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Fate and science said they should never have met but after that first touch, he knew he’d stay with her forever. Would the sudden appearance of the father he never knew be their doom?

Dani Haviland is a USA Today Bestselling Author.

From crime thrillers to historical fantasy, two-hour quick reads to epic sagas, there’s always an element of humor in Dani Haviland’s stories. Her books and box sets have ranked in the top ten sellers in dozens of categories. Read and enjoy the diversity!
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SEPTEMBER 2015

Greensboro, NC

“Watch out! Here comes another one!” the skinny onlooker shouted, his arms spread wide in a gallant attempt to protect the giant-sized couple as they passed in front of the tavern entrance.

“What’s going on?” Benji asked, pulling his wife close to shield her from the unknown impending peril. He heard the winded thunk of a body blow come from inside and looked back to make sure his petite protector was also out of harm’s way. 

“Agh!” A sun-wrinkled cowboy grabbed air as he flew out the door, trying to find something or someone to hold onto before the ground rose up to kiss his face. Unable to find anything to slow his fall, the human projectile wound up performing a hands-free face plant on the concrete curb, a loud crunch indicating his graceless landing had earned him a broken nose. Two seconds later, his cowboy hat parasailed out the door, landing just inches from his head.

“Thirty-seven!” a voice boomed from inside the bar. “Anyone care to make that thirty-eight?”

“Yeah! I do, ya big red-headed nig...aach!”

Another man – this one even bigger than the first – stumbled out the door backward, his feather and snakeskin-banded ten-gallon hat clutched to his chest with trembling hands.

“Thirty-eight!” announced the same, deep voice, accompanied by a chorus of cheering bar patrons.

“Do ye need help?” Benji asked, extending his hand to the marginally conscious Calvin Klein cowboy. The stunned man had landed hard on his rump, his portly belly covered by a belt buckle as big as his face but only half as shiny.

“Uh, no, no thanks,” the embarrassed drunkard stammered, his head tipping back to gawk up at the six-foot seven-inch redheaded man. He added, “er...sir,” then stumbled away, quickly checking over his shoulder to be certain no one had followed him out of the bar. He staggered to his emerald-green lifted Chevy pickup, then clung to its short bed for support. Continually looking behind him, he fumbled with his bundle of keys, hoping to make a safe and discreet escape. That was the last time he’d ever make fun of anyone with red hair.

“Sir?” Benji repeated the man’s stuttered salutation under his breath. “Me a sir?”  They were the same age – well, at least biologically. He glanced over and saw his tall wife looking down at the other ejectee, still belly to the pavement, one shoulder up, his hand covering his bloodied nose.

“Are you all right, sir?” Jane asked, concerned for his health, but unsure if she should offer a hand to an unknown white man.

“Ugh,” he groaned and rolled over onto his back, then grunted loudly as he struggled to sit up. He lifted his head and saw it was a very dark-skinned woman who had asked about his condition. “Agh!” he screamed, scrambling to his feet. “I swear, I’ll never say that N-word again!”

“What’s going on here?” Benji asked, scanning the crowd that had gathered to watch the kerfuffle, looking for someone willing to answer him.

“There’s a really big dude in there who really, really hates,” Benji and Jane’s slim wannabe guardian said, then hesitantly whispered, “the ‘N’ word.”

“The ‘N’ word?” Jane asked Benji in a soft whisper. 

Their reedy and gregarious new friend – still reeling from too many drinks – grabbed onto Benji’s arm for support. “Yeah, someone called him a red-headed n...n...” He gulped, then blushed when he realized how dark the woman next to his human lamppost was. “Maybe you better ‘splain it to her,” he told Benji. “I don’t wanna chance him hearin’ me say it then makin’ me number thirty-nine. I don’t like that word neither.”

“Janie, do ye want to wait out here or go in the tavern with me?” Benji asked.

“I’d rather go with you. I don’t know what’s happening in there, but I want to see who sounds so much like you.” She looked at the man hanging on to Benji’s other side. “Are you coming?” she asked and winked.

