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      Leo Keppler (47) is a widower who's ready to be more than a single dad with twin 9-year-old daughters. Dawn Henderson (48) can't risk her new teaching job for a chance to reconnect with her childhood best friend.
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      “JoJo! Lainie! Let’s go!” Leo Keppler rezipped his daughters’ suitcases after checking to be sure they’d both packed toothbrushes, swimsuits, sunscreen, and pajamas. “Aunt Steph just texted. She’s leaving in ten minutes, with or without you.”

      The thunderous rumble of footsteps carried from the hall, rationalizing the slight exaggeration he’d had to resort to more often than not. Last-minute rush was a way of life for his girls. He didn’t want to even imagine what their teenage years would be like, although he avoided dwelling on how fast they were growing up.

      That’s bull hockey, and you know it.

      Life had been moving at breakneck speed since their arrival nine years and fifteen days ago, and it showed no sign of slowing.

      “Ready!” Elaine skidded around the corner first, her younger-by-four-minutes sister hot on her heels. The end of her long black ponytail swung across her face, blocking her view, but she somehow managed to avoid tripping over the pile of luggage.

      Josephine narrowly missed taking out the lamp on the end table as she dove onto the couch. Her thick braid almost whacked her in the eye. “Just need to put my shoes on!”

      Lainie hugged him around the waist. “Do something fun while we’re gone, okay? Like invite someone over or go out on a date.”

      “You mean, enjoy the peace and quiet of having the house to myself for a few days?” He chuckled, gave her a quick squeeze, and kissed the top of her head. “I’ll miss you. No getting into trouble with Aunt Steph while you’re gone.”

      Matching giggles surrounded him when JoJo wedged herself under his arm. “We never get into trouble.”

      A snort escaped this time, and he dropped a kiss on his younger twin’s forehead. “What do you call putting a toad in her coffee?”

      “She laughed hysterically and said she wished she’d thought of it first. Only she would’ve put worms in our ice cream.” JoJo grinned up at him. “That’s fun, not trouble. Sort of like telling our teacher that⁠—”

      “We need to go, Jo!” Lainie aimed a pointed stare toward her sister and then toward the suitcases and backpacks.

      They scattered, shouldering their packs and rolling their luggage to the front door before he could ask what they’d told their teacher. Their hissed whispers and perfectly synchronized smirks magnified the unease in his gut. “Bye, Dad! Love you! Have a great week!”

      He trailed them off the porch to the sidewalk to make sure they arrived safely at their aunt’s house three doors up the street. Returning Steph’s wave, he waited for the two most important people in his life to load their luggage into the back of her SUV and climb in the backseat. His phone buzzed in his pocket a few seconds after the last door clunked shut.

      “I’ll let you know when we get there. Enjoy your parental holiday, little brother!” A brief honk sounded as she backed out of her driveway.

      He waved again, hoping the girls were doing the same. More than likely, they were already talking about all the plans for their birthday-present getaway with the most influential woman in their lives.

      I’m doing the best I can for them, but they need more females in their lives than an aunt and a grandmother. Maybe it’s time to move on.

      Nine years was a long time to mourn someone he should’ve loved, especially since he’d married her.

      “Bye, Dad!” The pair of excited voices guided him into a rest area on the impending guilt trip that didn’t require traveling. It went with him everywhere.

      “Love you! Have fun!” He stood on the sidewalk until they were out of sight, the rough concrete biting into his soles reminding him he was barefoot.

      The sudden buzzing on his phone warned him he had fifteen minutes to brush his teeth, put on his shoes, and head to work. A maintenance check on the firewall system, virus protection, and internet security in the elementary school’s student computer lab was his final task in the back-to-school package his company handled, along with any software updates and installs. He could always count on a handful of those this time of year for some easy extra income.

      Twelve minutes later, he parked in a visitor space and strolled to the main entrance.

      The principal waved at him from the other side of the glass and then buzzed him into the building. “Good morning, Mr. Keppler.”

      He gave her extended hand a quick shake. “Morning, Mrs. Sanborn. Are you ready for the big invasion?”

      “Would you think I’m off my rocker if I said I’ve missed seeing the kids every day of summer break?” She grinned, deepening the laugh lines around her eyes, and gestured toward the office.

      He chuckled and fell into step beside her. “Not nearly as much as if you were saying that over at the high school.”

      “This is true. I’m much better suited to being here with the younger students.” After a quick turn into the office, she stopped at the counter. “Let’s sign you in so you can get started.”

      The morning passed with the occasional voice, laughter, and footsteps outside the computer lab, but it didn’t distract him from the routine tasks his contract outlined. Background noise helped him focus after so many years of it. Being a father to twins was anything but quiet most days—and nights.

      His stomach grumbled shortly before one o’clock, announcing lunchtime as the screen glowed with the log-in page after a restart.

      Perfect timing.

      He adjusted his glasses, pushed up from the desk chair, and slid his phone from his pants pocket. It buzzed in his hand at the doorway and twice more before he managed three more steps.

      “Made it to the cabin. Will call tomorrow morning.”

      “Go to a bar. Try axe throwing. Some adult fun.”

      “Get laid. Remember the condoms!”

      The heat of a thousand suns singed his face, ears, and neck at Steph’s final message.

      As if I’ll ever make that mistake again.

      He added a thumbs-up in response to the safe-arrival and call-plan notice and a laughing emoji to the adult-fun suggestion. Then he tried like mad to scrub the last of her ideas from his brain. His hand worked fine—and it wouldn’t disrupt the fairly stable world he’d created for his family.

      Did he miss adult female companionship?

      Emphatically, yes.

      Did he miss sex?

      Of course.

      Did he miss being in a relationship with someone who hid a mental illness, lied to get pregnant, and decided to take her own life weeks after giving birth?

      Hell no.

      In serious need of food and some fresh air, he lengthened his stride and rounded the corner near the office.

      Don’t think about it. Do not think about it. Do. Not. Think. A⁠—”

      “Oof!” The physical impact, the breathless exclamation, and a pair of wide brown eyes jerked him out of the whirlpool threatening to suck him under for the billionth time since he’d become a widower.

      Something small and metal rained down around them and skittered over the light-colored tile.

      He grabbed for the woman’s flying elbow and missed, catching the side of her breast when he snagged her blouse instead. The unmistakable ch-ch-ch-ch-ch of cloth tearing magnified his panic, but intense pain radiating from his left pec brought his attention to the fingers clutching his shirt—and a handful of chest hairs. It was evidently enough to help her regain her balance, although his glasses and phone clattered against the floor, landing among the binder clips she must’ve dropped.

      She released his Keppler Tech polo at the same time he let go of her blouse, but the sting lingered, as did the tingling in his fingertips. “Oh my gosh! Sorry!”

      Hoping to hide the heat racing up his neck, he bent to pick up his glasses, phone, and the closest clips. “Sorry. My fault. I wasn’t watching where I was going.”






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/dilm-cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





