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It’s time for this playboy to face the music. He just never dreamed it would be a lullaby... 

***
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BARTENDER NATE HUNTER enjoys his small-town, no-strings-attached life in Whispering Pines. Then a dying ex-girlfriend tracks him down to tell him he has a daughter he never knew existed. Nate doesn't know the first thing about being a father, but one look at Autumn and he's a goner, so he agrees to take care of her until her aunt returns at Christmas. 

When Nate asks the town’s librarian, no-nonsense Maxine Abbott, to move in with him and help take care of Autumn, she agrees, but only if he'll pretend to be her boyfriend and get her mother off her back. Their relationship of convenience works perfectly at first, until real feelings begin to invade their false romance. Then Autumn's aunt shows up early, and everything changes.

Will Nate and Maxine's budding love end in heartbreak before the last leaves fall?

Join Allie’s newsletter for a free read, the sweet medical novella Angle Shot!

Other Books in the Whispering Pines Sweet Small Town Romance Series:
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Chapter One 
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“Leave the lights off.”

Even with sunglasses and a baseball cap pulled over his forehead, the August sunlight stabbed through Nate Hunter’s eyelids and set his brain on fire. He buried his face in his arms. The cool wood of the bar eased the pounding inside his skull. A little. Not enough. 

“Late night?” Nicki Rodriguez, the other full-time bartender at Jimmy’s Watering Hole, scraped a barstool along the floor.

Nate grunted. 

“You go to the Kincaides’ lake party?”

He grunted again. Mistake. Actually, the party hadn’t been a mistake. Mellow scene, lots of booze and weed and good-looking girls home from college. Whispering Pines Lake was the perfect place for summer parties, with all the homes strung along both sides of the water. Swimming and water skiing during the day turned to bonfires and barbecues at night. No, the only mistake last night had been his fourth (or tenth?) tequila shot. 

He sat up, opened one eye, and scrubbed his face with his hand. “I think I might be gettin’ too old for this.”

Nicki laughed. “Used to be even a hangover wouldn’t keep you from opening this place at noon.” She straightened a few liquor bottles and began slicing limes and lemons for garnishes. “So yeah, maybe you are.”

“Can you do that quieter?”

Nicki raised one eyebrow, pierced with a silver ring, and sliced louder.

“Thanks.”

She dumped the fruit into containers along the bar. “You look terrible, by the way.”

“Thanks.”

“You’re welcome. No offense, of course.” She opened bags of chips and peanuts and began filling small bowls. The bar’s front door opened, and Mac Herbert and Damian Knight walked inside. 

“None taken. Of course.” Nate pulled off his sunglasses to greet his friends. The sunlight, even filtered through the windows, continued to slice into his skull. “You guys are in early.” Through slitted eyes, he checked the clock behind the bar. Quarter to four. 

“Finished the job at the Randall house earlier than we thought.” The two men pulled up stools and rested beefy, tanned arms on the bar. “Anyone in the kitchen?”

“Walter’s here.”

They nodded and ordered burgers and fries. Nate poured them each a beer. He flipped on one overhead light but left the rest off. 

“You look awful,” Mac observed. 

“So I’ve been told.”

Nicki looked over from rolling silverware in napkins for the dinner crowd. Despite its afternoon emptiness, the place would be filled to capacity and beyond by nine o’clock. All summer long, The Davis Donaldson Band had been playing hillbilly rock every Saturday night, and the three-man group brought out everyone in Whispering Pines.

“Were you at Kincaides’?” Damian asked. 

Nate popped two aspirin and nodded. 

“Heard that party didn’t break up until dawn.”

Nate grinned and readjusted his baseball cap. “It didn’t.”

Mac whistled through the gap in his front teeth. “I hit twenty-five and slowed down, man. Looks like you’re just getting started. Misty bring her sorority sisters to the party?”

Nate lifted one shoulder and let it drop noncommittally.

“Don’t tell me. You went home with at least one of ‘em. Maybe two.”