“Yes, ma’am! I wouldn’t mish this for the world!”

The super-tall duo plus one tag-along walked into the bar single file, Benji leading the investigation. “Who’s throwin’ the trash out into the street?” he asked lightheartedly. 

It was obvious who it was, though. The giant-sized man at the dartboard, poised to throw, had a marigold-red Afro hairdo. He turned and frowned at the newcomer interrupting his shot. “Who’s asking?” he growled.

“Jest someone who appreciates the house cleanin’,” Benji replied and approached with hand extended in greeting.

“Oh, I get it,” Jane said softly, noticing that despite having hair every bit as red as Benji’s, the young man looked to have African-American ancestors.

“Do I know you?” the bigot-bouncer asked Benji, stalling before committing to a handshake. “You look familiar.”

Benji shook his head slowly in answer. He had the same feeling, though. “Do I ken yer family, yer father maybe?”

“I doubt it,” the curly-haired man said. “He was gone before I was born. Didn’t even leave me his name. Branded me a bastard.” He spat on the ground out of habit with the ‘b’ word, then blushed – there was a woman present. “Sorry ‘bout that, ma’am,” he apologized, nodding to Jane. “I shouldn’t cuss in front of ladies. My mother reared me better than that.”

“Apology accepted,” Jane said. “I’m sure she’s proud of you.”

“Well, maybe she was.” He paused, then winced. “She was gone by the time I was ten; said I was her pride and joy, her baby boy. Sorry, I didn’t introduce myself. I’m called Big Mac.”

“Benji MacKay. This is my wife, Jane.”

Big Mac squinted his blue eyes and asked, “MacKay?”

“Aye, I’m from a long line of MacKays. Janie here, my wife, has only been a MacKay for a few months.”

“MacKay’s my mother’s name. She used to say she was from a long line of MacKays, too.” Big Mac looked from Benji to Jane, trying to visualize his mother. He always thought he’d never forget her face. He didn’t have so much as a snapshot of her but did his best to keep her image in his head. For fourteen years, he’d traced the lines of her brows, jaws, eyes – even her ears – in the air, remembering their quiet evenings together, reading or playing Scrabble, before she disappeared. Now her face was fuzzy. This woman before him was much darker than she was but otherwise looked a lot like Mama. Too much like Mama. Suddenly, his mental portrait of his mother was twisting and fading into Jane’s face. They were becoming the same person.

“Hey, is he your coushin or nephew or shomethin’?” the drunk at Benji’s left side asked. “Cause he sounds like you,” and poked Benji in the ribs, “but looks like you,” and pointed to Jane. “Except he has your hair. Well, except for the curly part; that’s more like yours...except yours is longer and prettier.”

“Thank you,” Jane replied. “I think we need to go outside for some fresh air. Would you care to join us, Big Mac?”

Both big men were stunned. They were having a stare-down without animosity – curiosity consuming all of their concentration. “Come on, guys, this is getting intereshting,” the sot said, tugging on the men’s shirtsleeves, trying to help Jane get them out of the bar.

Both big men turned to the skinny man who reeked of stale cigarettes and beer, then glared at him with identical scowls of intimidation. “Whoa! You gotta be related!” he bellowed, too drunk to realize that he was irritating both men whose combined size was about ten times his.

“Out, now, please?” Jane asked softly, trying to avoid making the ado any bigger than it already was.

“Hey, Randy, clear out the patio for me and my friendsh, will ya?”

The bartender looked at his wife’s brother then the two big men he was standing between. He hadn’t thrown out the younger one who had either punched or kicked out a steady stream of loud-mouthed bikers and drugstore cowboys over the past week – he was glad to be rid of them – but now the tall mixed-blood man was having a staredown with someone nearly his size. No damage had been done to the premises in the last week but having two redheaded bulls in his stein-shot-and-wineglass establishment would be pushing his luck. 

“Here, Sander, it’s all yours,” the bartender said and handed him the key. “Just don’t get between those two. Cheryl would never forgive me if something happened to you.”

