acts in the world. Of course, that was this man’s opinion, but I would stand by it.

Gus looked at me and chuckled before his enticing mouth settled into a cute smirk. “It’ll be our family album like the ones Mom has, except without the pictures. It’s where I’ll record all the big things that happen in our lives, and it’ll always be there for people to see what a great life we had when we’re old and dead,” he informed me, once again causing my breath to hitch in my chest. I couldn’t hold the chuckle at his bluntness. Gus never really left anything to interpretation. He said exactly what he meant.

I knew the man had an idea for the book on the stump, even if I couldn’t see it yet. In the year since we’d been married, I’d learned without a doubt that Gus always had a plan. Others might not understand it at first glance, but that was where my faith in him came in. Things always worked out in the end.

“Okay, uh, give me an example of what you’d record on the book aside from our wedding date,” I suggested.

“Like when we start our family,” he responded, as nonchalant as you please. I stopped breathing.

“Start our what?”
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Angus McMurray
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I pulled into the parking lot at End of the Trail, my mother’s motel, ready to replace that table where she hid her cigarettes. I was done with that business, and she knew it was coming, so she only had herself to blame. 

Mom walked out of the office and stood in front of the entrance with her hands on her hips like she always did when she knew she was going to disagree with something I was planning to do. I was used to it by now.

Martin was inside sipping coffee from a motel mug, and he waved at me with a big grin on his face. Martin knew I was there for a reason, and he was smart enough not to come out and get involved in the argument we were about to have. That was how we all got along best. 

Zac had also decided to stay out of the way, and I appreciated it. This was something my mother and I needed to hash out, just the two of us. 

“Angus, son, you’re not taking my table,” Mom told me, obviously having already received a call from Zac about it. She looked pretty mad, and I wanted to laugh at her, but I didn’t want to hurt her feelings. 

Monica Black Feather had been the person who loved me and took me home with her when I was ten. She needed to understand my feelings because I hated to fight with her, but I wasn’t a kid anymore.

As I stared at her, I stood beside the truck and crossed my arms. “I made the table. I’m taking it with me, but I brought you something else that’s nicer,” I told her, standing up to her as I was sure she expected.

Mom walked off the porch to see the bench I’d made, and she smiled and nodded. “It’s exquisite, Angus, but I like the table.” 

My mind ran a million miles an hour, trying to land on an explanation she’d accept for why I wanted to take the table away. Maybe we could skip the fight altogether? 

Finally, I had a response. “I need to sell the table, Mom. This bench is much better.” 

I glanced through the window behind her to see Martin watching us closely before he grinned. I waved him out, but he shook his head. He wasn’t coming out, which was probably smart.

“I call bullshit, but anyway. I need you to meet someone,” Mom told me as if we were done with the conversation. We were far from done, but I’d get back to it.

She tried to help me unload the seat, which was silly because it weighed as much as her. “I’ve got it, Mom. Just open the door. This will smell much better in here, too,” I ordered as I lifted the large cedar bench from the back of my truck and carried it up to the porch, setting it down.

Mom opened the door to the small lobby of the motel, and I stepped inside. “Good morning, Martin. Can I have the table?” I asked as I handed him his coffee cup. He nodded and stood, taking his newspaper and chair with him out of my way.

I moved the table out, opening the drawer there and pulling out the ashtray and the pack of cigarettes to hand to my mother. Her angry face made me chuckle as I carried the table out and put it on the truck, closing the tailgate.

Grabbing the new bench, I carried it inside and put it in the table’s spot, moving the chairs to the ends so people could talk if they sat down there. I stepped back and checked it, adjusting the chairs a few times before I was happy with the placement.

“Have a seat, Martin. Doesn’t that look nice? Oh, and the cedar smell is much nicer than that nasty smoke. I’ll make sure it gets a fresh coat of clear sealer every year,” I said before I got ready to leave. 

Mom wasn’t one to be swayed by my opinion, though I knew without a doubt that she loved me more than anything. I felt the same about her, which was why I wanted her to stop smoking.

“It’s a beautiful bench, Angus, but I want my table back. You can’t guilt me into doing what you want when it goes against what I want,” she complained.