Nate checked the taps and his stock of bottled beer. “Didn’t go home at all.”

Mac guffawed. Damian smiled. “Good for you. Keep it up while you can. You’ll get old and settle down one of these days, and then you’ll wonder where all those late nights went.”

“Not like you care. You got the prettiest girl in town,” Nate said. 

Damian grinned. “You’re right. I don’t.” He and Summer Thompson had been living together for almost two years now. Nate wouldn’t lie; he’d been a little jealous that the guy won over his big sister’s best friend when she came back to town. But they were a pretty great couple, he had to admit. Nate couldn’t see himself tying the knot with anyone, so it was just as well Summer ended up with someone more serious.

“Nate Hunter is never settling down,” Nicki said, echoing his thoughts as she took her place at the other end of the bar. “I can’t picture it. Picking just one woman? Working a regular nine-to-five job? No way.”  

“Hey.” Nate poured himself a giant mug of black coffee. He’d need two of these, at least, to get through the next few hours. His second wind would hit him around ten, and then he’d sail through his shift until the place closed at two. “I went to college,” he reminded them. “Business degree. Took all that boring stuff. I could get a regular job. Just don’t know why I’d want to.” 

The door opened before he could add that they all just envied him. He tossed a towel over his shoulder and peered across the bar. He didn’t recognize the woman who’d stepped inside, which was saying something, because Nate knew all the locals. He’d grown up in Whispering Pines and knew everyone who lived in the hills between here and Silver Valley. Recalling names and faces had always been one of his talents, and it didn’t go to waste as a bartender. 

She was an outsider, he knew that at once. She walked with a stiff gait, as if she’d been sitting for a long time, or as if every step hurt. She wore jeans and a sweater, though it had to be about eighty degrees outside, and a scarf wrapped around her head. No eyebrows. Chapped lips. Her eyes, a beautiful blue, stood out above high, sharp cheekbones. 

She was pretty—or had been pretty, Nate amended, before chemo ravaged her. She couldn’t have been more than thirty years old. He shoved back his baseball cap. “Hi there. What can I get you?”

She didn’t sit down. Her fingers fiddled with something inside the pockets of her sweater. “Wow. You look exactly the same.”

Nate blinked. “I’m sorry?”

“You don’t recognize me. Do you? Of course not. You wouldn’t.”

He looked closer. Something about the eyes looked vaguely familiar, but the rest of her? “I’m sorry,” he said again. 

She nodded with a small, sad smile. “I didn’t think you would.” She looked down. “I don’t even recognize myself sometimes.”

He leaned forward and rested his arms on the bar. “Don’t hold it against me. I’m brainless when it comes to women. But don’t keep me in suspense, beautiful.”

A blush touched her cheeks. “Okay. Daytona Beach, spring break, five years ago.”

He searched his memory. He’d spent two or three spring breaks in Florida back in college. He took another long look at her. Obviously they’d hooked up. Had he called her afterwards? Had they even exchanged numbers? His stomach turned over, and he wondered how long she’d been sick, and if she’d been searching him out for a while. 

“Let me put you out of your misery,” she said. “Lexi Francis. I went to Florida State. We met at a beach party and then spent two days at the Marriott. We ordered oysters and caviar from room service and billed it to your friend’s room. I don’t remember his name. Tall, dark-skinned guy.”

“Lexi.” He reached over the bar and took one of her chilled hands. “Of course. I remember. Best two days in Daytona I ever spent.”

She rolled her eyes. “Whatever.”

“I’m serious.” He tried to keep his gaze on her face, not her skeletal frame or her head wrap. “It’s good to see you.”

She glanced at the others. “Is there someplace we can talk?”

Something went cold and tight inside him. “Sure.” He pointed at a door behind the bar. “Office is back there.”

She nodded and followed him. He closed the door behind them and then cleared off a chair and pulled it close to the one behind the desk. James Kirchner, owner of Jimmy’s Watering Hole, spent most of his time at his vacation home in the Catskills. Though this office and desk officially belonged to him, he’d turned over the bar’s daily operations to Nate and Nicki almost a year ago. 