“Sure, sure,” the happy drunk said, his arms crooked in the elbows of the two behemoths. “Let’s take these two gentlemen to my parlor, shall we, ma’am?”

“We shall. This way, gentlemen,” Jane said. 

The two men were still frozen in their private, silent summit. Jane didn’t have to look around to see that they were now the center of attraction in the bar. “Drinks on the house!” she announced with false bravado, repeating the words she’d heard in ‘North to Alaska.’ And just like in the old John Wayne movie, everyone went to the bar, distracted from the spectacle of the two brooding giants by the allure of free alcohol.

“Sander?” she asked, hoping she had heard his name correctly. He nodded deeply and grinned in acknowledgment. “Would you come around here and help me? I think all they need is a nudge in the right direction.”

She was right. The gentle push from behind startled the pair enough that they came out of their mutual trance. Big Mac realized his little buddy was at his side. “Sander, go get us some drinks, will ya? I’ll have the usual. What’s your poison?” he asked Benji.

“I’ll have whatever beer’s on tap and my wife likes iced coffee, no cream or sugar.”

“Whoa! Did you hear that, Big Mac? She drinks the same stuff you do!” Sander paused, then snorted, “Hmph!  Don’t see how anyone in hiss right mind...” Big Mac and Benji both frowned at the mouthy man, stopping his words with their glares before his sentence was finished. Sander quickly changed his attitude and tactic. “You know, that musht be a mighty fine drink. I’ll have to try it shometime.” Then he was gone, his waiter duties offering him a chance for another free beer from his oversized benefactor.

The silence was uncomfortable for all three. The chatty little man was gone now. The only sound was the twang of an old Loretta Lynn song coming from the vintage jukebox. Big Mac broke the tension with an odd, opening question, “What year were you born?”

“Me or her?” Benji answered. He was uncomfortable lying. Dancing around the truth was okay – it was actually fun – but he had just been asked a direct question he didn’t want to answer.

“Either one,” Big Mac answered with a steely stare at Benji, glancing at his tall wife then back to the tall, amiable redhead.

Big Mac loved his mother dearly – God bless her wherever or whenever she was – but her stories about her parents were too fantastic for him to believe. Well, he had believed them when he was younger, much younger. However, when he bragged about his heritage in the first grade, he had been shamed, humiliated, and made the butt of rude jokes and made-up stories that besmirched both his and his mother’s characters. No, he wouldn’t – couldn’t – believe his mother was a liar, nor that she would intentionally embarrass him. She had, after all, told him never to repeat the story of his family’s history. Yes, for now, he’d cast out this one flimsy question to the man whose wife looked so much like Mama. It could be that Mama’s stories were true ­– but he wasn’t sure whether he wanted them to be or not.

“I don’t know,” Jane answered truthfully. “When were you born?”

Big Mac snorted then realized he was rude by answering her direct question with a pressurized nasal discharge. He bypassed an apology and instead turned to Benji. “Do you know when you were born?” he asked sarcastically.

“Aye, I do. And do ye?” Benji replied and crossed his arms in defiance. He huffed and said, “Ye ken, we can do this all night, answering questions with questions, but that doesna get us anywhere. Ye tell me first, and then I’ll tell ye.” Benji looked up and saw Sander trying to open the door into the patio, his hands loaded with three frosty drinks. “And make it fast unless ye want a witness.” 

Big Mac glared but remained mute, his eyes demanding that Benji answer first. “Okay,” Benji sighed, “1771. And ye?”

“2033.” He snorted and shook his head in disbelief. “I think we have a lot to talk about...Grandpa.”
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“WHO ARE YOU? I MEAN, really?” Benji asked.

Big Mac stared at his inquisitor but ignored the question. His bright blue eyes squinted as he examined the face of the man in front of him. He took a deep breath and nodded. “Yes. I see why she said I looked like you.” He snorted and added, “Grandpa.”

“Why do ye keep callin’ me ‘Grandpa’? I have no children – ahem, yet – so how can I have a grandchild? I don’t think I’m old enough to even be your father.”