Taking a deep breath, I knew what I had to say because I’d thought about it. Plus, I’d had a quick discussion with Zac about it before I left the farm, so I was prepared. “I love you. I want you around for a long time. Are you in a hurry to leave me? You love Martin. Are you ready to leave him behind, too?” I asked her as I pointed to her husband and then to her secret cigarettes she was still holding in her hand. 

Having already beat breast cancer once, I didn’t like the idea Mom would risk having it come back, and if she kept smoking, the chances were high that it would. I’d read it in a medical journal article on Zac’s computer.

Mom shoved the wrinkled pack into the pocket of her jeans, as if I’d forget about them if I didn’t see them. “No. I’m not ready to leave any of you behind, Angus, but whether or not I smoke isn’t your decision to make, son.” Then, we had a staring contest like I had with Zac when one of us was trying to make a point.

Finally, she looked away. “Anyway, I want you to meet someone. You’ve heard Martin mention his friend, Melvin Standing Bear, right? Well, he’s taking care of his grandson, and I think you and the boy might become friends, which he needs. His name is Dakota, he’s eight, and he’s perfect, like you. Melvin and Martin are going fishing this weekend, and I’ll have Dakota with me, but I thought maybe you and Zachary could come over to help me entertain him. What do you say?” Mom asked me.

It was a simple request, and even though I didn’t like new people much, a little boy couldn’t be too tough to handle, could he? Zac and I didn’t have plans that he’d told me about yet, so I held out my hand and offered my mother my best smile. “We’ll come over if you quit smoking,” I told her. 

I could see Martin smiling and giving me a thumbs up behind Mom where she couldn’t see him. I knew he agreed with me.

For a second, I thought she was going to yell at me, but finally, her face softened and she walked over to me, pulling the cigarettes from her pocket and putting them in my hand. “You win. You always win,” Mom complained a little.

I wrapped her in my arms. “We both win,” I whispered as I hugged her. It was the truth.


      [image: image-placeholder]The week was routine, just as I liked it to be. Zac was working as a freelance editor through a website, and he was very busy. I’d been installing new cabinets I’d made for the Morrisons’ home, which would have been easier if Zac was there to help me, but I wouldn’t ask him not to do his work to help me do mine. That wouldn’t be fair. It would be as though I thought my job was more important than his, and it wasn’t. We were equal partners in our marriage, so I made do. 

Thankfully, Mr. Morrison could help me a little—he was a disabled veteran and, in a wheelchair, but he was strong and could help me lift the cabinets to balance on a temporary stand I’d made until I attached them to the wall. It all worked out well enough. I’d thanked him for his help, and he’d smiled.

After a couple of hours, Mr. Morrison spun his chair toward the doorway at the sound of someone walking through the house. “Hey, Mr. Morrison. Your wife let me in.” 

I turned to see my husband standing in the kitchen doorway, admiring all my work. Mr. Morrison and I had been working so hard, I hadn’t realized we were nearly finished. Zac was carrying a paper sack.

“Hello there, Zac. How’ve you been?” Mr. Morrison politely asked.

“I’m great, Mr. Morrison. I rode my bike over to bring Gus his lunch that he had left on the counter this morning,” Zac explained. I’d looked in the bag before I left, and I didn’t want what he’d made for me. Tofu salad wasn’t good, regardless of where he got the recipe.

“Gotcha. I’m gonna go see if the missus wants to go to Highlander for lunch. Just close up when you finish if I’m not back, Angus. I’ll drop off the check tomorrow if you’ll leave me a note with the total,” Mr. Morrison said. I nodded.

Once he and his wife were gone, Zac sat down on a stool and watched me. “So, you didn’t like my tofu salad?” he asked me.

I turned my back to him and tried to think of a good lie, but I remembered something my mom had told me when I was younger. “If you say you like it, you’ll be eating it once a week.” Back then, it was her zucchini soup, and it had no flavor at all. 

I hadn’t wanted to hurt her feelings, so I said it was good. She was right—I had to eat it once a week for an entire month because she’d frozen single servings I could heat by myself if she was running late getting home from work. Finally, I told her the truth, and she quit making it. It was time to come clean with Zac.