Lexi sat on the edge of the chair with her hands pressed to her knees. “I’m sorry I didn’t call. I didn’t have your number, and anyway, we said we weren’t going to do that thing where we try to have a long-distance relationship or make something out of a spring break fling.”

Now he did remember. She’d had long, thick, blonde hair that smelled like Dove. Tiny, perfect boobs and a killer laugh. And she’d said those same words five years ago: Let’s not make more out of this than it is. We had fun. And now we’re saying see ya later and have a nice life.  

He’d loved it. He’d returned to New York with some good memories, a few scratches on his back, and a new admiration that women like Lexi really did exist. He’d had trouble finding anyone like her in the years since, though. The vast majority of women he dated wanted to make it much more than it was. 

“How have you been?” he asked without thinking. Duh. Look at her. “I’m sorry. That was a stupid question.”

“It’s okay.” She twisted her fingers in her lap. “I’m not great, obviously. I have stage four cancer. It started as metastatic breast cancer two years ago.”

“I’m so sorry.” How many times could he say those words? She probably heard them ten times a day. But what else did you say to someone with advanced cancer? “So, ah, are you getting better?” Chemo, radiation, reconstructive surgery—he knew they had all that stuff and more these days. People Lexi’s age didn’t die of cancer. She looked pretty sick right now, but that wouldn’t last. 

She shook her head, her eyes so huge Nate thought he might drown inside them. “I’m not, actually. I thought I was, for a while, after the first treatments. But it came back, and it’s spread pretty much everywhere. There are spots on my spine and my brain. It’s in my lungs now, too, which makes it hard to breathe. That’s the hardest, actually. I’ll probably have to go on a respirator soon. Maybe a month. Maybe not that long.”

He wanted to say something, but a lump stuck in his throat. The only other person he’d known with cancer was Rocky, an eighty-year old Air Force veteran who came into Jimmy’s sometimes and joked about how his prostate cancer was ruining his shot with the ladies. 

“I wanted to ask you a favor.”

“Ah, sure.”

“You might not want to agree until you hear what it is.”

Nate might not have been the most mature guy in the world, but he could certainly promise a dying woman a favor. Especially a dying woman he’d spent a pretty hot forty-eight hours with. He took her hand again. “Lay it on me.”

“Okay.” She took a breath. Nate could hear it rattling in her lungs. “I have a little girl. Autumn. She’s four and a half.” She pinned him with her gaze, and before he could do the math, she went on. “We have a little girl. And I’m hoping you’ll take care of her when I’m gone.”
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Chapter Two
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Maxine Abbott’s finger hovered over the mouse. She scanned her application for the Allbright Scholarship once more, her nerves a tight ball in her stomach. Before she could get up the nerve to click, her phone dinged with a text.

Send it.

Sienna Cruz, one of Max’s best friends, was submitting her own application right that moment across town. Not to strictly study, to teach in one of London’s most prestigious private schools. Friends since grade school, the two were hoping they’d end up crossing the pond together. 

Maybe the third time’s a charm, Max thought. Sienna would probably get accepted on her first try. Max hadn’t been as lucky. She closed her eyes and clicked Send. 

“Miss Max!” a chubby-cheeked boy called from the other side of the Silver Valley Library. He flapped his hand and peered at the rabbit in its cage on the shelf above the nonfiction books. “I think Mr. Floppy is waking up!”

Max closed her browser and walked across the colorful carpet. “You think so, Liam?” Of course Mr. Floppy was waking up. The six-year-old had been staring into the cage and humming at the animal for the last five minutes. “Oh yes, he sure is.” The rabbit opened pale blue eyes and blinked up at them. 

Liam tugged on Max’s pants. “Can I pet him?”