“Oh? And what year did you say you were born in, old man?” the caramel-colored man asked with a snide chuckle. “I’ll bet you’re at least one, maybe two hundred years old – by the calendar.”

Benji and Jane both gasped at the tall man’s words and his intense glare. It was as if he was studying their classified biographies, deciding whether he should arrest them or not. Jane recovered first. She pursed her lips, determined, then shook her head. “Let’s say for a moment that we are your grandparents. By the arch of your eyebrows and shape of your ears,” she leaned in for a closer look, “I’d say it is possible you and I are related. I mean, you could be my descendent... Or, rather...”

Jane shook her head again. The ability to travel through time had skewed and complicated all she knew about biological ages and relationships. When she met Benji’s grandfather, he looked to be about the same age as he was. Maybe something like that had happened here, too. Since there didn’t seem to be a logical way to figure out this conundrum, she’d see if she could get an answer to her other burning question. 

“So, how did you know where to find us?”

“That museum. The pattern on that African cloth in the window is the same as was on your mother’s dress. All you had left of her was a scrap from it; the rag you used to bind your hair when you were a slave. She was from Mali. Well, so were you; you were born there, too. You didn’t know that, though, did you, until you saw that display?”

Jane’s head shook back and forth slowly.

Benji straightened up. “Go on. Whose child are ye, then?”

“Your daughter, Mali’s. Just moments ago, you decided that if you had a daughter, you wanted to name her Mali. Grandma just told you she was pregnant, right? But you already knew that didn’t you? Grandpa.”

“I have to tell ye, hearin’ ye call me Grandpa is a bit unsettlin’. I mean, I’m not even a father yet...”

Benji and Jane stared at each other but said nothing. They both knew he was a father, but only in the biological sense. Benji had unwillingly and unknowingly sired a child under threat of the mother’s life. The issue of that union, a boy, had been adopted by his friend, Billy Burke Melbourne and his partner, Peter Anthony, before he even knew of the boy’s existence. Now he was in the child’s life, but solely as his godfather.

Big Mac acknowledged his words, slowly nodding his head, then cleared his throat in acceptance. “Well, I guess you’re right. The other Mac – Mac Melbourne – is your biological son, but you were never his daddy. At least, so I was told. You were a good daddy to Mom, though. At least for as long as she stayed around...”

“Yer not makin’ any sense, lad. We’re havin’ a daughter?” Benji pulled Jane closer to him, inhaled deeply, and relaxed into her.

Jane didn’t cozy into his hug, though. Instead, she tensed, her eyes blazing with maternal fire.  “I’d never leave my daughter. But you’re wrong, sort of. I haven’t told him yet that I’m pregnant.”

“But you are, right?” Big Mac asked, his eyes wide, suddenly unsure of his assumptions. 

He knew the story. He’d heard it many times over. In his head. He’d only heard the story from her once but had replayed it over and over again. On infinite repeat. It still echoed in his mind silently. Could he have remembered it wrong?

Jane snorted. “Yes, I’m pregnant, but this isn’t how I wanted to tell my husband.” Her eyes lit up as joy replaced her indignation. “So, you’re my grandson, the son of my... Of our,” she relaxed into Benji and smiled, “daughter. Mali. Yes?”

“Yes.” Big Mac didn’t flinch. He didn’t smile, but couldn’t find a frown, either. He wanted to be angry, but all he felt now was fear. Could they help him find his mother? And that bastard of a Norwegian time traveler who had sired him?
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“SO, TELL ME,” BENJI said, hoisting his stein of beer in salute to the man who could be his grandson, “how did you come to be here and now? Were ye truly seeking us out and if so, why?”

“Why not? Isn’t that what you did less than a year ago? Didn’t you travel back in time to seek out your grandpa?”

Benji reddened at the remark. He hadn’t realized until the young man said it that they had indeed both done the same thing. “I guess it’s a family tradition then, aye?”

“I think everyone wants to seek out family eventually. My reasons were twofold. One to meet the grandparents I’d never meet otherwise, and two, to see if you could help me find out what happened to my mother.”