“I’m sorry, but there’s something about it I don’t like,” I admitted, hoping he didn’t get upset. 

He tried to find vegetarian recipes that I liked to keep things from being boring. I’d told him I was fine eating the same meals all the time because I didn’t mind boring, but he wanted to find some new dishes I liked so he could make them for me. He said it wasn’t fair that I did all the cooking for us, and he wanted to help.

Cooking all the time didn’t matter to me. I loved that he’d sit and talk to me in the kitchen while I made dinner, sometimes helping—which made it take longer—sometimes just telling me about the stories he was editing. Spending time like that was as much fun for me as anything else we did—well, almost anything else. Making love to Zac was still my favorite thing.

“Do you think it was the spice blend I used? It had more of an Ethiopian flare with a berbere mix. Maybe you don’t like that palate? I can substitute something else if you tell me what you don’t like about it,” Zac suggested. He wanted to make it the way I liked it, and I would never like it.

I put down my rechargeable screwdriver and walked over to where Zac was sitting, putting my hands on his shoulders after wiping them on my jeans. I leaned forward and kissed his nose. “I don’t like tofu, but I love you.”

I let myself get carried away, kissing and hugging on my husband. He was truly my definition of perfection, and when I told him so, his pretty face turned pink, which I loved.

Zac gently pushed me away, reaching for the bag he’d set on the floor. “How much longer will you be?” he asked as he held out the bag to me. When I opened it, delicious smells filled my nose from inside.

I glanced around the room to see I had two more sets of cabinets to put up, but now Mr. Morrison was gone, so it would take me longer. “Probably a couple of hours,” I answered as I reached into the bag, pulling out a black bean burger from the diner in town.

After unwrapping it, I took a huge bite, closing my eyes to enjoy the flavor. Once I swallowed, Zac held out a cup of lemonade, giving me a cute smile. 

“How about tonight we sit down and make a list of things you like so I can make you a lunch you’ll eat and you don’t have to lie to me about liking the lunches I make you? I know you don’t want to lie, which is something I love very much about you. I don’t want you to feel guilty for not admitting something to me, so let’s agree to always tell each other the truth and forgive the other if it’s something that might sting a little. Together, you know, we can do anything, Gus,” Zac told me, touching my face in a reassuring manner. 

I nodded and took another bite of my sandwich. Zac sat with me and talked about a book he was working on while I ate, and then when I finished, he stood from the stool and walked over to the cabinets. “Let’s get these finished, put my bike in the back of the truck, and go home. I thought maybe we could get the air mattress out, blow it up, and make love under the stars before it gets way too cold to do it anymore. I’ll even build a fire in the copper pit, and we can have s’mores,” he suggested.

My wrinkled nose made him giggle. “What?”

“Can we get regular marshmallows at the store on the way home? I don’t like the vegan ones we had last time.” He nodded, and the two of us got to work.

As we were hanging the last cabinet, I remembered what Mom had told me earlier. “Oh, Mom wants us to come over to the house this Saturday. Martin and Mr. Standing Bear, his friend, are going fishing, and she’s entertaining his grandson, Dakota. She says he’s like me, and she wants us to meet,” I told Zac.

“Like you how?” he asked as he held up the small cabinet on his shoulders while I quickly fastened it to the wall. 

“I don’t know. Mom didn’t say more,” I answered honestly. Zac’s brow had those wrinkles like he was worried. 

“Mom’s gonna be there, too. He’s a kid. We can’t break him,” I reminded, hoping to ease his concerns. 

Zac chuckled as he shook his head. Once we finished for the day, we swept up the kitchen and left the invoice on the counter, just like Mr. Morrison had asked. I gave him the military discount—fifty percent off the regular price, which I had no problem doing because he’d fought for our country. Zac gave me a sweet kiss before we left and went home.

It was a nice evening—a little cool outside, but with a nice fire and a blanket on the air mattress, Zac and I made love under the stars just like he’d promised. I was happy to make love anywhere, but being outside was the best. The s’mores we shared after were just a bonus.
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