“Sure.” She reached in and lifted Mr. Floppy into her arms, thankful she’d managed to adopt the most laid back rabbit in all of Silver Valley. She sat in the rocker usually reserved for story hour and positioned the rabbit on her lap. “Now, be gentle.”

Liam patted Mr. Floppy’s fur, backed away, squeaked something unintelligible, then moved in and patted again. The rabbit wiggled its nose. Liam’s pats turned into long strokes. 

“There you go. Perfect.”

In a matter of seconds, other children had joined them from around the room. 

“Can I pet him too?”

“Can I hold him?”

“Can I take him home? I’ll feed him real good food and let him sleep in my bed and everything.”

Max laughed, the way she always did at their bright faces and big questions. “Well, Mr. Floppy lives here at the library, and he doesn’t like to leave.” She scanned the knot of children. Behind them, two moms and a dad watched with bemused expressions. “Think about how you’d feel if you were taken away from your home and went to live somewhere else. Wouldn’t you be scared? And maybe lonely?”

They nodded, eyes wide. “I wouldn’t like it at all,” pronounced Kitty Kennedy. “I would miss my mommy.”

“Well, that’s how Mr. Floppy would feel.” Max held him tight to her lap as they took turns petting him, but she didn’t need to worry. Mr. Floppy sniffed, yawned, then buried his head in the crook of her arm and went back to sleep. 

“Liam, Owen, it’s time for us to go,” their mother said as she corralled the twins. “Take your books to the desk so Miss Max can check them out.”

The boys trotted over and met Max there after she’d safely returned Mr. Floppy to his cage. “Ooh, good choices,” she said as she scanned each one. She tucked a new bookmark with the library’s upcoming fall events into one front cover. “We have a new story hour starting at ten on Saturdays,” she said. “We’re going to try and add a milk and cookie hour right after, but we’ll need volunteers to sign up and bring things in. I’m also trying for an adult sip and paint closer to the holidays, but that has to be approved by the board.”

“Sounds great. I’ll mention it to the moms in our play group.” The woman tucked her purse over her shoulder. “You know the more activities you have here, the more we’ll all love you.”

“That’s awfully nice of you to say.”

“Nonsense. You’re the best thing that’s happened to this place. The kids love you and the parents love you. You’re a natural.”

“Thank you.” She hoped the people reading her Allbright application agreed. Not that she didn’t love her job too, but she had to be realistic. Working as a children’s librarian in a town the size of a postage stamp wasn’t opening any doors. She needed a break, a change, something to remind her she was twenty-seven, not forty. 

If we’re lucky, maybe we’ll meet some cute British guys, Sienna had said the other day. Maybe even royalty. They mingle among the commoners, you know. 

“...lose you?” the mom was saying.

“Oh gosh, I’m sorry,” Max apologized. She banished the image of James Bond wooing her over champagne and caviar in a rich British accent. “What did you say?” 

“I just wondered if you wanted kids of your own. You know, someday. Not like I’m rushing you or anything.” The woman laughed. “I’m definitely not rushing you. But you’re so good with them. If you have a family of your own, I’d hate to see the library lose you.”

“No worry of that, not anytime soon.” You needed a partner to start a family, a grounded guy with a job and his head screwed on straight. Max didn’t have one of those. Nor did she really want one, to be honest, even if he did have a swoon-worthy accent or come from royalty. She’d listened to way too many of her girlfriends wail and whine over heartbreak to want it for her own. 

Of course, her mother would disagree. She did so on a regular basis, with everything from Max’s “old-fashioned” notion that she needed a husband to raise a child to Max’s decision to apply yet again for an award that would take her out of the country. There wasn’t much her mother did agree with, which made it a hundred times harder to live in the house where she’d grown up in Whispering Pines. But until Max either saved up a bunch more money, or won the Allbright and a ticket out of town, she didn’t have much of a choice.

“Maxine? You’re home?”

Bethany Abbott always greeted her daughter the same way when she walked in the door at the end of the day. 