Although their words had been civil, the tension between the two was tight, ready to pop into an argument with a wrong word or misspoken phrase. Both men knew it and were now mute.

“Excuse me for a moment, Big Mac,” Jane said, breaking up their awkward pause. “Why would you never meet us otherwise? I mean, didn’t you know the older version of us?”

“No,” Mac said, scowling, obviously unwilling to elaborate. He clenched his freckled fists together in front of him, holding them tight as if to keep from striking out. 

Benji took a deep breath and sat up straight, his shoulder blades pulled close to gather even more air and fortitude. He knows of some ill fate or misfortune that befalls Janie and me. He canna say what, but he wants to avert it. He glanced over at his wife and saw the flicker of realization in her dark brown eyes as she came to the same conclusion. Her jaw slackened, ready to say more, then closed. Yes, some questions were better off not asked.

“So,” Benji said, “if ye canna or willna speak of our,” he nodded to Jane, “future selves, can ye tell us what ye suspect happened to yer mother?”

“She left in ’32 with my father. Or should I say that sperm-donating charmer? It was a good thing he left, too, or you probably would have killed him. I know I would have if a man had taken off with my seventeen-year-old daughter.”

“Where did they go?” Jane asked with feigned coolness, trying to keep her anger from showing.

Benji’s face was scarlet again, his jaws clenched tight in anger at his unborn daughter being defiled. He put his hand up to pause the conversation. “First, tell me. Did she love him?” His shoulders slumped and his eyelids closed halfway in sorrow. “Or did he force himself on her.”

“Oh, I’m sure she was at least fascinated with him. I don’t think he did anything she didn’t want him to. My mom was always a tough one. She was every bit your daughter in size, too. I got my zero-tolerance attitude about prejudice and ill manners from her. Not that I ever knew her to forcibly eject anyone from a bar or any other establishment, but she was always the first in line to defend someone’s rights, or to protect those who couldn’t fend for themselves. She was a class act when it came to advocacy. She used her wits, not her fists. As far as loving him,” Mac shrugged a shoulder, his fists unclenched and parted as he relaxed with his new companions, “I think she was too young to know what it was. As I said, he was gone before I was born.”

“And he never came back?”

Mac chuffed in derision. “Yeah, he did. I was about a year-and-a-half-old. He saw her at the park. He wanted her to come with him, plying her with the inside scoop on some future major world event they could drop in on. She said she couldn’t bring me into chaos like that. He tried to convince her that I’d be fine if she left me where I was. I guess he took one look at me, grinned at my size and bright red hair, and said I was a cute kid. ‘Leave him there. Someone will take him. He’ll find a good home with looks like that.’ 

“Of course, Mom flared up immediately. I’m sure she called him a few appropriate names – although I’m sure they were inappropriate for a public park – and that was that. She told me later she was glad she had the closure. It was fortunate that he wasn’t in my life. ‘Better to have no paternal influence than a bad one,’ she said.”

“Geez! She hasn’t even been born yet,” Benji said, looking down at Jane’s belly, “and I already love her.”

“Yeah, she was easy to love. She had dozens of friends everywhere we went. Folks were usually standoffish at first – her being so tall and all – and then she’d start talking and have them chilled out in no time.”

“Chilled out?” Jane asked.

“Relaxed, calmed down,” Benji explained to her. He looked over at Mac. “So, you do know yer granny was a slave in 1783 America less than a year ago, right? She still has a lot of colloquialisms to learn.”

Mac squinted, trying to see the woman in front of him in a different light. She was poised and well-dressed but not very confident. That was only when it came to some modern words and phrases being used, though. “I guess you were in the 18th century just a short time ago, weren’t you? Did they treat you poorly?”

Jane snorted in derision. “Whipped, beaten, kicked, starved, and given nothing but rags to wear and vermin-infested straw to sleep on...” She took a deep breath, then shook her head as she let it out. “It’s hard to believe that it was such a short time ago. The scars on my back are fresh but from the look in your eyes, you don’t doubt me. You’re just fascinated that you’re a descendant of a slave.”