Well, my car’s in the driveway, you heard the front door open and close, and it’s ten past five, so yes, I’m home. 

“Hi, Ma,” she said. She dropped her sweater on the back of a living room chair and walked down the hall and into the kitchen. Bethany sat at a tall stool, peering over half-glasses at her laptop. 

“Do you know how to make this bigger?”

Max looked over her mother’s shoulder. She pointed to an icon in the upper right corner. “Click on that. Make it one hundred and fifty percent. Or two hundred.”

Bethany sighed in exasperation. “I’m not blind. Or old. I just need to make it a little bigger.” She enlarged the font to one hundred and twenty percent and left it there. 

“What are you looking at?” Max scanned the screen.

“I’ve decided to run for the Silver Valley Town Council.”

“What? Why?”

“What do you mean, why? Because I think I’d be good at public service.”

Max choked back a half-dozen responses. 

“I had a whole public speaking tour as Miss New York. I went around to every school in the state and talked about body image and careers for girls.”

“Mm hmm.”

“Well, I was thinking I could do the same sort of thing as a Council member.”

“Talk to girls about body image?” Max’s mother starved herself so she could squeeze into clothes from decades ago. She worked at the makeup counter at the mall exclusively for the product discounts. The longest she’d gone without a man had been two weeks, back in July of two thousand eight, which she reminded Max on a regular basis. 

“Well, no, not exactly,” Bethany said. “I meant, I could be of service to people. There are a lot of issues facing Silver Valley, you know.”

“Like what?”

“There’s that pipeline they want to run under the mountain. That’s very controversial.”

“What’s your position on it?”

“I don’t think we should have it, obviously.”

Obviously. 

“And the animal warden was fired last month because he was rough with one of the families. They need to hire someone with savvy.”

Savvy? I think they probably just need to hire someone brave enough to deal with aggressive dogs and rabid raccoons. Max opened the fridge and pulled out a beer. She popped the top and drank straight from the bottle. 

“Maxine, really? You can’t even use a glass?”

“I’m thirsty.”

Bethany sighed and went back to studying her laptop. “There are other things I think I’d be good at, too. They’ve been talking about restructuring the whole Christmas celebration downtown. They want to have a parade in addition to the tree-lighting. And maybe a store-front decorating contest. Wouldn’t that be fun?”

“Actually, yes.” Max could picture the library getting involved with that, holding coloring contests for the kids and maybe window painting one night. Cider for the kids and hard cider for the adults. 

“Do you want to know why I really decided to run?” Bethany said over her shoulder.

“I’d love to.”

She pointed at the screen. “Six men. That’s who’s on the council right now. And those same six men have been on the council for the last ten years. Before that, it was a different six men. The last time a woman was elected was the year I won Miss New York.”

“Really?” Max stopped the beer bottle halfway to her lips. That did seem pretty, well, biased.

“Fifty-two percent of the town’s population is women. I looked it up. Sixty-three percent of Silver Valley’s households have kids under the age of eighteen. And out of those sixty-three percent, twenty percent are run by single moms. Don’t you think we should have a woman on the Town Council?”

Max put her arm around her mother and squeezed. Leave it to Ma to surprise her. For someone who relished her role as a beauty queen, who spent hours at the gym and more money each month on hair products than Max brought home in her paycheck, the thought that Bethany might want to champion women’s causes didn’t make a whole lot of sense. Or maybe it did. She was fifty but looked a good ten years younger, and she didn’t lack in the self-esteem department, that was for sure. 

“I think that’s a wonderful idea,” Max said. 

“Good. Because I want you to be my campaign manager.”

“I don’t—Ma, I can’t do something like that. It’s a full-time job. And I already have one of those.”

“Oh, honey. I know you’re busy, but it wouldn’t take that much time. I know it wouldn’t. Besides, you’re my daughter, and you have a good head on your shoulders. You’re good with people and computers and publicity and all that. I’ve seen what you’ve done with the library. I want you to do that for me.”

Max clutched her beer and said nothing. A campaign? She wouldn’t have the foggiest idea of where to begin. Bethany swept her with a focused gaze, head to toe, the way she had for as long as Max could remember. “Please, Maxine?”

“Okay. Fine. I’ll do my best. But I don’t know the first thing about politics.” 

Bethany patted her hands together. “Thank you. And don’t worry, I’ll do all the political stuff. I just need you to keep me organized.” She frowned. “But we might need to work on your image.”

“Why?”

“Well, there’s probably going to be events. Fundraising dinners and press conferences and such.” She raised her hands and framed Max’s face inside them. “Maybe some makeup? Just a little mascara and lip gloss, to make your mother happy? And the hair, too, Maxine. Please.”

“What’s wrong with my hair?”

Bethany sighed. “We’ve been through this. Let me take you to Ella Ericksen over on Park Place Run. She could put in a few highlights, maybe give you some bangs...”

“I look stupid with bangs.”

“Fine. Then no bangs. Maybe you could just wear a dress or a skirt once in a while.”

“I’m on the floor with kids most of the day.”

Bethany lifted a palm. “I’m not asking for the world here. I’m asking you to be supportive of your mother, who’s raised you by herself and always made sure you had everything you wanted, including a place to live.”

Oh, Ma, you really do know how to go for the jugular, don’t you? Max refrained from pointing out that Bethany had done all that mostly by latching onto one guy or another and batting her eyelashes until he moved in and took over the bills. This campaign might actually be entertaining to watch. Max sure didn’t envy the opponent. 

“I will do my best to wear mascara and lip gloss and a dress if we’re at a political event, how does that sound?”

“I suppose that’s a start.” Bethany smiled brightly. “Peter’s taking me to dinner tonight to talk about my campaign strategy. Want to join us?”

“No. But thanks for asking.” Peter Goldstein was nice enough, and Bethany had been dating him for a few months, but his conversation topics extended to the stock market and his dream car collection, neither of which Max could get excited about. “I’ll make something here.”

“Suit yourself.” Bethany tsked as she closed her laptop. This time her judgmental gaze changed to a sad one, which Max had also seen a zillion times over the years. “I wish we could find you a boyfriend.”

We. As if it was a joint effort to get Max roped, tied, and hauled to the closest altar. “I don’t need a boyfriend, Ma. I’m very happy all by myself.”

“That may be. But as my campaign manager, you’ll be going to dinners and fund-raising events. It would look better, you know, if you didn’t go alone.”
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Chapter Three
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“How?” Nate shook his head. “I didn’t mean that. I meant...” He didn’t know what he meant. Obviously Lexi was mistaken. A little girl? His little girl? Are you sure? he wanted to say. Couldn’t be. No way. “Why didn’t you tell me? When you—”

“Found out I was pregnant? I should have. But I just, I don’t know, I was twenty and it was a fling, we said that all along, and I wasn’t sure what I was going to do. I thought I’d give her up for adoption. That was my plan until almost the very end. Then I saw her, and...” Her eyes filled. “She was perfect. Is perfect.”

“You’re sure she’s...” He knew he sounded like a callous jerk for asking, but he had to. 

“Yes. She’s yours. I wasn’t with anyone else, not during that break or after. Listen, we can do a paternity test if you want. We probably should anyway.” She rubbed her hands together. “There’s a lot of legal stuff to go through. If you’re, you know, willing to do this.”

He didn’t answer. He couldn’t, not with a million thoughts swimming through his head. 

“It’s not permanent,” Lexi added. “I should have said that before. My sister Penny is Autumn’s legal guardian. But she’s doing missionary work in Africa and won’t be back in the States until just before Christmas. She would come back earlier, she already said she would, but I said I would ask you first. She’s been there almost a year. I didn’t want to ask her to come back six weeks early unless I had to. And I didn’t think...I thought I had more time.” She pulled in a breath. Even the simple act of conversation seemed to exhaust her. Nate wanted to take her in his arms and comfort her, but he was afraid he’d break her. 