“Two slaves,” Benji said, a wry smile on his face. “Slavery is still in the world today. Skin color doesna make much difference to those looking to make money with someone else’s body, whether using their strong backs for labor or their young flesh for other means.”

“Yeah, unfortunately, slavery doesn’t seem to go away, at least in the near future,” Mac said with a grimace.

“And your mother?” Jane prompted, eager to hear more about her unborn child.

“Tall, amiable, a protective person to all she met, eager to be an advocate to anyone needing comfort or shelter...” Mac’s smile grew as he remembered the stories about all the foster children Granny and Grandpa had taken in during the COVID Pandemics of the ‘20s. “She learned it all from you two. So, now that I’ve met you and possibly ruined a timeline by popping in a few minutes too early, how about I take off? Oh, and point you in the right direction to that African display outside the museum up the street. Granny will have a chance to see the cloth, find out she’s from Mali, and let you know that Mom’s coming.”

“Well, it’s good to know it’s only one,” Jane said. “After seeing Evie with triplets and your great-grandmother with twins, I think I’d rather have one at a time.”

“Yeah, well, the twins come later,” Mac said, then slapped his mouth. “Oops.”

“Ye ken, it doesna make a difference if ye tell us how many children we have,” Benji said, hoping he’d hear more about his future progeny.

“Yes, I’m curious, too,” Jane said. “And are they all healthy?”

“Yes, all are hale and hearty as far as I know. You gather up a few strays later on.” Mac looked at his watch and verified the date and year. “Just make sure you keep a year’s supply of durable foods, medicines, and toilet paper on the farm. You never know when the world will turn upside down.”

“Aye, but by that remark, I take it ye ken.”

Mac shrugged a shoulder at his grandfather and smirked. “Forewarned is forearmed. Take care.” He stood and looked toward the dozing Sander, propped up against the wall near the patio door, his drink precariously held in one hand. He took two long strides and rescued the glass, setting it on the table.

“Wait!” Jane called out and rushed to his side. “You can’t go yet. You didn’t tell us anything about where she went and what that spunk donor looked like.”

Mac leaned toward her ear and whispered, “Sperm donor. They both mean the same thing but one isn’t used in polite company.”

“Oh, I’m sorry...”

“No worries. We’re family...” Mac said, then groaned in frustration. “I guess I can’t just sprint out of your lives now, can I?”

“We’d rather you didn’t,” Benji said, coming to join them. “Can’t we look for your mother together and just say we’re kin? I mean, that isna lying. Say, how long have ye been here?”

“You mean now?” Mac asked, once again answering a question with a question, this time with a big grin.

Jane and Benji both nodded, then looked to Sander to make sure the amiable drunk was still asleep. 

“Just a few days this time,” Mac said. “Come on, I’ll tag along with you if you don’t mind. That way I can make sure you find the museum. It seems to me there was one version of the story where a stranger had come up to Granny and Grandpa, telling them about an exhibit in town they might be interested in. I never thought that person would be me, though.”

“And that’s why I’d like yer companionship. There could be bits of information that may not seem important enough to tell us that are meaningful; something we might otherwise overlook.”

Mac looked back at the table where they had all been seated, their glasses still full. “Let’s finish our drinks before we leave this fine establishment,” he said. He looked at Jane and grinned. “So, you’re the one I get the love of iced coffee from, eh?”

Jane reached up and put a gentle hand on his cheek, then looked back at Benji. The two men were so much alike in build and stance. From behind and with long sleeves, gloves, and hats, they’d be indistinguishable from each other. “There are so many things I’d like to know about you. Let’s not part ways in a hurry. You have a lot of family to learn about.”

“They’re fairies, too,” Benji whispered.

Mac laughed heartily, then looked around. Other than the dozing Sander, they were the only ones on the patio. The jukebox music was so loud in the main bar, nobody could hear them nor did they care what was being said. They were all involved in their own conversations. “Me? I’d say I’m an awfully big fairy.”
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