“I’ll do it.” The words were out almost before he realized it. 

Relief spilled over her face. The tense lines around her eyes eased. “Really?”

“Of course. If I’m her father, then...” He straightened. “It might not look like it right now, but I can be a responsible guy.” But already the doubt crept in. He didn’t know the first thing about taking care of a four-year old. His only sister was single. He had a few cousins his own age, but no one he knew had kids. 

She took his hands, and he could feel every bone in them. “Thank you.”

“When do you think you’ll, um, need me to take her?”

She didn’t answer right away.

“Lexi?”

“She’s here in town. We’re staying at the Gateway Motel on the other side of the highway. A friend drove up with me.”

“She’s in Whispering Pines? Right now?”

“I didn’t—I should have given you more notice, I know, but I...” She dissolved into tears. “I wanted to keep her with me as long as I could. There’s a hospice house in Raleigh, where I’m living now. I’ll stay in my apartment while I can, but I want to get Autumn settled before...” More tears. Then heart-rending sobs. 

Nate’s gaze shifted to the window. Outside, the sun sent long beams of light over the ball fields by the high school. Sunrise Mountain crested in the distance. A car drove by. Two teenagers jogged around the track. Typical Whispering Pines in late summer, quiet and sleepy with not much going on. 

Except in here. In here, everything was changing. 

He squared his shoulders. “Okay. Tell me what I need to do, and I’ll do it.”

She bent her head and caught her tears in her hands. Her body shook, and her shoulder blades poked through her sweater like the wings of a bird trying to take flight. 

“My friendDonna is staying with her until we can make a decision. I have some paperwork already drawn up,” she said through hiccups. “If you have an attorney here, we can take care of the rest.”

“I can get one.” Not on a Saturday afternoon, but he could pull a few strings and get an appointment with someone Monday morning. “What about your parents?”

“They didn’t want anything to do with me or Autumn after she was born.”

“Do they have any legal rights?” He shifted in his chair. “Like, I don’t know. Could they take her? If they knew?”

“My dad died two years ago. I tried calling my mom a few months back. She wouldn’t talk to me, even when I told her I was sick. I get it, I guess. My grandmother died of breast cancer when my mom was sixteen. I don’t think she could watch anyone else go through it. So I made my sister Autumn’s legal guardian, which means no one has any other rights to her.” She lifted her head. “Except the father.”

The father. 

The words echoed like a stone inside the room. Nate’s lungs grew tight. He didn’t know the first thing about being a father. Sure, he had a decent relationship with his own dad, and the dads of his friends, but they mostly watched football games and drank beer and taught their kids how to drive. The moms did all the hard work, the real work of dinner and laundry and helping with homework and drying tears. How could Lexi possibly trust him with Autumn? He’d screw up. No way he could do this alone. 

“Are you still sure you want to say yes?”

He pulled his sunglasses back over his eyes to cut the light and, if he was being honest with himself, so Lexi wouldn’t see the doubt inside them. 

“You don’t have to,” she added. “I know this is a really big deal.”

So was dying of cancer. So was handing over your kid to a virtual stranger. Nate pulled off his sunglasses and tossed them on the desk. “I’m sure I want to say yes,” he lied. He forced a smile. “Do you think you could give me a crash course in parenting before you go, though?”

He didn’t tell anyone else, not Nicki, not Mac or Damian, no one. He needed to process it by himself first, before he went announcing around town that he’d failed to wrap up his dick five years ago and would now be bringing a daughter home to live with him. 

“Can you close up?” he asked Nicki around eleven-thirty. The band was hammering nails into his skull, and whether it was Lexi’s appearance or his hangover or a combination of everything, he could barely function behind the bar. He mixed a whiskey sour, looked at it, poured it out, and then mixed a new one before he realized the customer had ordered an amaretto sour instead. He poured twenty-ounce draft beers instead of twelve-ounce. After he gave out the wrong change for a third time, he finally gave up. 

“Yeah, I guess.” She scanned the crowd. Two waitresses home on college break were handling the dining room, and Nicki knew the bar customers well enough that they’d cut her some slack if things got hectic. “What happened with that woman who was in here? Is that why you’re leaving?”

“Can’t really say.”

“She looked pretty bad.”

“Yeah.” 

Nicki flipped a towel over her shoulder and headed down the bar. “No problem, Nate. Go home and get some sleep.”

Sure. Like he’d be able to sleep tonight. Or ever again.

“What are you doing here?” his older sister Rachael asked from the screened-in front porch of the farmhouse when he stepped inside. She wiggled her bare toes. Outside, fireflies lit up the lawn. The tree-lined lawn sloped down to the road, and just beyond, Whispering Pines Lake was a smooth, glassy surface that reflected the moon and stars. A swimming float was anchored fifty yards out. On the opposite shore, a few lights pricked the darkness. Nate could name all the neighbors belonging to those lights, because no one ever left Whispering Pines. The marina sat dark at the east end. A dam with a waterfall, the best place for fishing, sat at the west. He’d looked at it all a thousand times over the years. He could picture it in his dreams, with his eyes closed, from outer space if he had to. 

Tonight it was like he’d never seen any of it before. 

“Hey.” Rachael swatted him on the leg. “What’s wrong with you? Why are you home so early?”

He sank onto the chair beside her, his legs shaky. This pattern of orange and yellow flowers on the cushions was familiar too. It screamed late seventies decor, and he and Rachael had made fun of it for years, but when their parents moved to South Carolina, neither he nor his sister had bothered to buy new cushions or covers. 

“Nate?” She swung her legs over the chair. “Your shift isn’t over, is it? What happened tonight? Was there a fight? Did you get fired?”

We have a little girl...I’m hoping you’ll take care of her when I’m gone...

Where would Autumn sleep? In the guest room? Would he have to take her to school? Did four-year olds even go to school? Would she have clothes? Would he have to take her shopping?

Would she hate him? 

“No,” he finally said. A fight or getting fired would be a piece of cake compared to this. He lifted his gaze. “I just found out I have a daughter.”

Rachael dropped her beer. The bottle rolled under her chair and left a brown puddle at her feet. “What? This is a joke, right?” She looked over his shoulder. “Like one of those hidden camera shows or something? Did someone come into the bar tonight and put you up to it?”

“It’s not a show. I’m serious.”

“Stop it.”

He didn’t say anything. Sometime on Monday, if everything went as planned with his attorney, he’d be bringing Autumn home to stay with him until Christmas. And Lexi would be going home to die. 

“Tell me you’re kidding.”

“I’m not. Her name is Autumn. She’s four.”

Rachael’s eyes got wider than he’d ever seen them. “You’re kidding me. How did you not know about her? Why is she here? Who’s the mother?”

“How about you don’t ask me ten different questions at once?”

“Mom and Dad are gonna flip out.”

“Tell me about it.”

“You’re sure she’s yours?”

“Pretty sure.”

“That’s not a hundred percent.”

“No.” He pulled his phone from his pocket. “I’m getting a paternity test as soon as I can.” He flipped through his text messages to the newest one, sent to him by Lexi a few hours earlier while they sat knee to knee in the office. “But take a look at this and tell me what you think.” He zoomed in on the picture of Autumn, taken two months ago at the beach. She wore a pink bathing suit and held a red bucket in one hand. She had hair so blonde it looked white in the sun, blue-green eyes, and a gap-toothed smile.

Rachael leaned over. When she looked up, her face had gone white. “Don’t bother with the test, Nate. She looks exactly like you.”
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Chapter Four
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“...and that’s how Robert the retriever made it home.” Max closed the book and laid it on her lap. A dozen kids ages five to ten sat on the carpet at her feet. She wasn’t sure she could do the kid thing twenty-four-seven, but she did love story time at the library. 
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